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ABSTRACT

This study examines responses to medieval nominalist philosophy in the Latin hermeneutic
writings of the Oxford theologian John Wyclif (d. 1384). It has long been the tendency in
intellectual histories of the later Middle Ages to portray Wyclif as a staunch defender of
philosophical realism, and as a tireless critic of contemporary nominalist methods. Though
recent research has done much to clarify our understanding of the relationship between
nominalists and realists in the medieval period, no comprehensive account of Wyclif’s
response to nominalist teaching has yet been produced. The objective of the present study is
to trace the development of Wyclif’s anti-nominalism from his early philosophical writings
(the Summa de Ente and the logical works) to his principal work on exegetical theory, the De
Veritate Sacrae Scripturae. The focal points of enquiry are the broad hermeneutic problems
of truth, time and textuality, each of which conspicuously divided Wyclif from his anti-realist

opponents.

Chapter 1 examines Wyclif’s place in the history of the hermeneutic sciences, and his
status as an opponent of medieval nominalist teaching. It traces the development of medieval
nominalism from its origins in the twelfth century to the debates of fourteenth-century Oxford
and Europe. Recent revisions to contemporary understanding of nominalism and realism are
considered, and related to the debate bet\;'een Wyclif and his hermeneutic opponents. The
case 1S made, in the conclu-ding section, for a broader, more inclusive conception of
‘nominalist’ thought. In Chapter 2, the concept of analogy — as it is presented in the Summa
de Ente, De Logica and Logicae Continuatio — is introduced. Analogy served as the guiding
principle in Wyclif’s hermeneutic project, both at a practical (exegetical) level, and (in the De
Veritate Sacrae Scripturae) at the level of textual theory. Wyclif believed that both exegetical
and theological errors would arise out of a failure to apply the principles of analogy. Chapter
3 surveys Wyclif’s theories of predication and time, again within the context ;f the
philosophical and logical writings. These together provided the theoretical framework for
Wyclif’s controversial claim that all parts of Scripture were literally true. The fourth chapter
analyses the objections to Wyclif’s philosophical and hermeneutic teaching raised by John

Kenningham, who opposed Wyclif in a series of academic determinationes. Kenningham’s

philosophy, which was broadly consistent with the basic metaphysical assumptions of

1



Ockham’s system, posed a serious challenge to Wyclif’s conception of the sacred text.

Kenningham was particularly critical of Wyclif's literalism, and of the theories of truth and
time on which it depended. In Chapter 5, the exegetical theory of the De Veritate Sacrae
Scripturae is analysed in detail, in relation both to the hermeneutic concepts introduced in
Chapters 2 and 3, and to the objections raised by Kenningham (introduced in Chapter 4). The
concepts of the Summa de Ente are shown to play a fundamental réle in Wyclif's conception
of textual authority and authorship (which is described in detail in the De Veritate Sacrae
Scripturae), as well as in his defence of the basic hermeneutic principles challenged by
Kenningham. The strong degree of continuity between the earlier and the later texts, we

argue, betrays an acute awareness of the threats posed by anti-realist interpretative paradigms.
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NOTE ON TRANSLATIONS

Translations of biblical passages (with a small number of exceptions) are taken from the
Douay-Rheims edition. Wyclif occasionally departs from the text of the Latin Vulgate, and
I have noted all of those cases which have come to my attention. Translations of the De
Universalibus are from Anthony Kenny’s translation, published as On Universals (Oxtord:
Oxford University Press, 1985). The translation contains line references to Ivan Miiller’s
edition of the text (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), and it has therefore been
possible to supply single references for both translation and text. All other translations,
where unattributed, are my own, though I should record my gratitude to Dr Jim Binns for

his advice on the translation of certain passages.
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INTRODUCTION

Among the small cluster of epithets which have been associated with the name of John
Wyclif over the last century, the philosophical terms ‘realist’ and ‘ultra-realist’ must rank
in familiarity alongside many of the more sensational political and theological labels we
have come to know him by. Wyclif the philosopher, nevertheless, has not yet enjoyed the
same attention as Wyclif the reformer or Wyclif the heresiarch. Since the publication of
J.A. Robson’s Wyclif and the Oxford Schools in 1961,' there has been no book-length
study of the main philosophical writings, despite a growing recognition of their signiticance
for Wyclif’s later pronouncements on Scripture, dominion and the sacraments.” One
consequence of this neglect has been that for the majority of contemporary commentators,
he has remained a figure who made a modest ~ and for the most part unoriginal —
contribution to European philosophical knowledge. The biographer Herbert Workman,
who is seldom numbered among Wyclif’s critics, remarked that ‘as a schoolman, [he] does
little more than gyrate on a well-beaten path, often concealing with a cloud of dust and
digressions that he is but moving 1n a circle.”” Predictably, this kind of assessment has
done nothing to erode the simplistic and misleading opposition between (extreme) realism
and nominalism which has grown up around his thinking. The fact that Wyclif was a
‘realist’ (however we may choose to define this problematic term) is still widely assumed
to entail that every one of his philosophical opponents must therefore have been a
‘nominalist’. Although it would certainly be no exaggeration to suggest that Wyclif had
little time for the nominalists of his day (or of any other period), it would nevertheless be

naive to assume that they were the only thinkers worthy of his disparagement, or that he

'J. A. Robson, Wyclif and the Oxford Schools: The Relation of the Summa de Ente to Scholastic Debates in
Fourteenth-century Oxford (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961).

? Anthony Kenny’s Wyclif (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985) is the most thorough and accessible study
to date of the relationship between Wyclif’s realism and his later theological, exegetical and political ideas.
The publication, in the same year as Kenny’s study, of an edition and a translation of Wyclif’s De
Universalibus, made available for the first time the text of one of the philosophical treatises which exerted

a very tangible influence over the ideas developed in the Summa Theologica.

> John Wyclif: A Study of the English Medieval Church (Connecticut: Archon, 1966), vol i., p. 143. Kenny
offers a brief history of the modern reception of Wyclif’s philosophical thought in Wyclif (pp. 100-109), and
concludes with a more generous assessment of his achievement. If Wyclif had not become a heretic, he

argues, ‘he might have been remembered as one of the great triumvirate of scholastics along with Scotus and
Ockham.’ (pp. 105-106)



would necessarily have been equally dismissive of every aspect of their teaching. We
cannot expect, either, that Wyclif’s opposition to William of Ockham and his Oxford
followers (however few there may have been, and however scattered”) would have
remained a narrowly philosophical one. There are strong indications from Wycht’s later
writings, as we suggest in Chapter 5, that this was not the case. ‘Nominalist’ is itself a
highly ambiguous term, and one whose Latin equivalent (nominalis) is not found anywhere
in fourteenth-century philosophical or theological texts.> If we are to make a detailed and
explicit comparison betwéen Wyclif and contemporary nominalists, therefore, we must be
clear about how the modern term itself is being applied. Definitions of ‘nominalism’ will

be considered in Chapter 1, which will include a brief overview of twentieth-century

nominalist historiography.

The problems which surround Wyclif’s status as a philosopher should not, of course,
deter us from examining more closely those aspects of his work on which his philosophy
exerted an influence. This is particularly true of his views on the nature of scriptural truth
and authority. For Wyclif, the sacred text existed principally as an idea in the mind of
God, accessible only to those who could see beyond the material signs of the printed page.

This conception of textuality, and the theories of truth and being on which it depended,
rested on philosophical assumptions which ran contrary to the basic tenets of fourteenth-
century nominalism. It is for this reason that the teaching of the contemporary Carmelite
John Kenningham, who ogposed Wyclif on key philosophical and hermeneutic issues,
presented such a threat to the authority of his exegetical theory. Within Kenningham’s
restricted metaphysical system, there was no place for a text which existed principally as

a divine idea, nor for a hermeneutic which, like Wyclif’s own, effectively excluded the

activities of the human author and reader from consideration.

* Recent scholarship has questioned the assumption that Ockham would have had a distinct group or ‘school’
of followers in England. See the discussion in Ch. 1 (sections 2.2 and 3), below.

> On the use of nominalis and related terms in the later Middle Ages, see Ch. 1 (sections 2 and 3), below.



The two focal points of debate between Wyclif and his hermeneutic opponents were
truth and time, the broad aspects of scholastic thought highlighted in the title of the present
study. As a realist, Wyclif regarded Scripture as an embodiment of the principle of truth,
all of whose parts were — by virtue of their consistency with divine intention — “literally’
true. Like his Oxford mentor Walter Burley, he perceived truth to be a property of reality,

and only secondarily as a logical or a linguistic phenomenon. Failure to accept this
fundamental realist principle, Wyclif beliecved, lay at the heart of contemporary confusion
over the nature of the sacred text. His conception of time, which was predicated on the
same metaphysical premises as his controversial theory of being, became his chief means
of defending scriptural texts against charges of falsity or logical inconsistency. The theores
of truth and time together formed the basis of Wyclif’s literalistic theory of scriptural
signification, which was to become one of the most distinctive and controversial aspects
of his hermeneutic programme. The literal sense of Scripture was for Wyclif any sense
which was consistent with the intention of the divine author. To this extent, it could
include niot only the historical sense, but any of the three ‘spiritual’ senses detined by the
Alexandrian exegetes (the allegorical, tropological/moral and the anagogical).ﬁ Unlike the
most influential theories of the preceding century — those of Thomas Aquinas, Henry of
Ghent and St Bonaventure, among others — Wyclif’s literalism afforded the human author
and his activities little respect, dignity or authority. Latin terms for human authorial roles,
which had proliferated under the influence of these earlier writers (largely in response to
the spread of Aristotelian exegetical conventions’), were not, as we shall argue,
systematically distinguished in Wyclif’s works. Truth was ultimately a product (or an
effect) of divine intention, and only coincidentally (a term which can hardly be stressed

sufficiently) of the conscious activity of human agents. Misinterpretation of the Scriptures

® On the origins of the four categories in Alexandrian exegetical theory, see Henrt de Lubac, Exégese
Médiévale (Paris: Aubier, 1959), vol. L.i, pp. 171-220. For a detailed exposition on the meaning of the four
senses, see de Lubac, Exégése Médiévale, vol. 1.ii, pp. 373-682. A concise account of the principal
characteristics of the four senses is provided in Gillian Evans, The Language and Logic of the Bible: The
Earlier Middle Ages, pp. 114-122. Wyclif’s treatment of the fourfold definition of the scriptural senses 1s
analysed in detail in Chapter 5 (section 3.2), below.

" The spread of Aristotelianism (and the growth of interest in human authorial activity) has been associated,
in particular, with the introduction of the ‘Aristotelian Prologue’ into scriptural commentaries of the thirteenth
century. See A.J. Minnis and A. B. Scott, eds. Medieval Literary Theory and Criticism, c. 1100-1375: The
Commentary Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), pp. 197-212 (esp. pp. 203-207). See also
Minnis, Medieval Theory of Authorship: Scholastic Literary Attitudes in the Later Middle Ages, 2nd. ed.
(Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1988), pp. 28-33.



arose as a result of a failure to perceive truth and time as realities in the mind of God, which
were no less distinct than the existential realities of the world of experience. This
assumption, which would have appeared hopelessly extravagant to any contemporary
opponent of metaphysical realism, also lay behind Wyclif’s idiosyncratic interpretation of

the logical principle of ampliatio (‘extension’), a concept over which he and Kenningham

remained rigidly divided.

Any study of theoretical reflections on the nature of textuality, whether the texts in
question are secular or sacred, implicitly addresses questions which pertain to a broad
range of historical disciplines, including (principally) literary studies, philosophy and
theology. In the case of the present investigation, there can be no question of the relevance
of the latter two. The first is more problematic, and will be considered alongside the
principal philosophical issues of medieval nominalism and realism in the first chapter. In
Chapters 2 and 3, which focus on the major philosophical writings of the first half of
Wyclif’s career (the Logica, Logicae Continuatio and Summa de Ente), the main rextual
concepts over which Wyclif and the nominalists disagreed will be introduced. These were
the theory of analogy (analogia entis), which formed the backbone ({f Wyclit’s
hermeneutic project, and the controversial logical principles of ‘real’ predication and
temporal extension (ampliatio temporis). The fourth chapter will consider the objections
to Wyclif’s scriptural philosophy which were raised by John Kenningham in a series of
academic determinationes. Kenningham’s philosophy will be compared with that of the
Ockhamuists of the earlier part of the fourteenth century, and it will be argued that, in terms
of their basic ontology (if not necessarily in all other respects), the two systems are highly
consistent. Kenningham is likely to have been as great a cause of metaphysical anxiety for
Wyclif as any dedicated disciple of Ockham or Scotus would have been. His incisive and
influential objections placed in question many of the defining characteristics of Wyclif’s
notion of the sacred text (and hence of textual authority), including his theory of biblical
truth and signification, temporal reference, and literalistic exegesis. In the fifth and final
chapter, the exegetical theory of the De Veritate Sacrae Scripturae will be analysed within
the context of the philosophical and textual concepts discussed in the Summa de Ente, the
two works on logic, and the Oxtord determinationes (of both Kenningham and Wyclif).

We show how the principles of analogia entis informed Wyclif’s understanding of

fundamental hermeneutic cOncepts (those of the book, the author, and authority), as well

4



as his approach to exegetical practice. We also examine the relationship between Wyclif’s
conception of propositional truth (founded on the principles of ‘real’ predication examined
in Chapter 3) and his pronouncements on scriptural truth and divine intention. In the
concluding section, developments in Wyclif’s understanding of key textual concepts (most
notably, ampliatio and the ‘literal’ sense of Scripture) will be considered in the light of

criticism voiced by Kenningham and other anti-realist contemporaries.

The objective of this study is not principally to cast doubt on earlier depictions of the
controversy between ‘nominalists’ and ‘realists’ of fourteenth-century England. Recent
revisionist historiography has already done much to reshape contemporary perceptions of
later medieval thinking.® Rather, it seeks to highlight ways in which nominalism —
considered as a group of related philosophical and theological assumptions — threatened to
undermine the authority of specific interpretative discourses and practices. My emphasis
is therefore principally upon the contemporary reception of nominalism, rather.than upon
the details of nominalist theory itself. Whether or not we choose to endorse the popular
assessment of Wyclif as a relentless, focused opponent of contemporary ‘nominalist’
teaching, we cannot ignore the fundamental ideological difference between his own
hermeneutic assumptions and those of academic contemporaries like Kenningham. Though
we should resist the temptation to perceive his aﬁti-nominalist activity in simple
teleological terms (as a product, that is, of Ehe incipient ‘decline’ of scholastic realism),” we
must be conscious that there was much at stake in the nominalist-realist controversy not
only for the commited realist, but for any exponent of traditional hermeneutic principles.
Patristic and early medieval hermeneutic theories, after all, had worked predominantly
from within a broad realist paradigm. By dispensing with, or simply contradicting the
fundamental tenets of philosophical realism, nominalist logicians and exegetes were
threatening to undermine the very principles from which Christian texts and traditions drew
their authority. Wyclif’s Latin writings provide an unusual insight into this process, which
was often obscured by the oblique relationship between ‘speculative’ and hermeneutic

discourses throughout the scholastic period. Whether or not Wyclif’s response can be

% See the discussion in Ch. 1, below.

? For a critical analysis of recent perspectives on medieval cultural and historical processes, see Ch. 1 (section
3), below.



regarded as an accurate gaugue of the dangers posed by nominalist methodologies, they can
leave us In no doubt whatever of the magnitude of the threat they were held to pose.

Nominalism, after all, could redefine not only the theory of textuality itseif, but many of
the most significant sub-theories (that of the ‘literal’ sense being most conspicuous) from

which Wyclif’s hermeneutic programme drew its authority.




CHAPTER 1

NOMINALISM, REALISM AND HERMENEUTICS

1. ‘TEXTUAL’ THEORY, HERMENEUTICS AND THE FORMS OF THEORETICAL DISCOURSE

Wiyclif’s philosophical and exegetical writings occupy a significant position in the history
of ideas about language and discourse, standing at the end of a long tradition of
interpretative texts informed by Roman and early medieval grammatical writings (the artes
‘,g:;rcmzm¢:ztz"cae).l They have a part, as such, in the late history of what Martine Irvine, in his
ground-breaking study of the verbal arts in the early Middle Ages, has termed ‘textual
culture’.” This broad label, as Irvine applies it, covers all of those areas of academic
enquiry whose primary focus was textual, whether the nature of the particular text under
scrutiny was ancient or medieval, secular or religious, Latin or vernacular. Throughout the
whole of the ancient period, and for much of the Middle Ages, of course, the emphasis was
on non-vernacular writings, these being originally the classical writings of Greece and
Rome, and later Christianized Latin texts, Latin biblical texts, and even the texts of the
Roman grammars themselves.” It also covers the so-called ‘preceptive’ disciplines, the arts
of speaking and writing correctly.” These latter disciplines occupied a secondary position
in relation to the expository and explicatory sciences, the ‘arts of interpretation’ out of
which the long tradition of secular and Christian commentaries, glosses and exegetical texts

drose.

' Most influential throughout the Middle Ages were the Ars Minor and Ars Maior of Donatus (fl. 4th century
AD). Between them the two artes cover all of the basic grammatical concepts required to produce a textual
commentary. Both contain descriptions of the eight parts of speech (noun, pronoun, verb, adverb, participle,
conjunction, preposition and interjection), and the second includes detailed expositions on metrical units
(voces, litterae, syllabae, pedes, accentus) as well as a list of grammatical ‘faults’ (vizia). The texts are edited
by Heinrich Keil in GL, 4 (1864), pp. 355-366; pp. 367-401.

2 The Making of Textual Culture: ‘Grammatica’ and Literary Theory, 350-1100 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994). See especially the introductory chapter, pp. 1-24.

> The earliest commentaries on ancient texts were produced by the Greek scholar Heraclitus (author of the
Quaestiones Homericae) and the Roman grammarian Donatus (author of commentaries on Terence and
Vergil’s Aeneid). See Irvine, The Making of Textual Culture, pp. 8-12. Examples of biblical exegesis, in the
various forms which this took, are very numerous. Christianized pagan texts, less directly indebted to
grammatica than to patristic exegetical methods, include most famously Vergil’s Aeneid and the
Metamorphoses of Ovid. See Beryl Smalley, English Friars and Antiquity in the Early Fourteenth Century
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1960). Commentaries on the two grammars of Donatus are discussed in Vivien Law’s
The Insular Latin Grammarians (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1982), pp. 81-97.

! Irvine, The Making of Textual Culture, pp. 2-8



The emphasis of the late-medieval scholastic culture in which Wyclif was writing was
similarly ‘textual’, its primary object, as in the earlier Middle Ages, being the explication
of the sacred page. The form and context of this explicatory activity, however, by the late
fourteenth century, was rather different. Academic commentaries, in terms of both style
and structure, had undergone significant changes with the dawn of Scholasticism, and the
critical apparatus available to the exegete had been transformed by new developments In
logic and philosophy.” An understanding of the fundamentals of logic was now a
prerequisite for the explication of scriptural texts, as indeed for all aspects of higher
theological debate and discussion. The dissemination of ideas about philosophy, theology,
and biblical interpretation was given new impetus in the later fourteenth century by the
srowing tendency to retain and circulate material delivered in the lecture halls of the
universities. Wyclif’s two major collections of academic writings, the Summa de Ente and
the Swumma Theologica (of which De Veritate Sacrae Scripturae forms a part), belong very
clearly to this tradition, as do his two tracts on the elements of logic (De Logica and
Logicae Continuatio). It has been suggested that the texts of the first of the two summae
occupy a similar place in Wyclif’s writings to that which would traditionally have been
filled by a commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, a piece of work which, until the
middle of the fourteenth century, had been among the standard academic commentaries
produced by all scholars in the Oxford Arts Faculty.® It is certainly true that many of the
issues addressed in the Summa de Ente bear a close resemblance to those typically
examined in Sentence-commentaries, a fact which will be seen to be of particular

importance in drawing doctrinal comparisons between Wyclif and Ockham.’

> On the scholastic commentary tradition see A. J. Minnis and A.B. Scott, eds., Medieval Literary Theory and
Criticism, pp. 1-11.

S]. L Catto, ‘Wyclif and Wycliffism at Oxford 1356-1430°, in Jeremy Catto and Ralph Evans, eds., The
History of the University of Oxford 1I: Late Medieval Oxford (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp-
175-261 (p. 179).

" See the discussion of analogical predication and the Trinity in Chapter 2 (section 2), below.



The most important influence on the literary style of Wyclif’s writings was the
academic quaestio or question, the dominant form of debate then current in the universities.
This originally took the form of a disputation between a master and other scholars, who
might have included both bachelors and masters of the faculty (whether that was the faculty
of Arts or the higher faculty of Theology). The master began by presenting a thesis for
consideration, against which the other students (amongst whom one was typically
dominant) raised objections. These were considered by the other students present and by
the master himself, who finally presented his defence of the thesis in a process known as
determinatio.® The written record of the quaestio was typically of a highly formalized
nature, proceeding through the different stages in an economical, logical and coherent
manner (typically avoiding the irrelevant repetitions and digressions which must have
occurred in the live debates) . The Surmma Theologiae of Thomas Aquinas supplies us with
some of the best examples of this, which also serve to highlight the contrast between the
earlier and the later usages of the quaestio-convention. The texts of Wyclif’s two main
surviving summae are typically structured far less rigidly than the earlier quaestiones of
Aquinas and his contemporaries, though the basic discursive form (thesis-objection-
reply/determination) is often still visible. Something much closer to the oral quaestio is
found in Wyclif’s disputations with the contemporary Carmelite friar John Kenningham.”
These survive as a series of exchanges, identified in the manuscripts as determinationes
rather than as quaestiones. This appears to reflect late fourteenth-century convention,
according to which a single quaestio alone typically formed the basis of a protracted

academic debate.'°

8 Cf. the more detailed analysis of academic debate offered by C.J.F. Martin in his An Introduction to
Medieval Philosophy (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996), Ch. 3. See also the discussion in
Minnis and Scott, eds., Medieval Literary Theory, p. 112. On the relationship between the forms of the
guaestio and the summa, see John Marenbon, Later Medieval Philosophy 1150-1350: An Introduction
(London: Routledge, 1987), pp. 24-34. See also Jan Pinborg and Anthony Kenny, ‘Medieval Philosophical
Literature’, in Norman Kretzmann, Anthony Kenny and Jan Pinborg, eds., The Cambridge History of Later
Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), Ch. 1. For an account of the origin
and development of technical terms such as determinatio, see M. P. Hubert, ‘Quelques aspects du Latin
philosophique aux XII® et XIII® si¢cles’, Revue des études latines, 27 (1949), 211-33.

? These are examined in detail in Ch. 4.

' On this development see Catto, ‘Wyclif and Wycliffism’, pp. 179-80.



Though both the Summa de Ente and De Veritate Sacrae Scripturae were in some
way concerned with the problems of meaning and interpretation, and though they clearly
occupy a place in the history of exegetical debate and discussion, the problem remains as
to where exactly they should be situated within the broader histories of textual and literary

theory. In terms of the latter, of course, this depends very much upon the interpretation of

literary’. Though it has often been desirable, for the sake of historical continuity, to
include medieval grammatical and scholastic writings within the history of literary theory,
the term ‘literary’ is clearly unsatisfactory for the present purpose, both in terms of its
modern and its medieval significations. It is certainly true that scholastic discourse about
textual meaning continued to rely upon the foundations laid by grammatica, and that the
canon of texts valorized by the Latin tradition remained largely unchanged throughout the
later Middle Ages. This would possibly justify our referring to such discourse as ‘literary
theoretical’, especially if the texts discussed within it were confined to non-biblical
writings. Wyclif’s Summa de Ente and De Veritate Sacrae Scripturae, however, belong to
a tradition which, as we have observed, took the explication of the texts of the Bible as 1ts
primary object. There is a sense, therefore, in which this form of theoretical discourse, even
though it strives to answer some of the questions which had arisen in the context of texts
conventionally described as ‘literary’, and though concepts developed within it naturally
had consequences for views of literary language, is quite different from literary-theoretical
writing. To speak of ‘textual’, rather than ‘literary’ theory would go some way towards
solving the problem, supplying, as it does, an inclusive, relatively neutral label. This term,
however, clearly fails to identify the kinds of question with which scholastic scriptural
theory was primarily concerned, or the historical tradition to which it belongs. The most
satisfactory solution is perhaps provided by the much older term, ‘hermeneutics’. To speak
of Wyclif’s writings as texts belonging to the field of hermeneutics, rather than to that of
literary or textual theory, is to locate them within a very specific historical and ideological
narrative. Such a narrative is very different from that implied by ‘literary theory’, but has
the advantage of including particular branches of literary theory within the course of its
development. Many of the problems which are today narrowly categorized as ‘literary’, or
as ‘literary-theoretical’ — problems relating to the nature of the text, the author, and the
reader, to the meaning of intention, authority, and tradition, and to the uses of figurative or

rhetorically elaborate language — are properly speaking hermeneutic issues, 1n whose
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exploration literary theory has played only a relatively small part.'’

In its most general sense, the term ‘hermeneutics’ applies to the science — or sciences
— of interpretation (Greek épunvevewv, ‘to interpret’). Though the English word dates from
the eighteenth century, when it was applied to the philosophy of biblical interpretation, the
problems of interpretation more generally have preoccupied philosophers — including
English men and women - since the earliest times.'> Recent discussions of the meaning
of ‘hermeneutics’ have focused on the three semantic traits of €punvevewv 1solated by

Gerhard Ebeling, whose influential essay on the hermeneutic sciences set the parameters

3

for much of the subsequent analysis and debate.” According to Ebeling, épunvedewv

conveys the senses ‘to express’, ‘to explain’ and ‘to translate’.'* These three meanings
highlight themes and problems running through the hermeneutic enterprise from its
beginnings in ancient philosophy to its applications in the disciplines of philosophy,
theology and literary interpretation today.” They are clearly as relevant, therefore, to
medieval theories of scriptural interpretation as they are to modern, or to the literary or
philosophical hermeneutic systems of the last century. The prominent r6le played by
philosophy in all forms of hermeneutic investigation, mereover, would appear to give

Wryclif and his contemporaries a very significant position in its history.

This inclusion of Wyclif and his contemporaries within the hermeneutic tradition

brings with it a number of other significant advantages. Among the most obvious of these

'"'1t is no accident that within the field of modern literary studies, much of the most significant and influential
rescarch on issues of authorship, intentionality and the process of reading has been undertaken by
‘hermeneutic’ critics such as E. D. Hirsch, Wolfgang Iser, Stanley Fish, Paul de Man, etc.

'2 Concise Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology, ed. T. F. Hoad (Oxford: Clarendon, 1986), p. 215. The
Latin word hermeneutica has a longer history, though even this did not enter into common usage until the
seventeenth century. See the discussion in Jean Grondin, Introduction to Philosophical Hermeneutics (Yale:

Yale University Press, 1994), p. 21.

Y ‘Hermeneutik’, in Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart: Handwdrterbuch fiir Theologie und
Religionswissenschaft, vol. 3 (1959), col. 243-262. See Grodin, Introduction, pp. 20-28.

14 Die etymologische Herkunft von épunvedo samt Derivaten ist umstritten, weist aber auf Wurzeln mit der
Bedeutung ‘sprechen’, ‘sagen’ (zusammenhidngend mit lat. ‘verbum’ oder ‘sermo’). Die Vokabel hat drei
Bedeutungs richtungen: aussagen (ausdriiken), auslegen (erkliren) und iibersetzen (dolmetschen).” Ebling,
‘Hermeneutik’, col. 243.

'> On the relevance of Ebeling’s three senses to ancient and modern hermeneutic theory, see Richard E.
Palmer, Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in Schleirmacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gadamer (Evanston,

IL: Northwestern University Press, 1969), pp. 12-32.
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is the possibility of identifying points of continuity between medieval and post-medieval
hermeneutic discourse. One of the most enduring problems of the interpretative sciences,
for example, has been the fundamentally dialectical nature of textual interpretation.

Modern ‘philosophical’ (‘general’ or ‘universal’) hermeneutics, following the work of
Friedrich Schleiermacher and Wilhelm Dilthey in the nineteenth century, and of Hans-
Georg Gadamer in the twentieth, has embraced this idea of dialectical meaning.'® For
Gadamer, whose Truth and Method (1960) has possibly been the most influential modemn
treatise on general hermeneutics, ‘truth’ is seen to lie not in any sense with the text itself,
but with the coincidence of interpretative ‘horizons’ of reader and text.'”  This was
certainly not the case in the earlier history of philosophical hermeneutics, nor in that of the
specifically theological interpretative projects which preceded it. It was less true, still, of
patristic or medieval methods. Though for the most part, both patristic and medieval
theorists acknowledged the importance of the interpretative community, the emphasis was

on disciplining the mind to see the text as an object, static and unchanging, rather than as

'® Wyclif’s philosophical realism greatly

a product of an historical or social dialectic.
strengthened this emphasis in his own writings, though it also highlighted his paradoxical
dependence on the dialectical processes he sought to see beyond. Indeed, the opposition
between dialectical and objective conceptions of meaning can be seen to lie at the heart of
the hermeneutic debate which grew out of Wyclif’s philosophical disputations with his anti-

realist contemporaries.

'® The terms ‘seneral’, ‘philosophical’ and ‘universal’ are usually applied to hermeneutic theories which, like
those of Dilthey, Schleiermacher, and Gadamer, take the process of understanding itself, rather than the
interpretative rules of a specific community of readers (e.g. theologians, exegetes, literary theorists), as their
object. For definitions of ‘general’ and ‘local’ in respect of the hermeneutic enterprise, see Francis Watson,
“The Scope of Hermeneutics’ in C. E. Gunton, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 65-80.

'" A concise history of the development of Gadamer’s hermeneutic method is provided in Georgia Warnke,
Gadamer: Hermeneutics, Tradition and Reason (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1987), pp. 5-42. On the
relationship between Gadamer and his predecessors in the interpretative tradition, Schleiermacher and
Dilthey, see Palmer, Hermeneutics.

'* Ancient and early Christian hermeneutic thought has correspondingly been identified by Jean Grondin as
the prehistory of hermeneutics. ‘{W]hat distinguishes the modern world-picture’ from that of the ancients
and medievals, he argues, is its ‘consciousness of being perspectival.” (Introduction, p. 16) Such
consciousness entails a fundamental awareness of the dialectical nature of meaning highlighted above.
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7 NOMINALISM AND REALISM: CONTEXTS AND DEFINITIONS

The concepts of nominalism and realism have been invoked in very broad terms so
far, and we have done little more than hint at the problems that existing definitions might
present for the student of literary and non-literary hermeneutics. Like other names that
share philosophical and literary currency, the terms ‘nominalism’ and ‘realism’ have been
used to denote a vast range of extremely varied, often mutually inconsistent ideas and
perspectives.19 Within the context of medieval philosophy and theology alone, there are
multiple definitions associated with each of the major historical disciplines. Though any
attempt to isolate significant points of convergence is bound to be artificial, 1t is
nevertheless possible to identify a small number of shared ideological characteristics. Most
important among these is the underlying distinction between realist and anti-realist theories
of knowledge and being. This is described in the Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy as ‘the
standard opposition between those who affirm, and those who deny, the real existence of
some kind of thing, or some kind of fact or state of affairs.” The external world, the past
and future, other minds, mathematical objects, possibilities, universals, and moral or
aesthetic properties are listed as examples.”’ In the context of medieval philosophy in
general, and of Wyclif’s writings in particular, ‘realism’ is familiar as a term applied to a

belief in the reality of universal categories (genera and species), usually understood In

21

opposition to nominalism or conceptualism. For Wyclif and a number of his

contemporaries, however, this form of metaphysical realism also entailed a commitment

to the reality of other, related categories such as possibilities (‘hypotheticals’) and past and

future instants. More importantly, it became inextricably bound up with Wyclif’s

' A useful illustration of the diversity of definiticns associated with these terms in contemporary culture is
provided by Raymond Williams in his Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, revised ed. (London:

Fontana, 1983), pp. 257-262.

® The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, ed. Simon Blackburn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), pp.
319-20.

*! On the distinction between ‘nominalism’ and ‘conceptualism’, see section 2.2, below.
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convictions about the nature of good and evil (and hence, with his understanding of heresy

and untruth), leading him to a form of moral realism.

Beyond their basic metaphysical disagreements, medieval nominalists and realists
were habitually divided over a range of key theological issues. The most important of
these was the problem of the relationship between God and his creatures. Though views
about this were developed essentially independently of ideas about the logic of universals,
the two were fundamentally compatible, and are almost invariably associated in histories
of late scholasticism. Among the issues most frequently discussed were those of the
relationship between the created mind and God — and hence between human and divine
ideas — and the nature of divine power. Closely related to the general problem of the
relationship between God and his creatures is that of the meaning of salvation and merit.
Here, the central concepts were those of the rdle of the individual will and its relation to
the supernatural habit. Though not all of these theological ideas have such a significant role
in Wyclif’s hermeneutic theory as the basic metaphysical concepts listed above, they do,

as we shall argue, play an important part.

Both the theological and the metaphysical aspects of the nominalist-realist
controversy have been subjected to intense academic scrutiny in recent years. This has been
the result of a growing recognition of the heterogeneity of late-medieval nominalist
thinking, and of the dangers of reductive distinctions between ‘nominalist’ and ‘realist’
values. Such a recognition has been long overdue, and possibly owes something to the
recent renewal of interest in medieval nominalism (both as a philosophical and a “literary’
phenomenon) within the academy. Richard Utz, in a recent essay on nominalist
historiography, attributes this in turn to a shift away from the predominantly Thomistic
research paradigm established by Catholic scholars in the first half of this century.” In
recent decades, he argues, nominalism has been recognised increasingly as a central, rather
than as a marginal or ‘supplementary’ intellectual phenomenon. No longer regarded as a
perverse departure from the ‘norms’ established by medieval Thomism, nor as a chaotic

outgrowth from a more structured and disciplined system, it has finally begun to attract the

Negotlatmg the Paradigm: Literary Nominalism and the Theory of Rereading Late Medieval Texts’, in
Richard J. Utz, ed., Literary Nominalism and the Theory of Rereading Late Medieval Texts: A Ne w Research
Paradigm (Lewiston: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1995), pp. 1-31 (pp. 3-10).
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scholarly attention it deserves.

In spite of these encouraging developments in historical scholarship, there has not

been a significant change in the traditional assessment of the philosophy of Wyclif and his
opponents. Though recent historians have recognized the need to exercise caution in
applying labels such as ‘extreme realist’, the tendency to oppose Wyclif the realist to a
group of scholars who, in spite of the diversity of their logical and metaphysical beliefs, are
described simply as ‘nominalists’, has remained. The diversity within this group has
consequently gone largely unnoticed, and has yet to be analysed in a way which does full
justice to the ideological richness of Wyclif’s philosophical surroundings. Though there
is certainly good reason to see Wyclif as a self-conscious objector to the nominalist 1deas
of William of Ockham and his followers, it would be grossly reductive to assume that all,
or even most, of the targets of Wyclif’s regular philosophical invectives were Ockhamists.
The revised assessment of medieval nominalism will be considered in detail below
(sections 2.1 and 2.2), and the case will be made for a new approach to the forms of

nominalism current in Wyclif’s Oxford (section 2.2).

2.1. Nominalism in Early Scholastic Philosophy: Vocales and Nominales

The most extreme form of anti-realism in the early scholastic period was that which
associated universal categories with spoken words merely. Such a view has been connected
with the philosopher and theologian Roscelin of Compiégne (c. 1050-1125), who has
traditionally been regarded as the earliest nominalist.” It is almost certainly true that
Roscelin’s views on the status of universals had no significant precedents in the Middle
Ages, though he is now known to have derived the basic principles of his logic from his
master, a mysterious character known only as ‘John’. Other students of this same teacher
include Robert of Paris and Arnulf Laudunensis. All three, according to contemporary

sources, taught that logic takes voces, rather than res, as its object. They were thus

* A concise account of Roscelin’s nominalism (and its theological implications) is provided in Eike-Henner
W. Kluge, ‘Roscelin and the Medieval Problem of Universals’, Journal of the History of Philosophy 14
(1976), 405-414. For a recent reassessment of Roscelin’s contribution to philosophy, see Constant J. Mews,

‘Nominalism and Theology before Abaelard: New Light on Roscelin of Compiégne’, Vivarium 30, 1 (1992),
4-33, |
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identified originally not as ‘nominalists’ (nominales), but as ‘vocalists’ (vocales).”* Recent
research has shown that Roscelin is unlikely to have been the earliest of these vocalists,

though he is the first to have applied the techniques of vocalism to the study of universals.”

Only a single letter to Peter Abelard (1079-c.1142) survives from Roscelin’s writings,”°

and much of what we know of his ideas (and their contemporary reception) derives from
the secondary accounts of Abelard and John of Salisbury (c.1120-1130). Abelard’s own
nominalism (or vocalism), less extreme than that of Roscelin, possibly owes something to
him, and it seems likely that he was taught by him at some point in his career.”’ The ideas
of the two men were certainly closely associated by their contemporary, John of Salisbury,
who provides a usefully concise account of their respective doctrines in his educational

treatise, the Metalogicon:

...All are here... declaiming on the nature of universals, and attempting to
explain, contrary to the intention of the Author, what 1s really the most
profound question, and a matter [that should be reserved] for more
advanced studies. One holds that universals are merely word-sounds,
although this opinion, along with its author Roscelin, has already almost
passed into oblivion. Another maintains that universals are word concepts,
and twists to support his thesis everything that he can ever remember to
have been written on the subject. Our peripatetic of pallet, Abelard, was
ensnared in this opinion. He left many, and still has, some followers and

proponents of his doctrine.”

Philosophical systems which denied reality to universal categories were clearly viewed

with some degree of suspicion in the twelfth century. As John of Salisbury’s description

¥ This brief account of the development of ‘vocalistic’ teaching in the eleventh and twelfth centuries 1s
heavily indebted to Iwakuma Yukio’s article, ‘ “Vocales” or Early Nominalists’, Traditio 47 (1992), 37-111.
See also John Marenbon, ‘Vocalism, Nominalism and the Commentaries on the Categories from the Earlier
Twelfth Century’, Vivarium 30/1 (1992), 51-61

35 Yukio, * “Vocales” ’, pp. 40-47.

26 pr. 178, col. 357-372.

7 The most recent comprehensive survey of Abelard’s philosophical system is John Marenbon’s The
Philosophy of Peter Abelard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). See esp. pp. 174-202. On the
relationship between Abelard and Roscelin, see M. T. Clanchy, Abelard: A Medieval Life (Oxford: Blackwell,
1997), pp. 105-107; pp. 292-295.

*8 “Naturam... univeralium hic omnes expediunt, et altissimum negotium et maioris inquisitionis contra
mentem auctoris explicare nituntur. Alius ergo consistit in uocibus; licet haec opinio cum Roscelino suo fere
omnino iam euanuerit. Alius sermones intuetur et ad illos detorquet quicquid alicubi de uniuersalibus meminit
scriptum; in hac autem opinione deprachensus est Peripateticus Palatinus Abaelardus noster, qui multos
reliquit et adhuc quidem aliquos habet professionis huius sectatores et testes.” Metalogicon, 17 (ed. Clemens
C. 1. Webb (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1929), pp. 91-2; trans. Daniel D. McGarry (Berkeley and Los
Angeles: California University Press, 1955), p. 112.)
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testifies, this was largely on account of the perceived departure from the norms and
conventions found in Aristotle (the ‘Author’ mentioned at the beginning of the passage).
Any such departure was bound to have been perceived as extreme at a time when the last
four books of the Organon (the Topics, the Sophistici Elenchi and the Prior and Posterior
Analytics) had only recently become available.” This ‘modern’ tendency in philosophical
methodology, however, was part of a more general movement towards an autonomous
logical system, which by the fourteenth century had become highly sophisticated.30 The
name of Roscelin was also associated with a controversial understanding of the nature of
the Trinity. Though clearly a corollary of his nominalist logic, his individualistic
conception of the Trinity, which viewed it essentially as three separate persons, is likely to
have provoked more widespread debate than his philosophical pronouncements had done
alone.”’ Early medieval nominalism has also been connected with the heretical doctrine ot
Sabellianism, according to which the three divine persons were held to be only notionally
distinct.”* The close relationship between nominalism and particular Trinitarian doctrines
has recently been emphasized by Calvin Normore, who attempts to redefine medieval
nominalism in theological, rather than in strictly logical terms.” As Ishall argue, debate
about the nature of the Trinity provides a valuable link between twelfth- and fourteenth-
century nominalist thinking. Theories of identity and distinction, which had become highly
sophisticated by the thirteenth century, were often invoked in attempts to explain the
relationship between the persons of the Trinity and the unitary divine nature, and typically

divided nominalists and realists.

 The discovery of the last texts of the Organon is usually seen as heralding the beginning of the second
major phase in the history of medieval logic. During the earlicst phase, which extends to the carly twelfth
century, the most important philosophical authorities were the first two books of the Organon, the Categories

and De Interpretaticne. These were supplemented by Boethius’s commentary on Porphyry’s Isagogue.

0 See L. M. de Rijk, Logica Modernorum: A Contribution to the History of Early Terminist Logic (Assen:
H. J. & H. M. G. Prakke, 1962-1967); Alfonso Maiert, Terminologia Logica della Tarda Scolastica (Rome:

Edizioni dell’ Ateneo, 1972), pp. 9-46.

! On the treatment of Roscelin’s Trinitarian doctrine by Anselm and Abelard, see Michael Haren, Medieval
Thought: The Western Intellectual Tradition from Antiquity to the Thirteenth Century. 2nd ed. (London:
Macmillan, 1992), pp. 91-110.

*? Charges of Sabellianism were also made against Roscelin. See the discussion in Ch. 2 (section 2), below.

3 Calvin Normore, ‘The Tradition of Medieval Nominalism’, in John F. Wippel, ed., Studies in Medieval
Philosophy (Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 1987), pp. 201-217.
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2.2. Nominalism in Wyclif's Oxford

The form of extreme nominalism (or vocalism) which characterized Roscelin and
Abelard’s thinking did not survive into the fourteenth century.” Nominalism of a different
kind, nevertheless, was exerting an influence in the universities of England and Europe
from the early part of the century onwards. This has been associated 1n particular with the
teachings of the Franciscan friar William of Ockham (c. 1285 - 1347), who lectured on the
Sentences in Oxford between 1317 and 1319. The extent, nature, and repercussions of this
influence have been variously estimated, and it has been here, in particular, that the older
studies of nominalist philosophy have recently been found to be wanting. The main 1deas
to come under scrutiny, particularly in the revisionist work of the 1970s, have been those
which have associated nominalism with a particularised, atomistic view of reality, with a
radically sceptical theory of knowledge, and with a theology which focused on an
omnipotent and unknowable God. Many of the most widely used historical accounts
written before 1965, including those of David Knowles, Gordon Leff and Meyrick Carreé,
rely heavily on such ideas, and have tended to emphasize the discontinuities between late-
medieval nominalism and the older scholastic tradition (which was seen to have been
rooted in the ‘Thomistic’ system described by Utz).” Though the ideas themselves had
begun to lose their hold on historians long before the accounts of Knowles, Leff and Carré
were being written, their influence is still visible in writings of the present day. This 1s in
spite of the appearance of three major studies of Ockham’s work since 1970: Gordon
Leff’s William of Ockham: The Metamorphosis of Scholastic Discourse (published in 1975
as a corrective to Leff’s earlier and much shorter account), Marilyn McCord Adams’s two-
volume philosophical study, William Ockham (1987), and Katherine Tachau’s Vision and

Certitude in the Age of Ockham (1988).>° This response appears even slower when we

* On the relationship between the first- and second-generation nominales, see William Courtenay, ‘Late-
Medieval Nominalism Revisited: 1972-1982°, Journal of the History of Ideas, 44/1 (1983), 159-164 (pp.
160-1).

* See David Knowles, The Evolution of Medieval Thought (London: Longman, 1962), pp. 291-337; Gordon
Leff, Medieval Thought: St Augustine to Ockham (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1959), pp. 255-305; Meyrick
H. Carré, Realists and Nominalists (ILondon: Oxford University Press, 1946), pp. 120-25.

*® Gordon Leff, William of Ockham: The Metamorphosis of Scholastic Discourse (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1975). See especially the introductory section, pp. xiii-xxiv. Marilyn McCord Adams,
William Ockham (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1987). Katherine Tachau, Vision and
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consider William Courtenay’s claim, in a survey of nominalist literature from the beginning
of this century until 1972, that the ‘traditional’ interpretatton of late-medieval nominalism
had begun to be challenged as early as the 1930s. Courtenay attributes the delayed response
of contemporary scholars in part to a reluctance to reinterpret the primary texts.”’ Many
of the mistakes that have been made, he suggests, are mistakes of interpretation, which are
not obvious from the words of the medieval thinkers themselves. Perhaps not surprisingly,
the ‘traditional’ view of nominalism has survived very conspicuously in [literary histories
of the later Middle Ages.3 ® Even since the publication of Courtenay’s survey, and of his
later Schools and Scholars in Medieval England (1987) — both of which address the
problem of the literary reception of nominalist ideas — the historical interpretations of the
first half of this century have exerted a powerful influence over critical readings of Chaucer,
Langland, and the Gawain-poet. These have often relied heavily — or even exclusively -
on secondary nominalist literature (not always with an awareness of its chronology), and
have tended to perceive parallels very readily between philosophical and vernacular literary
discourses.”” Though the most recent studies to appear have often been more cautious,
there are at least as many that continue to rely on the older and more misleading — if otten
the most appealing — prejudices of historical scholarship. The basic tenets of medieval
nominalism have been further distorted by a willingness to construe them in naive
‘precursorist’ terms. Nominalism, for more than a minority of literary commentators, has

been regarded essentially as a form of protc:)-struc:turalismf‘0

Certitude in the Age of Ockham: Optics, Epistemology and the Foundations of Semantics, 1250-1345
(Leiden: Brill, 1988).

37 Some changes were in progress, Courtenay suggests, cven before the 1930s. The revised picture which
has emerged in the work produced since the 1930s, however, ‘has not made the impact 1t deserves’. Sce
‘Nominalism and Late Medieval Religion’, in Charles Trinkaus and Heiko A. Oberman, eds., The Pursuit of

Holiness in Late Medieval and Renaissance Religion (Leiden: Brill, 1974), pp. 26-58 (p. 32).

*3 Courtenay lists literature, art and religion as the primary discourses in which the ‘traditional’ view of
nominalism has survived. See ‘Nominalism and Late Medieval Religion’, p. 31.

* For a sceptical assessment of the relevance of developments in late-medieval nominalism to the study of
vernacular literature see Robert Myles, Chaucerian Realism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994),
Ch. 1. See also my ‘Literary Nominalism and Medieval Sign Theory: Problems and Perspectives’, in Hugo
Keiper, Christoph Bode and Richard J. Utz, eds., Nominalism and Literary Discourse: New Perspectives
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1997), pp. 157-189.

* This tendency has been conspicuous in literary analyses of nominalist semiotic theories. For a detailed
critique of this approach, see my ‘Literary Nominalism and Medieval Sign Theory’, esp. pp. 167-173.
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The revised view of nominalism is still developing, and represents a complex and
often tentative group of assumptions. It has been summarized conveniently by Courtenay
in terms of a three-school system of ideas. Following Heiko Oberman, he designates the
respective schools ‘conservative’, ‘moderate’ and ‘radical’.*’ For the purposes of the
present study, the ‘moderate’ (or ‘Ockhamist’) school, in which are placed William of

Ockham, Pierre d’Ailly and Gabriel Biel,**

1s the most significant. From an explicit
reference to Ockham’s Sentences-commentary in De Universalibus (and an anonymous
citation from the same section of this work in the earlier De Ideis™), we know that the ideas
of the Venerabilis Inceptor were familiar to Wyclif. Though it may indeed be true, as
recent scholarship suggests, that Ockham was a less influential figure in Oxford than had
once been thought, there can be no doubt that Wyclif perceived his ideas to be a threat,
even if he did not associate them exclusively with Ockham himself (or with a distinct
‘Ockhamist’ school).* This much is clear from his frequent dismissal of metaphysical
arguments which were consistent with Ockham’s assumptions. As we suggest in Chapter
2, moreover, Wyclif’s perception of Ockham must have been conditioned in part by the
teachings of Walter Burley, a notorious opponent of Ockhamist thinking. Though it would
be naive to assume that Burley’s pronouncements on logic and metaphysics were tollowed
by Wyclif to the letter, he nevertheless exerted a powerful influence (as we demonstrate in

Chapter 3) over his student’s metaphysical orientation. Ideas which were inherited from

Burley, though not often used by Wyclif explicitly to undermine Ockham, can therefore

*I ‘Nominalism and Medieval Religion’, p. 34. Cf. Oberman, ‘Some Notes on the Theology of Nominalism,
with Attention to its Relation to the Renaissance’, Harvard Theological Review, 53 (1960), 47-76 (esp. pp.
54-6, in which the respective ‘schools’ are described).

** ‘Nominalism and Medieval Religion’, p. 34.

* The reference is to book 1, dist. 35, q. 5. See De Universalibus, Ch. 15, 1. 150-57. The text of De
Universalibus is edited by Ivan Miiller (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), and translated by Anthony
Kenny as On Universals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985). An abbreviated form of the same passage
is also cited (anonymously, but with a marginal ascription to Ockham) in De Universalibus, Ch. 15, 11. 231-
33. My attention was drawn to the identity of the passages cited in De Universalibus and De Ideis by Dr
Vilém Herold. The relationship between the two texts is analysed in detail in his article, ‘Wyclifs Polemik
gegen Ockhams Auffassung der platonischen Ideen und ihr Nachklang in der tschechischen hussitischen

Philosophie’, Studies in Church History, Subsidia , 5 (1985), 185-215 (pp. 191-192).

* See Courtenay, ‘The Reception of Ockham’s Thought in Fourteenth-century England’, Studies in Church
History, Subsidia, 5 (1987), pp. 89-108. Courtenay questions the extent to which two figures traditionally
regarded as Ockhamists, Robert Holcot and Adam Wodeham, can realistically be regarded as such. Cf. His
later observation that there was ‘a relatively weak ideological tie between a master and those who attended
his lectures’, making the identification of particular schools of thought problematic. Courtenay, “Theology
and Theologians from Ockham to Wyclif’, in Catto and Evans, eds., pp. 1-34 (pp. 10-11).
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be seen to have had their origins, at the very least, in a system which was consciously

opposed to Ockhamism.

The ‘key’ principles of Ockham’s philosophy would be difficult to isolate, and it is
unlikely that any two scholars would be 1n full agreement as to what these should be. I will
therefore concentrate on those aspects which are likely to have been known by Wyclif, or
which had significant consequences for the development of his hermeneutic theory. These
will be considered in turn, and will be related to the revisions to the ‘traditional’
conception of Ockham’s nominalism outlined by Courtenay. First among them 1is the
problem of universals (and the related issue of the reality of divine ideas). Though this 1s
no longer regarded as the chief concern of Ockham’s philosophy, it was arguably the single
aspect of nominalist teaching which caused Wyclif greatest anxiety. Ockham, moreover,
is the only thinker to be identified explicitly with ‘nominalist’ responses to this fundamental
metaphysical problem. Ockham saw the ‘reality’ attributed to universals as a mere fiction,
the result of the mental process of ‘abstractive’ cognition (notitia abstractiva). This process
derived in turn from individual acts of intuitive cognition (notitia intuitiva), through which
singulars in the world were represented as ‘natural’ (non-arbitrary) concepts in the mind.
The perception of singulars therefore preceded the formation of universal concepts in the
mind. As concepts, Ockham suggested, universals are themselves singulars, leading him
to the conclusion that ‘every universal... is-only a universal by signification, by being a sign
of several things’ (‘quodlibet universale... non est universale nisi per significationem, quia
est signum plurimum").45 Though universals for Ockham did not represent realities,
therefore, genera (animal, plant, etc.) and species (dog, cat, human; tree, flower, bush, etc.)
were ultimately non-arbitrary concepts (usually described as ficta or figmenta), and only
secondarily conventional (ad placitum) signs. Herein lies the most significant difference
between Ockham’s nominalism, which was strictly a form of cm'z‘c:eza'pnzt.arlism,,‘46 and the more
extreme teachings of first-generation nominalists (the vocales) such as Roscelin. The

distinction between these two perspectives, especially among literary scholars, has often

> Summa Totius Logicae, 1, c. xiv. Text ed. and trans. Philotheus Boehner, Ockham: Philosophical Writings
(Edinburgh: Nelson, 1957), p. 33.

* ‘Conceptualism’ denotes a philosophical system in which universal categories are held to exist as concepts
in the mind. The term is gaining currency among historians of the later Middle Ages. See, for example,
Marilyn McCord Adams, ‘Universals in the Early Fourteenth Century’, in The Cambridge History of Later
Medieval Philosophy, pp. 411-439 (p. 434).
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been overlooked.*’

Closely related to the problem of universals, though less often the focus of scholarly
attention, is the theory of identity and distinction. In the context of Wyclif’s anti-
nominalism, this undoubtedly played as significant a rdle (albeit often a less conspicuous
one) as any other issue in contemporary logic and metaphysics. Like the problem of
universals, the theory of identity and distinction was fundamentally concerned with the
nature of being. What was it that made things distinct from each other, and how could 1t
be proved that they were not, in fact, the same? What constituted a real, as opposed to a
conceptual, distinction? These were far from trivial questions, and had particularly
important implications for the perceived relationship between universals and their
particulars. Debate between nominalists and realists throughout the fourteenth century
centred on the notion of formal distinction (distinctio formalis) and identity, which
received its most famous formulation in the philosophy of the moderate realist, John Duns
Scotus (c. 1265-1308). According to Scotus, something of a single nature (something
which is in real terms the same as itself) could consist of elements which were formally
distinct from each other (as opposed to essentially distinct, as in the case of two different
entities). This kind of distinction, Scotus insisted, was itself real, and preceded any act of
the intellect which could introduce distinctions on a conceptual level.*® For conceptualists
like Ockham, such a position could not be defended. The limited ontology of the Ockham’s
philosophy, as Marilyn McCord Adams has argued, would not allow for real identity and
distinction to co-exist within a single entity.49 This, as we shall see, separated him from
Wyclif not only in respect of his understanding of universals, but also (in Wyclif’s own
eyes, at least) in respeci of his conception of the Trinity. A failure to understand the true

nature of identity and distinction therefore represented not merely a philosophical error, but

*’ But see the discussion in Hugo Keiper’s recent essay, ‘A Literary ‘Debate over Universals’? New
Perspectives on the Relationships between Nominalism, Realism, and Literary Discourse’, in Keiper, Bode

and Utz, eds., Nominalism and Literary Discourse, pp. 1-87 (p. 5).

** This brief overview of Scotus’s theory is heavily indebted to the account provided by Marilyn McCord
A<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>