
Medieval Philosophy Redefined 
The development of cenoscopic science, AD 354 — 1644 

U p t o n o w , " m e d i e v a l p h i l o s o p h y " has suffered 
from t h e a b s e n c e o f any pos i t ive d e f i n i t i o n w h i c h 
w o u l d give c o h e r e n c e t o t h e p e r i o d as a w h o l e . T h e 
positive t e r m s for a r e d e f i n i n g o f m e d i e v a l t h o u g h t , 
as accompl i shed in this b o o k , resul t f r o m d e v e l o p i n g 
the neg lec t ed b u t i n t e r t w i n e d c o n s e q u e n c e s o f t w o 
simple facts. T h e first is t h e fact, genera l ly r e c o g n i z e d , 
that f rom its b e g i n n i n g in t h e l i fe t ime o f A u g u s t i n e 
to its demise in t h e l i fe t ime o f Ga l i l eo , P o i n s o t , a n d 
Descartes ( w h e n t rans i t ion was m a d e t o o u r n a t i o n a l 
languages) , i n t e l l e c t u a l life w a s c o m m u n i c a t e d 
pr inc ipa l ly in t h e L a t i n l a n g u a g e . T h e s e c o n d is 
the fact, u n n o t i c e d b y t h e p r i n c i p a l h i s t o r i a n s o f 
ph i losophy (and m e d i e v a l p h i l o s o p h y in p a r t i c u l a r 
from t h e late 1 9 t h t o t h e e n d o f t h e 2 0 t h c e n t u r y ) , 
that t h e gene ra l n o t i o n o f sign as a real i ty u p o n t h e 
ac t ion o f w h i c h d e p e n d s t h e w h o l e o f h u m a n 
k n o w l e d g e , i n c l u d i n g s c i ence in t h e m o d e r n sense , 
was an o r ig ina l ini t ia t ive o f La t in t h o u g h t — a n idea 
w i t h o u t c o u n t e r p a r t in t h e a n c i e n t G r e e k p e r i o d o f 
phi losophy 's first d e v e l o p m e n t . 

T h e g e n e r a l n o t i o n o f s ign , i n fact , w a s first 
i n t roduced i n t o h u m a n t h o u g h t in a t h e m a t i c w a y 
by Augus t ine o f H i p p o , co inc iden t a l l y t h e first m a j o r 
t h inke r t o w r i t e exc lus ive ly i n L a t i n i g n o r a n t 
of G r e e k . Af te r A u g u s t i n e , his n o t i o n o f s ign 
eve rywhe re p e r v a d e d t h e c u l t u r e o f La t i n t h o u g h t ; 
bu t on ly after t h e 1 2 t h c e n t u r y a d v e n t o f A r i s t o t l e 
did t h i n k e r s b e g i n , i n t h e l i f e t i m e o f T h o m a s 
Aquinas , t o focus o n i n q u i r y i n t o a n d d e v e l o p m e n t 
of this n o t i o n o f t h e b e i n g a n d a c t i o n o f signs as t h e 
cons tan t u n d e r l a y i n t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f h u m a n 
though t . O n c e b e g u n , h o w e v e r , this inves t iga t ion l e d 
to a g r o w i n g r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t t h e a c t i o n o f s igns 
("semiosis" , as it c a m e t o b e ca l led i n p o s t m o d e r n 
in te l lec tua l c u l t u r e ) lay b e h i n d a n d w i t h i n t h e 
d e v e l o p m e n t o f nature itself. Semios i s p roves t o b e a n 
"influence o f t h e fu ture" , t r ans fo rming e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
c o n d i t i o n s g radua l ly , i n d e e d , b u t d r a m a t i c a l l y 
e n o u g h tha t , o v e r t i m e , f r o m a n o r i g i n a l l y lifeless 
universe , life a n d e v e n t u a l l y h u m a n life c o u l d 
e m e r g e a n d d e v e l o p . 

T h e s e t w o facts t a k e n t o g e t h e r — t h e g e n e r a l 
n o t i o n o f s ign as t h e o r i g i n a l i n i t i a t ive o f L a t i n 
t h o u g h t , a n d t h e u se o f t h e L a t i n l a n g u a g e as t h e 
p r inc ipa l i n s t r u m e n t for t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f 
speculative (i.e., species-specif ical ly h u m a n ) t h o u g h t 
— al low us for t h e first t i m e t o see t h e " m e d i e v a l 
p e r i o d " as a pos i t i ve ly u n i f i e d w h o l e . T h i s p e r i o d 
forms t ru ly a n d in t eg ra l ly t h e middle ages, t h e w h o l e 
span between t h e end o f a n c i e n t p h i l o s o p h y i n t h e 
G r e e k l a n g u a g e a n d t h e beginning o f m o d e r n 
ph i l o sophy a n d sc i ence in t h e n a t i o n a l l a n g u a g e s . 

T h e La t in A g e , in s h o w i n g b y its c l o s i n g c e n t u r y 
h o w semios i s p r o v i d e s t h e f r a m e w o r k for t h e 
whole o f h u m a n k n o w l e d g e as a cr i t ica l ly c o n t r o l l e d 
objectivity, h a d es tab l i shed t h e f o u n d a t i o n a n d t h e 



f r a m e w o r k w h i c h C h a r l e s S a n d e r s P e i r c e w o u l d 
r e s u m e w i t h his n o t i o n o f " s e m i o t i c s " t o n a m e t h e 
k n o w l e d g e a c q u i r e d b y t h e s t u d y o f semios is . Pe i rce , 
i n t u r n , b y p i c k i n g u p t h e d i scuss ion prac t ica l ly at 
t h e v e r y p o i n t t o w h i c h t h e Lat ins o f Po inso t ' s day 
h a d a d v a n c e d it , o v e r c a m e t h e l imi t s o f m o d e r n 
" e p i s t e m o l o g y " . H e d i d so b y r e s to r ing , t h r o u g h t h e 
La t i n u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f s ign i n gene ra l , t h e a n c i e n t 
a n d m e d i e v a l n o t i o n o f things knowable in themselves 
as t h e basis o f s c i e n c e — b u t " s c i e n c e " n o w 
c o n c e i v e d c o m p r e h e n s i v e l y t o i n c l u d e both s c i ence 
i n t h e m o d e r n sense ( w h i c h Pe i r ce cal led idioscopy) 
and at t h e s a m e t i m e " s c i e n c e " in t h e m e d i e v a l (and 
a n c i e n t A r i s t o t e l i a n ) sense t h a t m o d e r n s c i e n c e 
presupposes for its o w n i n t e l l e c t u a l j u s t i f i c a t i o n 
( w h i c h Pe i r ce ca l led cenoscopic science). 

V i e w e d i n t h e s e t e r m s , t h e L a t i n A g e , t h e 
" m i d d l e " p e r i o d b e t w e e n a n c i e n t a n d m o d e r n 
t h o u g h t , c o m e s t o b e s e e n as t h e m a t u r a t i o n o f 
c e n o s c o p i c s c i ence i n t h e e m e r g e n c e o f s emio t i c s . 
T h i s m a t u r a t i o n m a d e i n e v i t a b l e t h e t u r n t o w a r d 
i d e o s c o p y tha t pos i t ive ly de f ined m o d e r n i t y . B u t j u s t 
as i m p o r t a n t l y , t h e m e d i e v a l m a t u r a t i o n , lost a l o n g 
t h e W a y o f Ideas p i o n e e r e d b y Desca r t e s a n d sys t em­
a t i z e d b y K a n t , p r e s a g e d postmodernity — a n age 
o f i n t e l l e c t u a l c u l t u r e m a r k e d pos i t i ve ly b y t w o 
r ea l i za t i ons : first, t h a t t h e E n l i g h t e n m e n t v i e w o f 
i d e o s c o p y as t h e w h o l e o f s c i ence is unsus t a inab le ; 
second , tha t t h e m o d e r n "ana ly t i c" v i e w o f ph i losophy 
as a l i n g u i s t i c i n v e s t i g a t i o n q u i t e s epa rab le f r o m 
h i s t o r y is a m y o p i a . 

P o s t m o d e r n i t y in this sense, res tor ing t o ph i losophy 
its p r o p e r h i s t o r i c i t y a n d r e v e a l i n g its sc ient i f ic 
c h a r a c t e r as c e n o s c o p y (at o n c e d i s t i n g u i s h e d f rom 
a n d p r e s u p p o s e d t o m o d e r n s c i ence as i d e o s c o p y ) , 
has t h e pos i t ive sense o f revea l ing t h e a s y m p t o t i c b u t 
n o n e t h e l e s s a c t u a l c h a r a c t e r o f h u m a n t h o u g h t as 
a c o m i n g t o t e r m s w i t h " t h e w a y t h i n g s a r e " , a 
c o m i n g - t o - t e r m s w h i c h p r o v e s m o r e a n d m o r e 
essent ial t o t h e a c h i e v e m e n t o f h u m a n f l o u r i s h i n g 
i n a n e v o l u t i o n a r y u n i v e r s e . T h e ro le o f t h e La t in 
A g e i n m a k i n g pos s ib l e th is pos i t i ve sense o f 
" p o s t m o d e r n i t y " is t h e s t o r y o f this b o o k . 


