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O

entitled The
Teacher, is next to the last in a series of Dialogues
. begun at Cassiciacum, near Milan, where Augustine
had gone in the autumn of 386 to prepare for baptism. The
present Dialogue reproduces, at least in substance, discussions
held with his son shortly after their return to Tagaste in 388
and is the only one in which Adeodatus is the sole interlocutor. 1 In The Confessions Augustine describes the origin
of the work as follows: "There is a book of mine called The
Teacher in which Adeodatus himself converses with me. You
know, 0 God, that all the thoughts expressed there as coming
from the second party to the Dialogue are his own, though
he was only sixteen years 0Id."2 The actual composition of
the work, which may have been intended as a literary memorial
to this precocious young man, is commonly assigned to the
year 389, not long after the premature death of Adeodatus.
The central theme of the Dialogue is succinctly stated in the
Retractations, a chronological review of the Saint's works, exclusive of Sermons and Letters, composed between 426 and
427. "During this same period," he writes, "I composed a
book called The Teacher where, after some discussion and
inquiry, we find that it is God alone who teaches men knowledge, all of which is also in accord with what is written in the
Gospel: 'One is your teacher, Christ.' "3 Although the focal
HE SHORT BUT HIGHLY SIGNIFICANT WORK,

1 Adeodatus was present at the discussions recorded in The Happy Life,
composed at Cassiciacum to mark Augustine'S birthday on November
13. In it Augustine refers to him as follows: "My son, Adeodatus, the
youngest of us all, was also with us. Unless my affection deceives me,
his talent gives promise of great success" (1.6).
2 Conf.9.6.14.
3 Retract. 1.12.
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problem concerns the role of the teacher and the function of
signs and language, the discussion quite logically leads to a
consideration of the origin of man's intellectual knowledge.
In general, however, the Dialogue is given over to the refutation of the view that signs and words can of themselves
engender truth in the mind of the pupil or ordinary listener.
At first it might appear that Augustine's entire line of reasoning is directed against the very institution of teaching as this
is commonly understood and accepted. Nothing could be
further from his true purpose, and, indeed, the lesson of the
Dialogue would be lost if one were to infer that the role of
the teacher has been rendered superfluous or negligible. For
it is precisely by the kind of skillful and timely questioning on
the part of the teacher, so well exemplified in The Teacher
itself, that enables the pupil to discover the truth for himself.
And if Augustine stresses the instrumental role of the human
agency in learning, it is only to bring into greater relief the
central thesis summarized by Adeodatus at the conclusion of
the Dialogue, namely, that it is Christ, the "indwelling Truth"
who alone teaches men truth.
The epistemological import of this conclusion is significant,
representing, as it does, an important and decisive moment in
the history and development of Augustine'S celebrated doctrine of "divine illumination."4 In two earlier dialogues, Soliloquies and The Greatness of the Soul, there is an apparent
tension between vestiges of a Platonic reminiscence and vague
adumbrations of his later and definitive teaching of illumination. In the present Dialogue the latter is clearly delineated
for the first time in those essential aspects which find their
fuller development and classical expression within the rich

4 This is particularly noticeable in the Soliloquies where the notion of
"illumination" is clearly suggested (1.8.5), while Platonic reminiscence
is implied in a later passage (2.20.35). In a letter to his frit;nd
Nebridius, composed during the same year as The Teacher, Augustme
seems to accept the doctrine of reminiscence (d. Ep. 7.1.2).
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psychological context of that great masterpiece, The Trinity.5
All further traces of the Platonic doctrine disappear, except
for the term "memory," which Augustine appropriates in a
sense altogether different and original.
When one considers the importance of this work in the
Middle Ages 6 as well as its valuable pedagogical insights and
its relevance to modern semantic inquiry,7 it is not difficult to
appreciate the lasting influence of this rich and stimulating
Dialogue. The fact, too, that contemporaries of Augustine
preferred to call him Magister 8 may well have been inspired
in part by this delightful encounter between so loving and
gifted a father and a son of great but unfulfilled promise.
The present translation has been made from the critical text
of G. Weigel, published in the Corpus scriptorum ecclesiasticorum latinorum (Vienna 1961). In the present work, as well
as in the remaining works of this volume, Scriptural quotations follow the Challoner revision of the Douay Bible for
the Old Testament and the Confraternity of Christian Doctrine Edition for the New Testament. Occasional minor
adaptations have been made wherever warranted by Augustine's own reading of the biblical text.

r; In chapter 15 of Book Twelve-a locus classicus for his teaching

011

"iIIumination"-Allgllstine expressly rejects the theory of reminiscence
proposed in Plato's Meno. "But we ought rather to believe," he says,
"that the nature of the intellectual mind is so formed as to see those
things which, according to the design of the Creator, are subjoined to
intelligible realities in the mitural order, in a kind of incorporeal light
of its own kind (sui generis). ... "
6 In the Disputed Questions St. Thomas raises the same problem dealt
with in Augustine's De magistro under the heading: Utrum homo
docere alium possit et dici magister, vel Deus salus (11.1). Both
treatises, which reach the same conclusion from different epistemological
premises, have occasioned a number of comparative studies. For example, J. Colleran, The Treatises "De magistro" of Saint Augustine
and Saint Thomas (Diss., Rome 1945).
7 Cf. G. Leckie, Concerning the Teacher and On the Immortality of
the Soul by Aurelius Augustine (New York 1938) ix-xxviii.
8 Cf. P. Courcelle, "A propos du titre 'Augustinus Magister': Le 'maitre'
Augustin," Augustinus Magister (Paris 1954) 3.9-11.
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Chapter I

1. Augustine. What would you say we are trying to do
whenever we speak?
Adeodatus. As it strikes me right now, we want either to
teach! or to learn.
Aug. I see, and I agree with one of these, but how does this
hold for learning?
Ad. How in the world do you suppose we learn, if not by
asking questions?
Aug. I think that even then we simply want to teach. Now
I am inquiring of you whether you ask a question for any
other reason than to teach the person asked what it is you
want to know.
Ad. What you say is true.
A ug. So you see that our aim in speaking is simply to teach.
Ad. I do not see this clearly. If speaking is no more than
uttering words, I see we do that whenever we sing. And as we
often sing when we are alone where no one else is present, I
do not think we wish to teach anything.
Aug. For my part, I think there is a form of teaching by
way of recalling, and a really important one, which the very
subject under discussion will bring to light. But if you do not
think that we learn by recalling or that we teach when we
bring something to one's mind, I will not oppose you. And I
will now take the position that the two reasons for speaking
are either to teach or to recall something, whether to others
I Throughout the Dialogue, the term "teach" is used to include any
form of personal communication for the purpose of instruction.
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or to ourselves. And this we do even when we are singing.
Would you not say so?
Ad. Not entirely, for I very seldom sing to call something
to my mind. I do it only for pleasure.
Aug. I see what you mean. But you notice, do you not, that
what pleases you in singing is a certain melodious ordering of
sound? Since this can be joined to words, or removed from
them, is singing not one thing and speaking something else?
Melody can be produced by the flute and harp; birds sing too,
and there are times when we hum a musical piece without
words. This can be called singing, but not speech. Do YOll
have any objection to raise?
Ad. None whatever, really.
2. Aug. Do you think then that language has been introduced solely in order to teach or to recall?
Ad. I would were it not for the difficulty that, in praying,
we are actually speaking, and yet it is not right to believe
that God is taught anything by us, or that we recall something
to His mind.
Aug. You do not realize, I think, that the command to pray
in the secrecy of our chamber2-a term signifying the innermost recesses of the soul-was given only for this reason, that
God does not need to be reminded or taught by us in order to
give us what we desire. When a person speaks, he gives an
outward sign of what he wants by means of an articulated
sound. But we must seek and pray to God in the innermost
court of the rational soul which is called the "interior man,"
for it is here that He has wished to make His temple. And
have you not read in the Apostle: "Know you not that you
are the temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in
you,"3 and that "Christ dwells in the inner man"?4 And have
you not noted the words of the Prophet: "Speak in your

2 Cf. Matt. 6.6.
3 I Cor. 3.16.
4 Cf. Eph. 3.16,17.
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hearts and repent in your chambers; offer the sacrifice of
justice and hope in the Lord"?5 Where do you think the
"sacrifice of justice" is to be offered, if not in the "temple"
of the soul and in the "chambers" of the heart? Now we have
to offer sacrifice there where we are to pray. Hence there is
no need, when we pray, for language, that is, for the spoken
word, except, perhaps, to express one's thoughts, the way
priests do, not so God may hear, but in order that men may
hear and, by this verbal reminder, fix their thoughts upon
God by a unity of heart and mind. Or do you have another
view?
Ad. I am in complete agreement.
Aug. Are you then not concerned by the fact that the greatest Teacher of all taught us certain words to say when He
was teaching the disciples how to pray?6 In so doing, He
apparently did nothing else than teach them what they should
say when praying.
Ad. That does not trouble me at all, for He did not teach
the disciples words, but realities by means of words. In this
way they were to call to mind to whom to pray and what to
pray for when, as you said, they pray in the inner sanctum of
the soul.
Aug. You have the right idea. I believe you notice at the
same time that even when a person is trying hard to think,
although we utter not a sound, yet because we are thinking of
the words themselves, we are speaking inwardly in our minds.
So, too, by speaking, we merely call something to mind since,
in turning over the words stored therein, memory brings to
mind the realities themselves which have words for their signs.
A d. I understand, and I follow you.

5 Ps.4.5·6.
6 A reference to the Lord's Prayer (d. Matt. 6.9-13). In his commentary
On the Lord's Se-rmon on the Mount (2.4.15-37), as well as in Sermon
56, Augustine provides a lengthy and beautiful exposition of this
prayer. Cf. Fathers of the Church 11.122·148; 239-257.
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Chapter 2

3. Aug. Do we agree then that words are signs?
Ad. We do.
Aug. Well, can there be a sign unless it signifies something?
Ad. No.
Aug. How many words are there in this verse? Si nihil ex
tanta superis placet urbe relinqui 1 (If it please the gods that
nothing remain of so great a city).
Ad. Eight.
A ug. Are there eight signs, then?
Ad. Yes.
A ug. I believe you grasp the meaning of this verse.
A d. Well enough, I think.
Aug. Tell me what the words mean, one by one.
Ad. I certainly understand what si signifies, but I find no
other word to explain it.
Aug. Whatever it signifies, do you at least know where it
occurs?
Ad. It seems to me that si signifies doubt, and where, except
in the mind, can doubt exist?
Aug. I will accept that for the time being. Go on to the
other words.
Ad. Nihil-what else does it signify except what does not
exist?
Aug. Perhaps what you say is true, but I am held back from
agreeing by something you granted before, namely, that
nothing is a sign unless it signifies something. But what does
not exist cannot possibly be something. Therefore, the second
word in this verse is not a sign because it does not signify
something, and we were wrong in agreeing that all words are
signs, or that every sign signifies something.
Ad. I am really hard pressed by what you say. But it is certainly sheer folly for us to utter a word when we have nothing
I Vergil, Aeneid 2.659
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to say. Yet, even as you speak with me now, I do not believe
you are making empty sounds, but by every sound coming
from your lips you are giving me a sign enabling me to understand something. Consequently, you should not utter those
two syllables, when speaking, if you do not signify something
by them. But if you see they are necessary to make a meaningful statement and that they teach or call something to our
mind when they strike the ear, then you will really see what I
want to say, but am unable to explain.
A ug. What, then, are we to do? Instead of saying that
nihil signifies something which is nothing, shall we say that
this word signifies a certain state of mind when, failing to
perceive a reality, the mind nevertheless finds, or thinks it
finds, that such a reality does not exist?
Ad. Maybe that is the very thing I was trying so hard to
explain.
A ug. Be that as it may, let us go on from here so we will not
find ourselves in a most absurd situation.
Ad. What in the world is that?
Aug. That "nothing" is holding us back and causing us
delay.2
Ad. That is certainly ridiculous, and yet I realize that it
can happen, I know not how. Yes, I see plainly that it has
happened.
4. Aug. We shall, God permitting, have a clearer understanding of this sort of contradiction in its proper place. For
now, return to that verse and try to explain as well as you can
what the rest of the words signify.
Ad. The third word is the preposition ex} for which I think
we can substitute the preposition de.
Aug. I am not asking you to substitute one familiar word
for another equally familiar, of the same meaning, if, in fact,
it does have the same meaning. But let us grant that for now.
To be sure, if the poet had not said ex tanta urbe} but de
2 Cf. chapter 8.21.

Augustine, Saint. The Teacher; The Free Choice of the Will; Grace and Free Will, Catholic University of America
Press, 1968. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/stmarysca-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3134860.
Created from stmarysca-ebooks on 2017-08-15 13:40:12.

Copyright © 1968. Catholic University of America Press. All rights reserved.

12

SAINT AUGUSTINE

tanta, and I were to ask you what de means, you would say
ex, since these are two words, that is, signs, which you suppose
mean the same thing. But I am looking for the one thing
itself, whatever it is, which is signified by these two signs.
Ad. I think that ex signifies a separation of one thing from
something in which it had been present and which is now said
to be "from" the first; whether this no longer remains, as in
that verse where, though the city did not survive, some
Trojans were able to depart "from" it, or where it still remains, as when we say there are traders in Africa "from" the
city of Rome.
Aug. Granted that this is true, without enumerating many
examples that might possibly be cited as exceptions to your
rule, nevertheless you will readily notice this one point, at
least, namely, that you have been explaining words by words,
that is, signs by signs, and what is familiar by what is equally
familiar. But I would like you to point out to me, if you can,
the realities themselves of which these are signs.

Chapter 3
5. Ad. I am astonished that you do not know, or rather,
that you pretend not to know, that your request cannot possibly be met by any answer of mine. Actually, we are holding
a conversation where we can only reply by means of words.
But you are looking for those realities which, whatever else
they are, are certainly not words, and yet you are also using
words to ask me about them. So you will first have to ask a
question without words so I can then reply in the same
manner.
Aug. You have a right to do this, I admit. But suppose I
should ask you what was signified when these three syllables
paries [wall] are spoken, could you not point with your finger
so I could see clearly the reality itself, of which this three-
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syllable word is a sign. You would be showing it to me, but
wi thou t the use of words.
Ad. I grant that this is possible only for names signifying
bodily objects, provided these are present.
Aug. Are we going to call color a body? Do we not rather
speak of it as a quality of bodies?
Ad. That is right.
Aug. Here again, why can it not be indicated with the
finger? Or do you also include with bodies the qualities of
bodies, so that these, as well as bodies, can be shown without
words, whenever they are present?
Ad. When I said "bodies," I intended that all things
corporeal should be understood, namely, everything which the
senses perceive in bodies.
Aug. But consider whether even here you should allow for
exceptions.
Ad. That is sound advice. For I should not have said all
things corporeal, but all things visible. I indeed acknowledge
that though sound, odor, taste, weight, heat, and other qualities pertaining to the senses other than sight, cannot be
perceived apart from bodies, and are therefore corporeal, yet
they cannot be indicated with a finger.
Aug. Have you never noticed how men converse, as it were,
with deaf people by gestures and how the deaf themselves in
turn use gestures to ask and answer questions, to teach and
to make known either all their wishes or, at least, a good
many of them? When this is done, visual qualities are not the
only ones indicated without the use of words, but also sound,
taste, and other such qualities. And there are actors in the
theaters who often unfold and act out whole stories by dancing,
without the use of words.
Ad. I have no objection, except to note that not only I,
but also your dancing actor himself, could not show you
what the preposition ex signifies without using words.
6. Aug. Perhaps what you say is true. But let us suppose
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that he can. You will have no doubt, I think, that no matter
what the bodily movement may be by which he tries to point
out for me the reality signified by this word, it will not be
the reality itself, but a sign. Therefore, he will be indicating,
not indeed one word by another, but still one sign by another
so that the monosyllable ex and the bodily gesture will signify some one thing which I would like to have pointed out
to me without the use of a sign.
Ad. I ask you, how is such a thing possible?
Aug. The same way that it was possible in the case of the
wall.
Ad. Even that cannot be indicated without a sign, as the
course of our reasoning has shown. For the pointing of the
finger is certainly not the wall, but a sign made to indicate the
wall. Nothing, therefore, can be made known, as I see it, without the use of signs.
A ug. Suppose I should ask you what walking is, and you
were to get up and walk? "Would you not be using the reality
itself rather than words, or any signs, to teach me?
Ad. I acknowledge that this is so, and I am ashamed that I
failed to see something so obvious. From this example,
thousands of other things come to mind which can be
made known of themselves, and not through signs, such as
eating, drinking, sitting, standing, shouting, as well as numberless other cases.
Aug. Well, now, answer me this. Suppose I were completely
ignorant of the meaning of this word and were to ask you
what walking is while you were walking, how would you teach
me?
Ad. I would walk a little faster, so that this new factor,
introduced after your question, would bring it to your attention; and all the while, nothing else would be going on except
the very thing that had to be made known.
A ug. Do you not realize that walking and hurrying are two
different things? A man who walks is not thereby hurrying,
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and one who hurries is not necessarily walking. For we also
speak of hurrying in connection with writing and reading,
and for countless other things. Therefore, if you did what
you were doing a little more quickly, in response to my question, I might suppose that there is no difference between
walking and hurrying. For this acceleration of your pace was
the new factor you introduced, and I would be misled on
this account.
Ad. I admit that we cannot indicate something without a
sign if we are asked about it at the time we happen to be
doing it. For if we db not add something to what we are doing,
our questioner will take it that we are unwilling to show him
and that, having ignored him, we continue what we are doing.
But if he asks about things we are able to do, but not at the
time we are doing them, then, by performing the act after his
question, we can show him what he wants to know by the
thing itself, rather than by a sign-unless he chances to ask
me what speaking is while I am speaking. For, in that case,
no matter what I should say to teach him, I will have to speak.
From this point, I shall go on teaching him until I make
plain to him what he wants to know, without deviating from
the thing itself which he wanted to have shown him, and
without looking for signs to indicate it, except for the sign
of language itself.
Chapter 4

7. Aug. A very keen observation, indeed! See, then, whether
we are agreed that those things can be indicated without signs
which we are either not doing when asked about them, but
can do right away, or those which are perhaps signs themselves while we are making them. When talking, for example,
we are making signs, from which the term "signify" is derived.
A d. We agree.
Aug. When, therefore, a question is asked about certain
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signs, these can be indicated by means of signs. If, however,
the question concerns things that are not signs, these can be
indicated either by doing them after being questioned, if this
is possible, or by making signs to direct attention to them.
A d. That is correct.
Aug. Within this three-fold division of signs, let us first
consider, if you will, that class in which signs are indicated by
signs. Words are not the only signs, are they?
Ad. No.
Aug. I think that in speaking we use words to signify words
themselves or other signs, as when we say "gesture," or "letter,"
for these two words are also signs. Or we use words to signify
something else which is not a sign, as when we say "stone."
Since it signifies something, this word is a sign, but what it signifies is not in turn a sign. But this kind of sign, namely, that
where words signify things that are not signs, does not belong
to the class of sign now under discussion. For we proposed to
consider the class of signs where signs are indicated by means
of signs. We found that this included two sub-divisions, since
by means of signs we teach or call to mind either the same
signs or different signs. Do you not think so?
A d. I t is perfectly clear.
8. Aug. Tell me, then, to which sense those signs pertain
which are words?
Ad. To hearing.
A ug. And gestures?
Ad. To sight.
Aug. What about words we find written? Are they words,
or are they more properly thought of as signs of words? To be
a word, something must be uttered with articulated sound and
have some meaning, and sound can be perceived by no other
sense than hearing. Consequently, when a word is written, the
eyes are given a sign by which something pertaining to hearing
is brought to mind.
Ad. I fully agree.
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Aug. You will also agree, I think, that when we say "noun,"
we are signifying something.
Ad. That is true.
Aug. Well, what is that?
Ad. That, precisely, which anything is called, as Romulus,
Rome, virtue, river, and numberless other things.
A ug. Do these four nouns not signify something?
A d. They do, indeed.
A ug. And is there any difference between these nouns and
the things they signify?
Ad. Yes, there is a big difference.
Aug. I would like to hear from you what that difference is.
Ad. First of all, nouns are signs, things are not signs.
Aug. Would you agree if we call things that can be signified
by signs, but are not signs, "signifiables," just as we call things
that can be seen "visible"? This will enable us to deal with
these matters more easily from here on.
Ad. I would certainly agree.
Aug. Well, what about those four signs you mentioned a
short while ago? Can they be signified by any other signs?
Ad. I am surprised that you think I have already forgotten
that we found that written words are signs of other spoken
signs.
Aug. Tell me the difference between them.
Ad. The former are visible, the latter, audible. Why not
allow the term "audible," if we have allowed the term "signifiables"?
Aug. I am quite pleased to allow it. But I ask you again
whether those four signs can be signified by any other audible
sign, as you recalled was the case for visible signs?
Ad. I recall that this was also mentioned a short while ago.
I replied that a noun signifies some thing, and included those
four things under its heading. I also realize that both "noun"
and those four nouns become audible signs when they are
expressed vocally.
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Aug. What is the difference then between an audible sign
and the audible reality signified, which, again, is a sign?
Ad. I see there is this difference between. what is called a
noun and those four things included under its meaning. The
former is an audible sign of other audible signs, while the
latter, though real signs, are nevertheless not signs of signs,
but signs of things. Some are visible, such as Romulus and
Rome, others are intelligible, such as virtue.
9. Aug. I am satisfied to accept this. But are you aware that
everything expressed by articulate sound, with meaning, is a
word?
Ad. I am.
Aug. Therefore, a noun is also a word, since, as we see, it is
expressed by articulate sound, with meaning. And when we
say that an eloquent man uses choice words, he is, to be sure,
also using nouns. When the slave in Terence's play replied
to his old master, "Fair words, I pray YOU,"l the master had
used many nouns also.
Ad. I agree.
Aug. Then you will grant that when we utter the two syllables verbum (word), we are also signifying "noun," and that
the former is therefore a sign of the latter.
Ad. That I grant.
A ug. I would like you to answer this question too. You said
that "word" is a sign of "noun" and "noun" is a sign of
"river" and "river" is the sign of a reality that we can see;
also, that there is a difference between the reality and "river,"
which is its sign, and between this sign and "noun," which
is the sign of this sign. Tell me, then, what difference you
think th'ere is between the sign of "noun," which was found
to be a "word," and "noun" itself, which is its sign.
Ad. I see there is this difference. Things signified by "noun"
are also signified by "word," for just as "noun" is a word, so
also is "river" a word. On the other hand, not everything sig1 Andria 204.
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nified by "word' can also be signified by "noun." For both the
term "if," at the opening of the verse you quoted, and the
term "from," are words but not nouns, though they have been
occupying our attention for such a long time and have now,
with reason as our guide, led us to the present subject. And
there are many such cases to be found. Consequently, since all
nouns are words but not all words are. nouns, I think the
difference between "word" and "noun" is plain, namely, the
difference between the sign of a sign not signifying other
signs, and a sign of a sign which itself signifies other signs.
Aug. Would you grant that while every horse is an animal,
not every animal is a horse?
Ad. Who would doubt it?
A ug. Then the difference between "noun" and "word" is
the same as that between "horse" and "animal." Perhaps what
keeps you from agreeing is the fact that we also use the term
verbum [word] in another sense to signify verbs that are conjugated throughout the various tenses, such as: I write, I wrote,
I read, I have read. Obviously, these are not nouns.
Ad. You have indicated precisely the very thing that made
me hesitate.
Aug. Do not let that disturb you. We do, in fact, speak of
signs in a general way, to embrace whatever can signify anything, and here, as we see, words are also included. We likewise speak of "military insignia" [signa militaria]J which are
properly called signs, but do not include words. Yet, were I to
tell you that just as every horse is an animal but not every
animal is a horse, so too, while every word is a sign, not every
sign is a word, I think you would not hesitate to agree.
Ad. I now see and fully agree that there is the same difference between "words," taken in a general sense, and "noun,"
as between "animal" and "horse."
10. A ug. Do you likewise see that when we articulate this
three-syllable word "animal," the noun is one thing, what it
signifies is something else?
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Ad. I already granted that before for all signs and things
capable of being signified.
Aug. Do you think that all signs signify something other
than what they are themselves, in the way that the three-syllable word "animal," when spoken, does not signify the word
itself?
Ad. Of course not. For whenever we say "sign," it signifies
not only other signs, whatever they are, but also itself, because "sign" is a word, and all words are certainly signs.
Aug. But does not something similar occur when we pronounce the two-syllable word verbum [word]? For if it signifies whatever has meaning and is articulated, then it also
comes under the heading of "word."
Ad. That is correct.
Aug. But does not the same thing hold true for "noun"? It
also signifies nouns of all genders and is itself a noun of neuter
gender. 1£ I should ask you what part of speech "noun" is,
could you give any other correct answer except a "noun"?
Ad. What you say is true.
A ug. Then there are signs which, among the other thing
they signify, also signify themselves.
A d. There are such signs.
A ug. Do you think the case is similar when we pronounce
the four-syllable term conjunctio [conjunction]?
Ad. Not at all. For it does not signify nouns, but it is itself
a noun.

Chapter 5

11. Aug. You have been paying close attention. Consider
now whether signs can be found which mutually signify each
other in such a way that the first signifies the second, and the
second, the first. This mutual relation does not obtain between the four-syllable word conjunctio rconjunction] and
what it signifies, as when we say, "if," "or," "for," "yet," "un-
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less," "therefore," "since," and the like. For the one word
"conjunction" signifies them all, but no one of them signifies
that four-syllable word itself.
Ad. I understand, and I am eager to know what those signs
are which mutually signify each other.
A ug. Then you fail to see that by saying "noun" and
"word," we are expressing two words?
Ad. I see that.
A ug. Why, then, do you fail to see that by saying "noun"
and "word," we are expressing two names?
Ad. I see that too.
A ug. Then you know that "noun" is signified by "word"
just as "word" is signified by "noun."
Ad. I agree.
A ug. Can you tell me how they differ, apart from the fact
that they are spelled and pronounced differently?
Ad. Possibly I can, for it is the same difference I indicated
a short time ago. When we say "words," we signify everything
expressed by articulate speech and conveying some meaning.
Every noun, then, even "noun" itself, is a word, but not every
word is a noun, though "word" is itself a noun.
12. Aug. What if someone should make this statement, and
prove it, namely, that just as every noun is a word, so too,
every word is a noun, could you find any difference between
them, apart from the different sounds of the letters?
Ad. No, I think there is no difference between them.
A ug. What if all sounds expressed by articulated speech
and conveying some meaning are both words and nouns, but
are designated words for one reason, and nouns for anotherwould there be no difference between them?
Ad. I do not see how there could be.
Aug. You will at least understand this, that everything
colored is visible and everything visible is colored, though
these two words have separate and different meanings.
Ad. I understand.
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A ug. What, then, if the same obtains where every word is
a noun and every noun is a word, though these same two
nouns or words, namely, "noun" and "word," have a different
meaning?
Ad. I see now that this can occur, but I am waiting for you
to show me how.
A ug. You are, I think, aware that everything expressed by
articulate voice and conveying some meaning must both strike
the ear to be heard and be committed to the memory to be
known.
Ad. I am aware of that.
Aug. So two things happen whenever we give expression to
something by means of articulate sound.
Ad. That is correct.
Aug. vVhat if words derive their name from one of the two
things, and nouns from the other? Suppose, that is, that words
[verba] come from "striking" [verberando]} and nouns
[nomina] from "knowing" [noscendo]} so that the former has
earned its name because of the ear, the latter, because of the
mind. 1
13. A ug. I will grant this when you show me that we are
correct in saying that all words are nouns.
Ad. That is easy.
Aug. You learned, I suppose, and still remember, that a
pronoun is so called because it can stand for a noun, though
it indicates the reality less perfectly than a noun. I think this
was the definition you recited to your grammar teacher,
namely, that a pronoun is a part of speech which, when substituted for the noun itself, signifies the same thing, though
less perfectly.
Ad. I remember the definition and think it is a good one.
Aug. So you see that according to this definition pronouns
serve only for nouns and can be substituted for them only.
I Although the derivation of nomen from noscere is disputed, there
appears to be no solid philological basis whatever between verbum
and verberare.
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When we say, for example, "this man," "the king himself,"
"the same woman," "this gold," "that silver," the terms "this,"
"himself," "same," "this," and "that," are pronouns; "man,"
"king," "woman," "gold," "silver," are nouns, which signify
their objects more perfectly than do pronouns.
Ad. I understand this and agree.
Aug. Now, mention some conjunctions-any at all.
Ad. Et [and], que [and], at [but], atque [and].
Aug. Do you think that all these that you have mentioned
are nouns?
Ad. By no means.
Aug. Do you think that I was at least speaking correctly
when I said: "All these that you have mentioned"?
Ad. Absolutely. Now I realize how cleverly you made me see
that I was giving expression to nouns, since, otherwise, it
would have been incorrect to say "all these." But I still have
the fear that you seemed to have spoken correctly only
because there is no denying that these four conjunctions are
also words. Consequently, they could be referred to correctly
as "all these," because it is correct to say "all these words."
But if you ask me what part of speech is "words," I can only
reply that it is a noun. Perhaps, then, it was the inclusion of
the pronoun with this noun that made your expression correct.
14. Aug. You have made an intelligent mistake. But that
you may be mistaken no longer, pay closer attention to what
I have to say, if only I can express it the way I want to. Now
dealing with words by means of words is just as bewildering
as intertwining and scratching one's fingers, where it is almost
impossible to tell, except for the person doing it, which fingers
are itching and which are relieving the itch.
Ad. See, I am all attention! That analogy has stirred my
curiosity.
Aug. Words, of course, are made up of sounds and letters.
Ad. True.
A ug. Let us first of all make use of that authority so dear
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to us. When the Apostle Paul says: "There was not in Christ
'is' and 'is not: but 'is' was in Him,"2 I do not think we are
to imagine that the three letters used in saying est [is] were
in Christ, but rather what those three letters signify.
A d. What you say is true.
A ug. So you see that when the Apostle said: "Is [est] was
in Him," he said simply that "what was in Him is called 'is'
[est]." It was as if he had said, "Power was in Him," which
could only mean that what we call "power" was in Him. We
are not to suppose that the two syllables enunciated in saying
"power" are what was in Christ, but rather what these two
syllables signify.
A d. I understand and follow you.
Aug. Do you not also understand that it makes no difference whether someone says, "it is called virtue," or "it is
named virtue"?
Ad. That is obvious.
Aug. Then it is just as obvious that it makes no difference
whether someone says, "what was in Him is called 'is,' " or "is
named 'is.' "
Ad. I see that here, too, there is no difference.
Aug. Do you also see what I am trying to point out to you?
Ad. I do not, really.
A ug. Then do you likewise fail to see that a noun is that
by which a thing is named?
Ad. Clearly, nothing could be more certain.
A ug. So you see that "is" is a noun, since what was in Him
is named "is."
Ad. I cannot deny it.
Aug. But if I should ask you what part of speech is "is," I
think you would say it is not a noun, but a verb, though our
reasoning has shown us that it is also a noun.
Ad. It is just as you say.
2 2 Cor. 1.19. Translations which follow the Greek rather than the
Vulgate render the passage: "for the Son of God ... was not now 'Yes'
and now 'No,' but only 'Yes' was in him."
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Aug. Do you still doubt that the other parts of speech are
also nouns in the same way as we have just shown?
Ad. I do not, because I now admit that they signify something. But were you to ask, one by one, what the things they
signify are called, that is, what their names are, I could only
answer that they are the very parts of speech which are not
called "nouns," although our reasoning has, as I now perceive,
shown them to be nouns.
15. Aug. Are you unconcerned that someone may be found
to upset your reasoning by asserting that the Apostle's authority must be allowed where realities are concerned, but not
for words, with the result that the basis for this position is not
so strong as we think? For, while it is possible that Paul was
perfectly correct in his life and teaching, he did, nevertheless,
express himself somewhat incorrectly when He said, "'is' was
in Him," all the more so, since he admits himself that he is
"unskilled in speech."3 How do you suppose we should refute
such a person?
Ad. I could not gainsay such a man. I do entreat you to find
someone among those experts in language whose high competence is recognized, whose authority will better enable you
to accomplish your purpose.
Aug. So you think that without authorities, reason itself
is incapable of proving that all the parts of speech signify
something and thereby give it a designation; if it has a designation, it has a name; if it has a name, it certainly gets its
name from a noun. This is readily discernible in the various
languages. Anyone can see, for example, that if you ask what
the Greek word is for "who," the answer is tis; for "wish,"
theW; for "well," kalos; for "something written," to gegrammenon; for "and," ka.i; for "from," apo; for "alas," oi. Now the
one who asks such questions concerning all these parts of
speech which we enumerated is speaking correctly, which
would not be possible unless they were nouns. Accordingly,
3 Cf. 2 Cor. 11.16.
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since we are able to establish that the Apostle Paul spoke correctly according to this line of reasoning, without recourse to
all the masters of eloquence, what need is there to look for
some person to support our position?
16. But lest there be someone who will not yet yield,
because he is too dull or arrogant, but declares that he will
not yield at all except to authorities whose function to legislate regarding words is recognized by common consentthen, is there anything more excellent than Cicero to be found
in the Latin language? Now, in his finest orations, known as
the Verrines, he called the preposition coram (before) a noun,
though it may be an adverb in this passage. 4 Since I do not
quite understand the passage, it is possible that a different explanation may be advanced at another time, either by myself
or by someone else. But there is one point, I think, which cannot possibly be gainsaid. The most celebrated masters of
argumentation, for example, teach that a complete sentence
is made up of a noun and a verb, and may be either affirmative
or negative. The same Tullius refers somewhere to this form
of discourse as a "proposition."5 They also teach, and rightly
so, that when the verb is in the third person, the case of the
noun must be the nominative. If you examine with me such
expressions as "the man sits" or "the horse runs," you will, I
think, recognize that these are two propositions.
Ad. I do.
Aug. Do you see there is a separate noun in each of the
propositions: "man," in the first, "horse," in the other; and
also a separate verb: "sits," in the first, "runs," in the other?
Ad. I see that.
Aug. So if I were only to say "sits" or "runs," you would
rightly ask me "who?" or "what?", and I would reply "a man,"
4 In Ven"em 2.2.104 (u . • . totum hoc nomen, coram ubi facit dela·
tum ...") . According to H. Hagendahl, this is "a curious misinterpretation" of Cicero's Latinity; see his Augustine and the Latin Classics
(2 vols. Studia Graeca et Latina Gothoburgensia 20:1-2; Goteborg
1967) 2.483; cf. 1.50 (test. 105) .
5 Cf. Tusculanae disputationes 1.7.14.
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or "a horse," or "an animal," or something else, so that by
joining the noun again to the verb, a complete proposition
would result, namely, a sentence, whether affirmative or
negative.
Ad. I understand~
Aug. Pay attention to what else I have to say. Suppose we
are viewing something at a distance and are not sure whether
it is an animal or a stone, or something else. If I should say
to you, "Because it is a man, it is an animal," would I not
be speaking rashly?
Ad. Very much so. But if you should say, "If it is a man, it
is an animal," you would certainly not be speaking rashly.
Aug. You are correct. Hence the term "if" in your sentence
is acceptable to both of us, while the term "because" in my
sentence is unacceptable to both of us.
Ad. I agree.
A ug. See now whether these two sentences are complete
propositions: "'If' is acceptable" [Placet si]; " 'Because' is not
acceptable" [Displicet quia].
Ad. They are altogether complete.
Aug. Come now, tell me which words are the verbs, and
which the nouns.
Ad. I see that the verbs are "is acceptable" [placet] and "is
not acceptable" [displicet], whereas the nouns can only be "if"
and "because."
Aug. Then it has been sufficiently established that these two
conjunctions are also nouns.
Ad. Quite sufficiently.
Aug. Can you prove by yourself that the same things hold
for the other parts of speech in accordance wi th this same
rule?
Ad. I can.
Chapter 6

17. Aug. Let us go on from here. Tell me now whether you
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think that all names are terms [vocabuZa], and all terms are
nouns, just as we found that all words are nouns and all nouns
are words.
Ad. Except for the different sounds of the syllables, I really
see no difference between them.
Aug. I will not object to that for now, although there are
those who do make a distinction between them in meaning.
But there is no need to examine their opinion just now. It
must surely occur to you that we have now come to those signs
which signify one another mutually, where the only difference
is one of sound, and which signify themselves, together with
the other parts of speech.
Ad. I do not understand.
A ug. Then you fail to understand that "noun" is signified
by "term" and "term" by "noun" in such a way that, except
for the sound of the letters, there is no difference between
them so far as the general meaning of "noun" is concerned.
For we also speak of "noun" in a particular sense, where it is
found among the eight parts of speech and does not include
the other seven.
Ad. I understand.
Aug. But that is the very thing I said-terms and nouns
signify each other mutually.
18. Ad. That I understand, but I am asking what you meant
by saying that these signs signify themselves, together with the
other parts of speech.
A ug. Did not our reasoning show us before that all the
parts of speech can be called both nouns and terms, that is to
say, they can be signified both by "noun" and "term"?
Ad. That is right.
Aug. What of "noun" itself, namely, the sound expressed
by the two syllables nomen [name]? If I ask what you would
call it, would you not answer correctly that it is a "noun"?
Ad. That would be correct.
A ug. But does not the four-syllable sign, which is expressed
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by our saying conjunctio [conjunction], signify itself in this
way? We cannot include this noun among the things it signifies.
Ad. Now I have it right.
A ug. That is precisely what was said, namely, that "noun"
signifies itself together with the other things it signifies, and
you can see for yourself that the same things hold for "term."
Ad. Now it is easy. But it occurs to me now that "noun" can
be understood both in a general and in a particular sense,
whereas "term" is not included among the eight parts of
speech. Accordingly, I think they also differ in this respect,
over and above the difference in sound.
A ug. What of nomen and onoma? Do you think there is any
difference between them except for the sounds which distinguish the Latin and Greek languages?
A d. I really see no other difference here.
A ug. We have reached this conclusion, therefore, in our
discussion: there are signs which signify themselves; signs that
signify each other mutually; signs that have the same extension; signs that differ only in sound. This fourth kind of sign
we have just discovered; the first three were understood to
apply both to "nouns" and "words."
A d. That much has been settled.

Chapter 7

19. A ug. I would like you to review the results of our conversation.
Ad. I shall do the best I can. I recall, first of all, that we
inquired for a time about the purpose of language and discovered that we speak either to teach or to recall. Even when
we ask questions, we do nothing more than teach the person
interrogated what we wish to learn from him. In the case of
singing, what we are apparently doing for pleasure is not
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the proper function of language. In praying to God, who cannot conceivably be taught or reminded of anything, our words
serve either to remind ourselves or to enable us to remind
and teach others. Then, after it had been made sufficiently
clear that words are merely signs, and that what fails to signify something is not a sign, you recited a verse where I should
try to point out the meaning of the words, one by one. The
verse was this: "If it please the gods that nothing remain of so
great a city." While the second word [nihil] is familiar and
perfectly obvious, we failed nevertheless to discover its meaning. And when I was of the opinion that we do not insert it
in speaking without some reason, but use it to teach something to one hearing it, you did indeed reply that it possibly
indicates a state of mind, whenever the mind has found, or
thinks it has found, that something it was looking for does
not exist. But you put off clarifying the matter for another
time, and avoided probing this unexplored problem by means
of a humorous remark. And do not suppose that I have forgotten what you promised.
Then, when I had all I could do to explain the third word
of the verse, you kept after me not to explain one word by
another of the same meaning, but to point out the reality
itself signified by the words. And when I stated that this was
not possible in conversation, we went on to consider things
that can be indicated by pointing the finger as a reply to those
who ask about them. These included, I thought, all corporeal
things, but we discovered that only things visible were included. Then, somehow or other, we came to consider the case
of deaf people and actors, who, without speaking, use gestures
to signify not only things that can be seen, but also many
other things besides, in fact, almost everything that we indicated by speech; yet, we found that gestures themselves are
signs. After that, we began again to inquire how we might be
able, without the use of signs, to indicate the very things
signified by signs, seeing that we can indicate the wall, colors,
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and things visible by pointing the finger, which is also shown
to be a sign. Here, after I had made the mistake of saying
that no such thing was possible, we finally agreed that those
things can be indicated without signs which we are not doing
at the time we are asked about them, but which we are able
to do once we are questioned. Speaking, however, is not included in this class, since it was perfectly clear that if we are
asked what speaking is, while we are speaking, it is easy to
indicate the action by the very thing itself.
20. This enabled us to see that there are signs that manifest signs, and signs that manifest things that are not signs;
and again, that those things can be manifested without signs,
which we are able to do after being questioned about them.
We undertook a more thorough examination and discussion
concerning the first of these three. It became clear from our
discussion that some signs cannot in turn be signified by
those signs which they signify, as is the case when we use the
four-syllable word conjunctio [conjunction]; also, that there
are other signs which can. When we say "sign," for example,
we also signify "word," and when we say "word," we also
signify "sign," because "sign" and "word" are two signs as well
as two words. Within that class of signs, however, which signify one another mutually, we showed that some do not have
the same extension, others have the same extension, while
others are identical. For example, the two-syllable word expressed when we say signum [sign], signifies all the signs by
which a thing can be signified at all. But when we say "word,"
this is not a sign of all signs, but only of those expressed by
the articulated voice. It is clear, then, that although verbum
[word] is signified by signum [sign] and vice versa, that is,
the first two syllables are signified by the latter two, and the
latter by the former, nevertheless, signum has a wider extension than verbum. That is to say, the first two syllables
have a wider extension than the latter two.
But "word" and "noun" have the same extension when
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used in a general sense. Our line of reasoning has actually
shown that all the parts of speech can also be nouns, because
pronouns can be used in connection with them. Also, that
they name something, and that all of them can form a complete sentence by adding a verb to them. Yet, while "noun"
and "word" have the same extension, since every word is
also a noun, they do not have the same meaning. We did,
in fact, show that it was quite probable that they are designated "words" for one reason, and "nouns" for another. vVe
found that the first of these indicated a "striking" on the ear,
and the second a recalling on the part of the mind. This can
be seen, for example, from the fact that in speaking, it is
perfectly correct to say: "What is the name for this thing?"
whenever we want to commit it to our memory; it is not usual
for us to say: "What is the word for this thing?"
On the other hand, we found that nomen and onoma are
signs that have not only the same extension, but are also completely the same in meaning, differing only in the sound of
their letters. This one point, it is true, did escape me, namely,
that in the class of signs which signify mutually, we found
none that did not also signify itself among the other things
it signified.
I have recalled these points to the best of my ability. I
leave it to you to say whether I have arranged them in a good
and logical order, for I do not think you said anything in
our conversation unless you knew it was certain.

Chapter 8

21. Aug. You have done rather well to recall from memory
everything that I asked. Furthermore, I must acknowledge to
you that these distinctions seem much clearer to me now than
they did when we were both bringing them to light from some
sort of hidden abode by means of our inquiry and discussion.
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But it is hard to say at this point what the objective is that
I am trying to reach with you by such roundabout ways.
Maybe you think we are being playful and are turning our
minds from serious matters by some kind of childish and
trifling questions, or that we are only looking for a slight or
unimportant result. Or, if you feel that this discussion will
result in something important, you want to know right now
what it is, or a least to hear what it is. Now I want you to
know that I have not injected any worthless comedyl into our
conversation, though we may perhaps be acting playfully. Yet
even this is not to be regarded as child's play, nor are we to
suppose that we have only slight or unimportant benefits in
mind. And yet, if I assert that there is a happy life, and one
that is everlasting, and that I desire that we should be led to
it by God, Who is Truth itse}f,2 as our Guide, by stages
adapted to our faltering steps, I fear I may seem ridiculous
for having first embarked upon so long a course with a consideration of signs rather than of the realities they signify.
You will pardon me then if I engage in some preliminary
play with you, not for the sake of playing, but to exercise and
sharpen our mental powers. This will enable us not only to
endure, but also to love the warmth and light of that region
wherein is found the happy life. 3
Ad. Do go on as you have begun, for I could never consider
as trivial anything which you think is worth saying or doing.
22. A ug. Come now, and let us consider the class of signs
which signify, not other signs, but the things we call signifiable. And, first of all, tell me whether man is man.
A d. I cannot tell now whether you are joking.
I vilia ludicra. A reference to the previous passage (2.3) where, indulging
in a play on words, Augustine remarks that the discussion of "nothing"
has resulted in their being detained by "nothing."
2 An excellent presentation of this central theme in Augustine'S philos.
ophy is available in C. Boyer, L'ldee de verite dans la philosophie de
saint Augustin (2 ed. Paris 1940).
3 The subject of Augustine'S early Dialogue, The Happy Life. The
thought and language of this passage reflect the influence of Plato's
dialectic as a necessary preparation for the soul's vision of the truth.
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A ug. Why is that?
Ad. Because you think I have to be asked whether man is
anything but man.
Aug. So I suppose you would think I was jesting with you
if I were also to ask whether the first syllable of this noun man
[homo] is other than ho, and the second other than mo.
Ad. I certainly would.
Aug. But would you deny that these two syllables, taken
together, make homo?
Ad. Who could deny it?
Aug. I ask you, then, whether you are these two connected
syllables?
Ad. Not at all. But I do see what you are driving at.
Aug. Well then, tell me, so you will not think I am being
offensive.
Ad. You think the conclusion is that I am not a man.
Aug. Why should you not think the same, since you grant
as true all the previous points from which this conclusion was
drawn?
Ad. I will not tell you what I think until I first hear from
you whether, in questioning me as to whether man is man, you
are asking about those two syllables, or about the reality itself
which they signify.
A ug. You tell me, instead, in what sense you have taken my
question. For if it is ambiguous, you should have guarded
against this before and should not have answered until you
were certain in what sense I proposed the question.
Ad. Why should I be hampered by this ambiguity, when I
have replied to both senses of the question? The term homo
[man] is certainly homo, since those two syllables are nothing
more than those two syllables, and what they signify is none
other than the existing reality.
Aug. An ingenious reply, to be sure. But why have you
taken only this term "man" in both senses, and not the others
that we also mentioned?
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Ad. How can you prove that I did not also take the others
in the same way?
Aug. To mention only one, if you had understood my first
question entirely from the viewpoint of the sound of the
syllables, you would have given me no answer, for you could
have thought that I had not even asked a question. But now,
when I expressed three words, repeating the one in the
middle, and asked utrum homo homo sit [whether man is
man], you understood the first and last words, not as mere
signs, but as realities signified by the signs. This was obvious
from the mere fact that you were at once so certain and sure
of yourself as to feel that my question should be answered.
Ad. What you say is true.
Aug. Why, then, did you see fit to take only the middle
word [homo] both with respect to the sound and to the
reality it signifies?
Ad. Look here, now I am going to take the whole sentence
from the viewpoint of what is signified. For I agree with you
that we simply cannot engage in conversation unless the mind
is directed by the sound of the words to the realities signified
by these signs. Now, then, show me how I was deceived by a
line of reasoning that resulted in the conclusion that I am
not a man.
Aug. No, but I shall repeat the same questions so that you
can find out for yourself where you made your mistake .
. A d. You are right.
23. Aug. I will not repeat my first question because you
have already answered it. See,. now, whether the syllable ho
is anything other than ho, and the syllable mo anything other
than mo.
Ad. Really, I can see no difference here.
A ug. See, likewise, whether man [homo] results from the
combination of these two syllables.
Ad. I could never grant such a thing. We did agree, and
rightly so, that whenever a sign is expressed, our attention
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should be directed to the reality it signifies, and, once we have
considered it, we should either affirm or deny what it expressed. Since, however, those two syllables have no meaning
when they are pronounced separately, we agreed that they were
only sounds.
A ug. Then you agree, and are firmly convinced, that answers
to questions should be made only with reference to the things
signified by the words.
Ad. I see no reason to disagree, provided that the sounds are
words.
Aug. I would like to see how you would refute the man who
concluded that a lion came forth from the mouth of his opponent, as is often told in jest. When asked whether the
things we say do come forth from our mouth, the other could
not deny it. He had no trouble getting the man to say "lion"
while he was speaking. When that happened, he began to
make fun of him and to press the point that, good man that
he was, he had discharged from his mouth so savage a beast;
for he had acknowledged that whatever we say comes forth
from our mouth, and he could not deny that he had said
"lion."
Ad. Really, it would not be difficult at all to refute such a
buffoon, because I would not grant that whatever we say goes
out of our mouth. We signify the things we speak of, and
what comes forth from the speaker's mouth is not the thing
signified, but the sign by which it is signified. We make an
exception for signs that signify themselves, but we dealt with
this class a short time ago.
24. Aug. This would certainly make you a match for him.
Just the same, what answer would you give me if asked
whether "man" is a noun?
Ad. What else, but a noun?
Aug. Well, then, am I seeing a noun when I look at you?
Ad. No.
Aug. Do you want me to say what follows from this?
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Ad. Please do not. I can see for myself the inference that I
am not a man, since in reply to your question whether man
is a noun, I said that it was. We had, in fact, already agreed
that when we give or deny assent to what is said, we do so
from the side of the reality which is signified.
Aug. But the very fact that you hit upon this reply is, in my
opinion, not without significance. For reason's own law, which
is implanted in our minds, prevailed over your caution. If I
were to ask, for example, what man is, you might answer an
"animal." But if I should ask what part of speech is "man,"
the only correct answer you could give would be a "noun."
Consequently, though man is found to be both a noun and an
animal, the former designation has to do with signs, the latter,
with the thing signified. So when anyone asks whether "man"
is a "noun," I can only reply that it is, since he indicates
clearly enough that he wants to know what man is precisely
as a sign. But if he asks whether man is an animal, I will reply
in the affirmative even more promptly. If he does not mention
either "noun" or "animal," and merely asks what man [homo]
is, then, following an approved rule of language, my mind
would quickly turn its attention to the reality signified by the
two syllables, and answer an "animal"; or I might even state
the full definition of man, namely, that he is a mortal rational
animal. Do you not think so?
Ad. I do, absolutely. But when we grant that "man" is a
noun, how can we escape the highly offensive conclusion that
we are not men?
Aug. How do you suppose, if not by showing that this conclusion was not drawn according to the sense of the term
agreed upon with the one who asked the question. But if he
acknowledges that he drew the conclusion from the other
sense of the term, the inference should not frighten us at
all. For why should I fear to admit that I am not "man"
[hominem], namely, that I am not those three syllables?
Ad. Nothing could be truer. Why, then, does the mind take
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offense at the inference that you are not "man," since, according to what we have agreed upon, nothing truer could be said?
Aug. Because I cannot help thinking that as soon as the
words are expressed, the conclusion has reference to the
reality itself signified by these two syllables; and this, by
reason of that rule so compelling by nature, namely, that
whenever the sounds are heard, our attention is directed
towards the things signified.
Ad. I agree.

Copyright © 1968. Catholic University of America Press. All rights reserved.

Chapter 9

25. Aug. Now, then, I would have you understand that the
realities signified are to be valued more highly than their
signs. For whatever exists for the sake of something else must
be of less value than that for which it exists. Would you
agree?
Ad. I do not think one should assent to this too hastily.
When we say "filth" [coenum], for example, I think the word
far excels the reality it signifies. For that which makes the
term offensive to us, whenever we hear it, has nothing to do
with the sound of the word. Actually, by changing a single
letter, the noun coenum [filth] becomes coelum [heaven]; and
we see how far apart the realities are which these nouns signify. That is why I could never impute to the sign the quality
we loathe in the reality which it signifies. I am right, then, in
preferring the former to the latter, for we would rather hear
the word than experience the reality by any of our senses.
Aug. You are very much on the alert. It is false, then, that
all realities are to be valued more highly than their signs?
A d. It looks that way.
Aug. Tell me, now, what you think those men had in mind
when they gave a name to something so foul and revolting as
this; also, whether you approve or disapprove what they did.
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Ad. For my part, I would not presume to approve or disapprove, nor do I have any idea of what they had in mind.
Aug. Can you at least see what you yourself have in mind
when you mention the word?
Ad. I certainly can. My purpose is to use a sign in order
to teach or remind the one I am speaking with about this
particular reality, because I think that this is something he
should know.
Aug. What of the knowledge itself exchanged between you
by such teaching and calling to mind, which you aptly express by means of this name? Is it not to be more highly
valued than the word itself?
Ad. I grant that the knowledge itself which results from
such a sign should be regarded more highly than the sign, but
I do think that this is therefore also true of the reality.
26. Aug. Although it may be false, in our opinion, that all
realities should be valued above their signs, it still remains
true that everything that exists for the sake of something else
is of less value than that for which it exists. To be sure, the
knowledge of filth, for the sake of which the word "filth" has
been coined, should be more highly esteemed than the word
itself which, in turn, must be preferred, as we have seen, to
filth itself. The sole reason why this knowledge has been preferred to the sign now under discussion is that the latter
exists for the sake of the former, not the former for the sake
of the latter. So it was that a certain glutton, a "worshiper
of the belly,"! to use the words of the Apostle, declared that he
lived to eat. Exasperated by what he heard, a certain temperate
man replied: "Would it not be much better to eat in order to
live?"2 It was, nevertheless, because of this very same rule that
both had so spoken. The glutton was in disfavor simply because he so underestimated the value of his life as to esteem
1 Cf. Rom. 16.18.
2 An ancient maxim of uncertain ongm, sometimes attributed to
Socrates. Cf. A. Gellius, Noctes Atticae 9.2.7; Quintilian, Institutio
oratoria 9.3.85.
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it of less worth than the pleasures of the palate, declaring that
he had lived for the sake of feasting. The temperate man deserves to be praised for the single reason that, recognizing
which of the two should be done for the sake of the other,
subordinate, that is, to the other, he reminded us that we
should eat to live rather than live to eat. Again, if some talkative person, with an infatuation for words, should say, "I
teach in order to talk," you or any other person capable of
discerning the true value of things might well reply: "Dear
man, why do you not rather talk in order to teach?"
If all this be true, and you know it is, you must indeed
realize how much less value is to be given to words than to
the things on account of which we use words. Even our use
of words must itself be given priority over words. For words
exist to be used, and we make use of them to teach. Teaching,
therefore, excels talking just as much as talking excels words.
So teaching far excels words. But I am eager to hear any objections that you think might be raised.
27. Ad. I certainly agree that teaching is superior to words.
But I do not know whether some objection might not be made
to that rule which states that everything which exists for the
sake of something else is inferior to that for which it exists.
Aug. We shall treat this problem more appropriately and
more thoroughly at another time. For the present, the point
that you grant is sufficient for what I am trying to prove. You
grant, for example, that the knowledge of realities is of
greater value than their signs. Consequently, the knowledge
of these realities which are signified is to be preferred to the
knowledge of their signs. Do you not think so?
Ad. Have I ever granted that the knowledge of realities is
superior to a knowledge of their signs, but not superior to
the signs themselves? So I am afraid to agree with you on this
point. Suppose, for example, that just as the name "filth" is
better than what it signifies, so, too, the knowledge of this
name is to be preferred to the knowledge of that reality,
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though the name itself is inferior to this knowledge-then
what? We are really dealing with four things here: the name,
the reality, knowledge of the name, and knowledge of the
reality. Hence, just as the first excels the second, why may the
third not excel the fourth? Even if it does not excel, must we
also consider it inferior?
28. A ug. I see that you have done remarkably well to remember what you have granted, as well as to explain your
own views. But you do understand, I suppose, that this threesyllable noun which we express by saying vitium [vice] is
better than what it signifies, though the knowledge of the
noun itself is of far less value than the knowledge of vices.
Accordingly, even though you propose those four things and
give them your attention-the name, the reality, knowledge
of the name, knowledge of the reality-we rightly prefer the
first to the second. This name is found, for example, in the
poem where Persius says: "This man is stupified by vice,"s
and not only does it not vitiate the verse, but it even lends
embellishment to it. But when the reality signified by the
name is found in anyone, it necessarily leaves him vitiated.
But then the third thing does not excel the fourth, but the
fourth, the third. For the knowledge of this name is of little
importance compared to the knowledge of vices.
Ad. Do you think such knowledge is preferable, even when
it makes men all the more wretched? For of all the punishments ever devised by cruel tyrants or inflicted by their greed,
this same Persius assigns the first place to that which tortures
men who are compelled to acknowledge vices which they cannot avoid.
Aug. In the same way, you could also deny that even the
knowledge of virtues is preferable to the knowledge of the
name "virtue," since to see virtue and not to have it is a
torment. And it was the wish of this same satirist that tyrants
might be punished this way.4
3 Sat. 3.32.
4 Cf. ibid. 35·38.
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Ad. God save us from such folly! I see now that when the
mind is imbued with knowledge by the noblest of all the
branches of learning,5 it is not the knowledge itself that is to
be blamed. I see too that they should be deemed the most
wretched of all, as I think Persius himself thought, who
suffer from a disorder of this kind which cannot even be
relieved by so potent a remedy.
Aug. You are right. But what does it matter to us, whatever
Persius thought? In matters of this kind we are not subject
to the authority of the poets. Then too, the question of which
kind of knowledge is preferable to another cannot be easily
explained here. I am satisfied with what we have shown so
far, namely, that the knowledge of realities which are signified,
even if not superior to the knowledge of signs, is nevertheless
superior to the signs themselves. So let us examine more and
more thoroughly what kind of realities those are which, as we
have said, can be indicated without signs, such as speaking,
walking, sitting, lying down, and so on.
Ad. I now recall the problem you mention.

Chapter 10

29. Aug. Do you think that all those actions which we can
perform as soon as we are asked about them, can be indicated
without signs, or would you make some exceptions?
A d. As I consider over and over again this class of signs as
a whole, I still find that nothing can be taught without signs,
with the possible exception of speaking, and perhaps teaching,
if someone should ask just what teaching itself is. For I see
that whatever I do to make him learn, in response to his
inquiry, he will not be learning from the action itself which
he wants to have shown him. Now if someone should ask
me what walking is when, as we said, I am not doing any5 A reference to the excellence and primacy assigned to moral science
by Socrates, Plato, and the Stoics.
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thing, or am doing something else, and I should try, without
signs, to teach him what he wants to know by starting at
once to walk, how shall I keep him from thinking that the
distance I walked means the same as walking? He would be
mistaken to think so, because he will suppose that someone
who walks a longer or shorter distance than I did is not
walking. And what I have said about this one word "walking"
carries over to all those things which I had agreed could be
indicated without signs, apart from the two exceptions we
have made. 1
30. A ug. This I accept, of course. But do you not think that
speaking is one thing and teaching another?
Ad. It certainly seems so. For if they were the same, no one
could teach unless he were speaking. But since we also teach
many things by signs other than words, who could doubt that
there is a difference?
A ug. What about teaching and signifying? Are they the
same, or is there some difference?
Ad. I think they are the same.
Aug. But suppose someone else were to say that we teach in
order to use signs? Could he not be easily refuted by applying
the rule we mentioned before?
Ad. That is correct.
A ug. So if we use signs to teach, and do not teach in order
to use signs, teaching and signifying are not the same thing.
Ad. That is true, and I was wrong when I answered that
they were the same.
Aug. Now answer me this: when one is teaching what teaching is, does he do this by using signs, or in some other way?
A d. I fail to see how he could do it otherwise.
A ug. Then what you said a while ago is untrue, namely,
that when one is asked what teaching is, the thing itself can
be shown without the use of signs. For we realize now that not
even this can be done without signs, seeing that you have
1 Namely. speaking and teaching.
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granted that using signs and teaching are not the same. If they
are different, as it appears they are, and the latter can only
be indicated by the former, then teaching is certainly not
made known by itself, as you had thought. So nothing has
yet been found that can be made known of itself, except for
speaking, which, in addition to other things, also signifies
itself. But, since even this is also a sign, there is as yet absolutely no evidence to show that anything can be taught
wi thou t the use of signs.
Ad. I see no reason to disagree.
31. Aug. Then it has been established that nothing can
be taught without signs, and that we should value knowledge
itself more highly than the signs which lead us to it, though
it may be that some of the things signified are not superior to
their signs.
A d. It seems so.
Aug. Please bear in mind, will you, what a small result has
come from such a roundabout discussion. Now, from the
moment we began this fencing with words, which has been
going on for so long, we have done our best to find out three
things: whether anything can be taught without signs; whether
some signs should be preferred to what they signify; and
whether the knowledge of realities themselves is better than
their signs. But there is a fourth point that I would like to
find out from you in a few words, namely, do you think that
things we have already discovered are such that you can no
longer doubt about them?
Ad. I would certainly like to think that we have arrived at
some certainties by so devious and winding a course. But
that question of yours unsettles me for some strange reason,
and keeps me from giving assent. For I think you would not
ask me this unless you had some objection to make. Besides,
the very complexity of these questions does not permit me
to get a view of the whole problem and give a safe answer. I
fear that amidst such complexity some point will pass un-
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noticed which my mind may not be sharp enough to bring to
light.
Aug. I am glad to put up with your hesitation, for it reveals a cautious habit of mind, and this is the surest safeguard
to preserve tranquility. It is very difficult indeed not to be
perturbed when the things we held with a ready and eager
assent are demolished by opposing arguments, and are
wrenched, so to speak, from our hands. Accordingly, just as
it is reasonable to yield to arguments that have been carefully
weighed and examined, so is it hazardous to mistake what is
not known for what is known. When conclusions are frequently undermined, which we thought would hold up and
endure, there is danger that we may fall into such a hostile
and distrustful attitude towards reason as to make it appear
that we should not trust even the clearest evidence of truth. 2
32. But come, let us quickly reconsider now whether
you were right to regard these conclusions as doubtful. Suppose now that someone unfamiliar with the business of snaring birds, which is done with reeds and birdlime, should encounter a bird-catcher fitted out with all his equipment,
though he is not snaring birds but simply going on his way.
At the sight of him, he quickens his pace and, as is usually
the case, reflects and, in amazement, asks himself the meaning
of the man's paraphernalia. Suppose, too, that the birdcatcher, aware that the other's attention is fixed upon him,
and eager to show off his prowess, releases the reeds and, with
his rod and hawk, snares a little bird which he sees nearby
which he comes up to and captures. Would he not, I ask you,

2 Augustine may have in mind Socrates' warning to avoid uncritical
assent to arguments which later appear inconclusive and thus expose
the inquirer to the danger of distrusting the power of reason to
discover truth. (Cf. Phaedo 80-90c.) More likely, he is recalling his
own experience when, following his disillusionment with the Manichaean sect, he inclined for a time towards the kind of skepticism professed by the New Academy. The first work composed after his conversion, Contra Academicos, is a lengthy refutation of this doctrine
which he regarded as the most pernicious of errors. Cf. Retract. 1.1.1.
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teach that spectator of his what he was so eager to know, not
by any sign, but by the reality itself?
Ad. I am afraid we are confronted here with a situation
similar to that where I referred to the man who asks what
walking is. Neither do I think that everything about birdcatching has been made known even in the present case.
Aug. It is an easy matter to put your mind at ease. I will
make the further qualification, that if the spectator were intelligent enough, he could grasp everything there is to know
about the art of bird-catching from what he saw. It is sufficient for our purpose that some men can be taught some
things, though not all, without the use of signs.
Ad. I too could further qualify my remarks by saying that
if one is really intelligent, he will learn all about walking as
soon as someone indicates it to him, by taking a few steps.
Aug. You may make that qualification as far as I am concerned. I not only have no objection, but am even favorable
to it. You see, in fact, that we have both reached the conclusion that some things can be taught without the use of
signs, and that we were wrong in thinking a little while ago
that nothing at all can be taught without signs. Actually, these
examples bring to mind, not one or two, but thousands of
things, which are made known by themselves without having
to resort to signs. Why, I ask, should we have any doubt of
this? For, apart from the numerous plays performed in every
theater by actors who play their part by enacting the events
themselves, without using signs, does not God, as well as
nature, exhibit and manifest to the view of all, and just as
they are, the sun and the light which covers and clothes all
the things around us, the moon and the other stars, the earth
and sea, and all the countless things which they bring forth?
33. Now if we examine the matter more carefully, perhaps you will discover that nothing is learned by means of its
signs. For when I am shown a sign, it cannot teach me anything if it finds me ignorant of the reality for which the sign
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stands; but if it finds me acquainted with the reality, what do
I learn from the sign? When I read this, for example: "And
their saraballae were not changed/'s the word "saraballae"
does not convey to me the thing it signifies. If it is some kind
of head-covering that goes by this name, did I, upon hearing
the word, come to learn either what "head" or "covering"
means? These things I knew before, and I came to know
them, not when they were called these names by others, but
when I saw them by myself. Indeed, when the sound of the
two-syllable word caput [head] first struck my ears, I was just
as ignorant of what it signified as when I first heard or read
the word "saraballae." But, after frequent repetitions of the
word "head," I discovered, by paying careful attention at the
time it was used, that this was the word for something that
was well known to me by sight. Before discovering it, the word
was only a sound so far as I was concerned. I came to know it
as a sign when I discovered the reality of which it is a sign.
And I learned what this reality was, not, as I have said, by any
sign, but by looking at it. Hence, it is more of a matter of the
sign being learned from the thing we know, than it is of
knowing the thing itself from the manifestation of its sign.
34. To grasp this point more clearly, let us pretend that we
now hear the word "head" for the first time, and, not knowing
whether it is merely a vocal sound or whether it also signifies
something, we inquire what "head" is. Remember now, we
want to become acquainted, not with the thing signified, but
with the sign itself, which we actually do not know as long
as we do not know the thing it signifies. But if the reality is
pointed out to us while we are inquiring about it, it is by
seeing this reality that we learn its sign, which we had heard
before but had not understood. But since there are two
3 Dan. 3.94. The term sarabarae, or as the Vulgate reads, sarabala,
occurs in the account of the three youths in the fiery furnace. The
expression Et sarabala eorum non tuissent immutata . ; ., is rendered
by the Douay version " ... nor their garments altered . . . . " The obscurity of the term itself only serves to illustrate Augustine'S thesis
that words of themselves can teach us nothing about things.
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things about this sign, namely, the sound and its meaning,
we certainly do not perceive the sound because it is a sign,
but, by the very fact that it strikes the ear, whereas its meaning is perceived by looking at the reality it signifies. For the
pointing of the finger can signify nothing else but the reality
to which it is pointed, not towards the sign, but towards a
member of the body which we call the head. Consequently, by
means of this pointing, I learn neither the reality, which I
already knew, nor the sign, towards which the finger was not
pointed.
But I am not too much concerned about this matter of
pointing the finger since, as I see it, this is more of a sign of
what indicating is itself than it is of any of the things being
indicated. It is like our use of the adverb ecce [look!]. Even
when we use this adverb, we usually point our finger too, just
in case the one sign is not sufficient to indicate the object. The
point I am trying most of all to make you see, if I can, is this,
that we learn nothing from signs which we call words. For,
as I have pointed out, it is rather a question of learning the
sense of the word, that is, the meaning hidden in the sound,
from a previous knowledge of the reality signified than it is
of perceiving that reality from a sign of this kind.
35. And I might also have said the same thing regarding
"coverings" and other countless things as I said about the
word "head." Yet, though I already know what these are, I
still do not know what those saraballae are. If someone were
to signify them to me by a gesture, or should draw a picture of
them or show me something like them, I will not say that he
did not teach me what they were, which I could easily prove
if I wanted to speak at somewhat greater length. But I do say
what is very much to the point, that he did not teach me this
by means of words. But if he happens to be looking at them
in my presence, and should call my attention to them by
saying: "Look, saraballae," I will learn something new, not by
my words that were spoken, but by looking at the reality.
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And it was this that also enabled me to become acquainted
with the word and to remember its meaning. Certainly, when
I learned to know the reality, I did not rely upon the words
of another, but upon my own eyes, though I did possibly
rely upon words to direct my attention, that is, to see what
there was to see by looking.

Copyright © 1968. Catholic University of America Press. All rights reserved.

Chapter 11
36. So far, the most I can say for words is that they merely
intimate that we should look for realities; they do not present
them to us for our knowledge. But the man who teaches me
is one who presents to my eyes or to any bodily sense, or even
to the mind itself, something that I wish to know. So by means
of words we learn only words, or better, the sound and noise
of words. For if something cannot be a word unless it is a
sign, I still cannot recognize it as a word until I know what it
signifies, even though I have heard the word. Accordingly, it
is by knowing the realities that we also come to a knowledge
of their words, whereas, by the sound of words, we do not even
learn the words. For we cannot learn words we already know,
and, as for those which we do not know, we cannot profess
to have learned them until we have seen their meaning. And
this comes about, not by hearing the sounds they make, but
from a knowledge of the realities they signify. It is perfectly
logical and true to conclude that whenever words are spoken,
we either know what they mean or we do not. If we know,
they recall rather than teach something to us; if we do not
know, they cannot even recall something, though they may
lead us to inquire.
37. You may insist that we cannot really know what those
head-coverings are except by seeing them, since the name is
only a sound for us, and that we can know no more about
the name itself unless we know what the realities are. And yet,
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we do accept as true the story of those boys: how their faith
triumphed over the king and the flames, how they sang a
hymn of praise to God and were found worthy to receive
honors even from their very enemy. Have we learned all this
otherwise than by words? I shall reply by noting that we already knew everything that those words signified. What is
meant by "three boys," "furnace," "fire," "king," and, finally,
"unharmed by fire," as well as the other things signified by
those words, this I already knew. On the other hand, the
names Ananias, Azarius, and Misael are just as much unknown to me as the saraballae. These names did not help me
at all to know them, nor could they possibly do so. But that
everything recounted in that story occurred at that time
exactly as recorded, that, I admit, is something I "believe"
rather than "know," and those same men, whose word we believe, were themselves not ignorant of this distinction. 1 For
the Prophet says: "Unless you believe, you shall not understand,"2 which he really could not have said if he thought
that there was no difference between the two. Hence, what
I understand, that I also believe, although I do not also
understand everything I believe. Also, everything I understand, I know, though I do not know everything I believe.
Nor do I for that reason fail to see how useful it is also to
believe many things which I do not know, including also this
account of the three boys. Accordingly, while there are a
1 Here the term "know" (scire), as opposed to "believe" (credere), indicates an immediate and certain cognitive awareness of realities presen t
to the knower. In Letter 147, Augustine makes a similar distinction between "see" (videre) and "believe," as relating to a knowledge of things
"present" and "absent," respectively. A further distinction is drawn in
The Trinity between scientia, knowledge of things temporal, and
sapientia, knowledge of things eternal. For further connotations of
these terms, d. H. 1. Marrou, Saint Augustin et La fin de La culture
antique (Paris 1938) 561-569.
2 Isa. 7.9. The Septuagint rendering of the text is of capital importance
for Augustine's teaching on the primacy of faith and on the role of
reason to penetrate the meaning of revealed truth. In a letter to
Consentius (Ep. 120), he presents a summary of the relation between
faith and reason.
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great many things that I am unable to know, I do nevertheless
know how useful it is to believe them. 3
38. But as for all those things which we "understand,"
it is not the outward sound of the speaker's words that we
consult, but the truth which presides 4 over the mind itself
from within, though we may have been led to consult it because of the words. Now He who is consulted and who is
said to "dwell in the inner man,"5 He it is who teaches lIS,
namely, Christ, that is to say, "the unchangeable Power of
God and everlasting wisdom."6 This is the Wisdom which
every rational soul does indeed consult, but it reveals itself
to each according to his capacity to grasp it by reason of the
good or evil dispositions of his will,7 And if the soul is sometimes mistaken, this does not come about because of any
defect on the part of the truth it consulted, just as it is not
through any defect in the light outside us that our bodily
eyes are often deceived. We acknowledge that it is this light
which we consult with regard to visible objects so that it
may manifest them to us according to our capacity to perceive
them.

3 Shortly after his ordination to the priesthood in 391, Augustine wrote
The Usefulness of Belief. It is dedicated to his friend Honoratus whom
he had converted from paganism to Manichaeism during his own
proselytizing days in the sect. It seems that Augustine was less successful in winning his friend over to the Catholic faith.
4 A favorite expression employed by Augustine to describe the action
of the "inner light" upon the s01l1 in its perception of truth.
5 Cf. Eph. 3.14-17.
6 Cf. 1 Cor. 1.23-24.
7 From his reading of the Platonic writers, including Plotinus, and
quite probably Porphyry, Augustine had come to understand the role
of moral dispositions in the attainment of truth. His earlier enthusiasm for this philosophy occasionally gave rise to such exaggerations as this, that truth can only be seen by the pure of heart (cf.
Soli!. 1.1.21). While this extreme view is expressly repudiated in the
Retractations (1.4.2), he continued to insist upon moral rectitude as a
necessary condition for understanding revealed truth, a position well
summarized in his statement that mores perducunt ad intelligentiam
(Tractatus in evangelium Ioannis 18.5.7).
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39. Now if we consult light for colors, and consult the basic
elements l of the material world which comprise those bodies
known by the senses regarding the other sense qualities, and
consult the senses themselves which the mind uses as interpreters 2 to know these things; if, again, we use our reason to
consult that inner truth for the things that we understandthen what more could be said by way of proof to show that
we learn nothing by means of words, except their sound which
strikes the ear? For everything we perceive, we perceive either
by the bodily sense or by -the mind. We call the former, sense
objects, the latter, intelligible objects; or, to appropriate the
terminology of our own inspired ''''riters, we call the first
carnal, the second, spiritua1. 3 When asked about the former,
we can reply if what we perceive is present to us, as when
1 A reference to the doctrine of the "four elements," earth, air, fire, and
water. According to Empedocles', these elements, or "roots," are the
eternal and changeless principles which combine and separate to
account for the generation and corruption of bodies. Augustine will
later make use of this teaching in his doctrine of the "seminal reasons"
in an attempt to reconcile the uniqueness of God's creative act with
the progressive appearance of new forms of life.
2 Augustine's characterization of the senses as "interpreters" or "messengers" of the mind reflects the Plotinian body-soul relation as conceived within a hierarchically-ordered universe which rigidly excludes
any direct causal action of lower things upon those higheL In contrast with the Aristotelico-Thomistic view that sentire est compositi,
Augustine maintains that the soul alone is the proper cause of sensation: neque enim corpus sentit, sed anima per corpus, quo velut
l1untio utitur ad formandum in seipsa quod extrinsecus nuntiatur (Dc
genesi ad litteram 12.24.51). For a good exposition of the Augustinian
theory of sensation, including several points at variance with Plotinus,
d. M. A. Gannon, "The Active Theory of Sensation in Saint Augustine," The New Scholasticism 30 (1956) 154-180.
3 In a work of the same period, Augustine had stated that the Platonists
had only to change a few of their expressions and views to become
Christians (d. The True Religion 4.7). Here, too, he purports to see
only a verbal difference between the Platonists and "our own authors,"
namely, the inspired writers. Again, in his review of the Dialogue,
On Order, he insists that there is no real difference between Plato's
"intelligible world" and "the eternal and unchangeable W'isdom by
which God made the world" (d. Retract. 1.3.2) .
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someone asks us about the phase and posItIOn of the new
moon while we are looking at it. If my questioner in this
instance does not see the moon, he believes my words, though
often he does not. In no case, however, does he really learn
unless he sees for himself the thing we are talking about. He
learns it then, not indeed by the sound of the spoken words,
but by the things themselves and his senses. For the words
sound the same to one who sees the object as they do to one
who does not see it. But when questions are asked, not about
things we perceive while they are present to us, but about
those which our senses perceived on former occasions, then
our words do not refer to the things themselves, but to the
images impressed by them upon the senses and stored away
in the memory.4 And, since we are reflecting upon what is
unreal, I fail to see how we can possibly speak of them as true,
unless it be for the fact that we are recounting, not what we
see and perceive at the moment, but what we have already
seen and perceived. So it is that we bear these images in the
deep recesses of the memory as witnesses, so to speak, of
things previously experienced by the senses. When reflecting
upon these images in our mind, we can speak of them in
good conscience, without lying. But these images are only
witnesses for ourselves. If the one who hears what I am recounting has seen these things for himself and was there on
the spot, he does not learn them from my words but recognizes them himself by the images he took away with him from
these things. But if he has not experienced them with his
senses, then it is clearly a matter of his believing my words
rather than of learning.
40. But when it is a question of things which we behold
with the mind, namely, with our intellect and reason, we give
verbal expression to realities which we directly perceive as
4 Augustine'S later treatment of memory in the Confessions (10.8-27)
represents a notable and original contribution to this area of psychological inquiry. The subject is again discussed in The Trinity
(1I.7-11).
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present in that inner light of truth 5 by which the inner man,
as he is called, is enlightened and made happy. But, here
again, if the one who hears my words sees those things himself
with that clear and inner eye of the soul, he knows the things
whereof I speak by contemplating them himself, and not by
my words. Therefore, even when I say what is true, and he
sees what is true, it is not I who teach him. For he is being
taught, not by my words, but by the realities themselves made
manifest to him by the enlightening action of God from
within. Consequently, he could also answer questions about
these things if he were asked. What more absurd than the
notion that he is being taught by what I say, when he could
explain those very things even before I spoke, if only he had
been asked about them?
But as for the case frequently encountered where someone
replies to a question in the negative and is led on by other
questions to answer in the affirmative, this springs from a
weakness in one's mental perception which makes it impossible for him to consult that light regarding the matter in
its entirety. He is led on to consider it part by part when
questioned about those very same parts comprising the whole,
which he was unable to perceive in its entirety. If he is
brought around to this by the words of his questioner, the
words still do not teach him, but only propose questions in a
way suited to his capacity to learn from his inner light. For
example, if I should ask you about the very matter now under
5 This expression of the Saint's teaching on "divine illumination" is
notable for the absence of any vestiges of Platonic "reminiscence." In
Question 46 of the Eighty-Three Diverse Questions, composed during
this same period, Augustine integrated his teaching on illumination
with that on the Divine Ideas as follows: "To the degree that the
rational soul is united to Him by charity, by so much does it contemplate these intelligible principles (rationes), through whose vision it is
made supremely happy, being bathed, so to speak, and illumined by
Him with spiritual light." For several recent interpretations of this
difficult doctrine, d. C. Schiitzinger, "Die augustinische Erkenntnislehre
in Lichte neurer Forschung," Recherches Augustiniennes 2 (1962)
177-203; L. Cilleruelo, "Pro memoria Dei," Revue des etudes augustiniennes 12 (1966) 65-84.
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consideration, namely, whether anything can be taught by
means of words, the question might appear to you absurd at
first because you are unable to see the whole problem. Con·
sequently, I would have to frame the question in a way suited
to your capacity to hear that Teacher who teaches from
within. Where, I might ask, have you learned all those things
which you admitted were true as I was speaking, and which
you think you now know for sure? You might reply that I
was the one who had taught them to you. Suppose then, by
way of questioning you further, I were to tell you that I had
seen a man flying. Would my words give you the same certainty as if you were to hear me say that wise men are better
than fools? You would of course deny this, and answer that
you do not believe my first statement, or that even if you
do believe it, you do not know it, whereas you know the
other statement to be absolutely certain. This would surely
enable you to see that you had not learned anything by my
words, whether, as in the one instance, where you did not
know what I was speaking of, or in the other, where you
understood perfectly well. As a matter of fact, if you had been
asked about those statements separately, you could have even
sworn that you did not know the former and that you did
know the latter. Then indeed you would admit as true the
proposition in its entirety which you had denied, since you
would now have a clear and certain grasp of all that it involves. It is this: Whenever we express anything in words,
our hearer either does not know whether it is true, or he
knows it is untrue, or he knows it is true. In the first of these
three, it is a matter of belief or opinion or doubt; in the
second, of opposition and denial; in the third, of attesting
to what is true. In none of these cases, therefore, does he learn.
It follows, therefore, that one who does not grasp the reality
after hearing our words, or who knows that what he heard is
untrue, or who could have given the same answer, if asked,
has learned nothing by any words of mine.
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Chapter 13
41. It further follows that where realities discerned by
the mind are concerned, it is of no avail for one who does
not perceive them to hear the words of one who does, except
when it is useful to believe them so long as he lacks knowledge
of them. But anyone who is able to perceive them is an inward disciple of the truth and an outward judge of the
speaker, or better, a judge of what he is saying. For he very
often understands what was said even when the speaker himself does not. Let us suppose, for example, that someone who
takes the word of the Epicureans and judges that the soul is
mortal, should expound arguments which have been advanced
by the wiser philosophers in favor of its immortality. If someone capable of spiritual discernment happens to hear him, he
will judge that what this man says is true, whereas the speaker
does not know whether such arguments are true; in fact, he
even thinks they are completely false. Are we, then, to think
of him as teaching what he does not know? Yet he uses the
same words which could also be used by one who understood
them.
42. Hence, not even the role of expressing what the speaker
has in mind is any longer left to words, since it is not certain
that he knows what he is saying. There are, in addition, those
who lie and deceive, so that you can readily see from them
how words not only do not reveal their thoughts, but even
conceal them. I have no doubt whatever that the words of
truthful men are an attempt and a sort of pledge to reveal the
thoughts of the speaker, and that they would succeed in this,
as all agree, if only liars were not allowed to speak.
Yet, we have often observed, both in ourselves and in
others, that words are spoken which do not express the
thoughts in one's mind. I see two ways that this can happen,
either some kind of speech, frequently repeated and memorized, Hows out of the speaker's mouth while he is thinking
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of something else, as often happens to us when we are singing
a hymn; or, unintentionally, and by a slip of the tongue,
some words are blurted out instead of others, so that in this
case too, the words which are heard are not signs of what
is in our mind. Liars, of course, also think of what they are
saying, so that while we may not know whether what they
say is true, we know nevertheless that they are saying what is
in their mind, provided that neither of the two things I just
mentioned happens to them. If someone contends that these
things happen only occasionally and that it is obvious whenever they do, I will not object. Yet they often go unrecognized
and have frequently deceived me as I listened to them.
43. But in addition to these cases where words do not convey their meaning, there is another kind, quite widespread,
to be sure, and the source of endless bickering and disputes.
It happens when the speaker actually says what he is thinking,
but often does so only to himself and some others, while he
does not convey the same meaning to the person spoken to,
or to others as well. Suppose, for example, that someone
should say in our hearing that man is surpassed in virtue by
certain brute animals. We find ourselves at once unable to
countenance such a remark and we spare no effort to refute
so false and pernicious a view. The speaker, however, may be
using the word "virtue" to signify physical strength to express what he has in mind. He is neither lying nor mistaken
about the facts themselves. Neither is he spinning out words
committed to memory, while he has his mind on something
else, or is saying something different from what is on his mind
by a slip of the tongue. He is merely indicating his thoughts
by a different name than we do. We would agree with him at
once on this point if we could read his thoughts, which he has
as yet been unable to reveal to us, even though he has already
made use of words to set forth his view.
They tell me that definitions can correct errors of this kind.
Accordingly, if the speaker in this instance should define what
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"virtue" is, it would become apparent, so they say, that the
dispute is not over the reality, but over the word. Even
granting that this is the case, how many can you find who are
good at defining? Besides, many points have been urged
against the rules of definition, which it is not opportune to
consider here, and with which I do not even entirely agree.
44. I pass over the fact that we fail to hear many words distinctly and enter into extended and heated arguments, just
as if we had heard them. A short time ago, for instance, when
I remarked that a certain word in the Punic tongue l meant
"mercy," you stated that you had heard from those better
acquainted with that language that it meant "piety." But I
disagreed, insisting that you had completely forgotten what
you had heard. For I thought you had said not "piety" but
"faith," even though you were seated close to me and though
these two words do not sound so much alike that they would
deceive my hearing. Yet I thought for some time that you
did not know what had been said to you, when all the while
it was I who did not know what you had said. For if I had
heard you correctly, I would never have thought it incongruous that "piety" and "mercy" should be expressed by the
one word in the Punic language.
Such cases occur quite frequently, but I will, as I said, pass
over them so as not to give the impression that I am censuring words unfairly because of carelessness or even deafness
on the part of men who hear them. The cases I cited above
are more perplexing, where we cannot know the speaker's
thoughts, even though we share the same language and the
words spoken in Latin are heard very distinctly.

Although the Roman conquest of North Africa was completed in
146 B.C., the Punic language survived and continued in usage even
in St. Augustine's day. Cf. W. Green, "Augustine's Use of Punic,"
University of California Publications in Semitic Philology 11 (1951)
179-190; J. Lecerf, "Notule sur saint Augustin et les survivances
puniques," Augustinus Magister (Paris 1954) 1.31·33.
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45. See, I am going to yield to a point and grant that when
words are heard by one acquainted with them, he can know
that the speaker has been thinking about the things they
signify. But does he thereby likewise learn that what was said
is true, which is the question under discussion?
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Chapter 14

Do teachers ever claim that it is their own thoughts that are
grasped and retained, rather than the branches of learning
themselves which they purport to transmit by their speaking?
What foolish curiosity could ever prompt a man to send his
child to school in order to have him learn what the teacher
thinks? But when teachers have made use of words to explain
all those branches of learning which they profess to be teaching, including even those dealing with virtue and wisdom,
then those who are known as pupils reflect within themselves
whether what has been said is true, contemplating, that is,
that inner truth according to their capacity. It is then, therefore, that they learn. And when they discover within themselves that what has been said is true, they praise their teachers, unaware that they are not so much praising the teachers
as they are praising those who have been taught, provided,
however, that the teachers also know what they are saying. But
men make the mistake of calling people "teachers" when they
are not that at all, because there is generally no interval of
time between the moment of speaking and that of knowing,
and because their coming to learn from within follows quickly
upon the suggestive force of the speaker's words, they think
that they have learned externally from him who spoke those
words.
46. We shall, God willing, resume our inquiry on another
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occasion into the whole question of the usefulness of words,1
which is one of no small importance if you look into it carefully. For the present, I have cautioned you that we must not
ascribe more importance to words than is their due. Accordingly, we should no longer merely believe, but also begin
to understand the truth of those words based on divine authority, that we should not call any man on earth a teacher,
seeing that "there is One in heaven who is the Teacher of
a11."2 What is meant by "in heaven" is something that will be
taught us by Him who directs us even through human agencies and external signs to turn inwardly to Him for our instruction. To love Him and to know Him, that is the happy
life, which all proclaim they are seeking, but few there are
who can rejoice at having really found it. But now I would
like you to tell me what you think of this entire discourse of
mine. For if you know that what was said is true, then, had
you been questioned about each particular point, you would
have declared that you know them too. So you can see from
Whom it was that you learned these things. It was not from
me, for you could have answered to everything I was asking
you. But if you did not know that what I said was true, then
neither He nor I have taught you. Not I, because I can never
teach you; not He, because you are not yet able to learn these
things.
A d. I myself have come to learn through the suggestive
power of your words that words merely stimulate a man to
learn, and that the words of the speaker seldom reveal his
thoughts to any great extent. But as to the truth of what is
said, I have also learned that He alone teaches who made
1 The project was never realized, possibly because of Augustine's failure
to complete the treatises on the liberal arts which he had planned
and begun at Milan while preparing for baptism. Only the works on
grammar and music were ever completed, the latter at Tagaste. Nothing
of the remaining works on dialectics, rhetoric, geometry and phil·
osophy, not even the completed work on grammar, had survived when
the aged Bishop undertook the review of his books about 427. ef.
Retract. 1.6.
2 Matt. 23.9.
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use of external words to remind us that He dwells within us.
With His help, I shall now love Him all the more ardently
as I advance in learning. I am grateful, however, that your
remarks have continued without interruption, particularly
because they anticipated and answered all the objections I
was prepared to raise. You have not neglected a single question
that had caused me to doubt, or which has not been answered
for me by that inner Oracle 3 exactly as you had expressed it
in words.

3 Although generally used by Augustine to indicate the Sacred Scriptures.
the term "oracle" in this context seems rather to refer to the "inner
Teacher" just identified with the "One in heaven who is the Teacher
of all."
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