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The result is that he, too, divides the dialogue into two fundamental gections,
the first (§§ 1-37) concerned with language, the second (§§ 38-46) with «Le
Christ, seul Maitre de vérité » (following Thonnard’s title)*.

Madec and Thonnard differ in the subdivisions which they make in the first
section. Thonnard segments it as follows :

A. Valeur des mots (§§ 1.1-8.21)
B. Impuissance des signes pour instruire (§§ 8.22-11.37)

Madec segments it into three parts :

1. Les buts du langage (§§ 1-2)
2. Rien ne s’enseigne sans les signes (§§ 3-30)
3. Rien ne s’enseigne par les signes (§§ 31-37)

More briefly, two other commentators may be noted who both make the
fundamental division at § 32. G. Wijdeveld does this on the basis of the transition
of the form of the text from dialogue or dialectic to continuous exposition®, while
JM. Colleran does it on the basis of content’.

I shall try to show that all of these divisions of the dialogue miss the division
which is simplest, most logical and indicated in the text. I believe that what causes
difficulty in grasping Augustine’s threefold division is discerning its middle part
clearly. But first, let us sketch the structure envisaged.

As in virtually all classical dialogues, there is an introductory section which not
only presents the subject but also the personae in their intellectual relation to one
another. Augustine is leading : he knows where they are going, and so he asks the
opening question. But as he notes later, the genuinely focal issue of the discussion
cannot be introduced until Adeodatus is prepared for it, prepared to see that it is
not an absurd issue®,

So, after leading Adeodatus to assert that we speak in order to teach or to recall,
and that we use words as signs in doing this (chap. 1), Augustine slyly asks him
.10 indicate what the words in a line of Vergil signify, what they are signs of. The
son responds, naturally enough, by using other words, i.e. defining and describing,
and Augustine protests that he wants to be shown ( ostenderes) the things signified,

\
3. Ibid, p. 65.

) 6. Wijdeveld then subdivides each of the two parts into four subdivisions (see the discussion
in Madec, art. cit., p. 64).
] 1. St. Augustine, The Greatness of the Soul and The Teacher, trans. and annotated by
M. Colleran (Newman : Westminster, Md., 1950), p. 116-117. Colleran divides the text into
8 « First Proposition » (no teaching without signs) and a « Second Proposition » (not even with
words do we teach).
o 8. «..velut si abs te quaererem hoc ipsum quod agitur, utrumnam verbis doceri nihil possit,
m:bml‘dmn tibi primo videretur non valenti totum conspicere : sic ergo quaerere oportuit, ut
sese vires habent ad audiendum illum intus magistrum... » De magistro, 12.40.
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The result is that he, too, divides the dialogue into two fundamental sections,
the first (§§ 1-37) concerned with language, the second (§§ 38-46) with «Le
Christ, seul Maitre de vérité » (following Thonnard’s title)’.

Madec and Thonnard differ in the subdivisions which they make in the first
section. Thonnard segments it as follows :

A. Valeur des mots (§§ 1.1-8.21)
B. Impuissance des signes pour instruire (§§ 8.22-11.37)

Madec segments it into three parts :

1. Les buts du langage (§§ 1-2)
2. Rien ne s’enseigne sans les signes (§§ 3-30)
3. Rien ne s’enseigne par les signes (§§ 31-37)

More briefly, two other commentators may be noted who both make the
fundamental division at § 32. G. Wijdeveld does this on the basis of the transition
of the form of the text from dialogue or dialectic to continuous exposition®, while
J.M. Colleran does it on the basis of content’.

I shall try to show that all of these divisions of the dialogue miss the division
which is simplest, most logical and indicated in the text. I believe that what causes
difficulty in grasping Augustine’s threefold division is discerning its middle part
clearly. But first, let us sketch the structure envisaged.

As in virtually all classical dialogues, there is an introductory section which not
only presents the subject but also the personae in their intellectual relation to one
another. Augustine is leading : he knows where they are going, and so he asks the
opening question. But as he notes later, the genuinely focal issue of the discussion
cannot be introduced until Adeodatus is prepared for it, prepared to see that it is
not an absurd issue?®.

So, after leading Adeodatus to assert that we speak in order to teach or to recall,
and that we use words as signs in doing this (chap. 1), Augustine slyly asks him
.to indicate what the words in a line of Vergil signify, what they are signs of. The
son responds, naturally enough, by using other words, i.e. defining and describing,
and Augustine protests that he wants to be shown (ostenderes) the things signified,

5. Ibid, p. 65.
~ 6. Wijdeveld then subdivides each of the two parts into four subdivisions (see the discussion
in Madec, art. cit., p. 64).

7. St. Augustine, The Greatness of the Soul and The Teacher, trans. and annota@ by
JM. Colleran (Newman : Westminster, Md., 1950), p. 116-1 17. Colleran divides the text into
a «First Proposition » (no teaching without signs) and a « Second Proposition » (not even with
words do we teach).

8. «..velut si abs te quaererem hoc ipsum quod agitur, utrumnam verbis doceri nihil possit,
et absurdum tibi primo videretur non valenti totum conspicere : Sic ergo quaerere oportuit, ut
tuae sese vires habent ad audiendum illum intus magistrum... » De magistro, 12.40.
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that discussion is to discriminate such a subset. Adeodatus summarizes (§ 7.20)
what they have learned :

1. there are signs of signs which are non-symmetrical and irreflexive : they
cannot be signified by the signs they themselves signify — e.g. « conjunction ».

2. there are signs which are symmetrical (mutually signifying) but whose logical
extension is different — e.g. « sign » and « word ».

3. there are signs which are symmetrical and whose extension is the same, but
whose meaning is different — e.g. « word » and « name ».

4. there are signs which are symmetrical and whose extension is the same and
whose meaning is the same — e.g. « name » and « nom ».

5. finally, the quick-witted Adeodatus now notices that in the case of 2, 3, and
4, not only are such signs symmetrical, but (as we would say, by transitivity) they
must also be reflexive, i.e. must also signify themselves. Hence there is no
« ontological gap » in these cases, and that is why some signs can show what they
signify : because they signify themselves.

After this summary by Adeodatus, Augustine comments that the younger
interlocutor cannot yet see the relevance and importance of this topic of signs
signifying signs, but that he should be patient and trust his father. We who have
read the dialogue see that relevance : what Augustine is aiming toward in part three
of the discussion is the thesis that signs of things cannot show what they signify,
unlike these distinctive signs of signs. So it is not that signs can never show what
they signify — these signs can — but that signs of things cannot similarly show what
they signify.

The discussion now turns (§ 8.22) to the second alternative to be considered,
and it is this section which has proven to be the most misleading for interpreters.
Avgustine says :

« Age, iam ergo illam partem consideremus, signis non alia signa significantur, sed ea
quae significabilia vocamus. »

This is the second use of « consideremus » : the first marked the beginning of
the discussion of the first division'. Here we are beginning the second alternative.
But as we have noted, the second alternative has two subdivisions, and before
Augustine begins the examination of either of those, he has to identify and set
?)side an ambiguity which is in principle always present in talking about significa-

ilia.

First (primum), he says, tell me utrum homo homo sit. The issue hidden in this
straightforward-looking question takes Adeodatus some time to get a firm grasp
on (§§ 8.22-24). Between the use of signs to signify signs and the use of signs to

———e.

. 10. Cf. 4.7 : « In hac igitur tripartita distributione prius illud consideremus, si placet, quod
signis signa monstrantur... »
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syllables is not mentioned, because what it did was to set aside a possible
misunderstanding rather than to advance the inquiry). Augustine adds some
reflections on the danger in such an inquiry where we are criticizing and rejecting
opinions previously held : the danger that one may fall into a distrust of even the
most clearly manifest truth. For now he leads Adeodatus to see that what the latter
had agreed to before, namely that nothing can be shown without signs, is false. Not
only can men exhibit certain actions in response to a question about those actions
— given sufficient intelligence in the questioner — but God and nature show us
(ostendit) thousands of things without any signs.

So the conclusion of the second division [2a] is that many, many things can be
shown without signs, and that men can do this in respect to human actions, while
God and nature do this with respect to the things of nature.

The third part of the threefold division — aut signa dando per quae animadverti
queant — begins with the oratio continua of § 10.33. The first two parts began with
the word consideremus : the third and last occurrence of that word comes at the
beginning of § 10.33. This section begins with the thesis that nothing is taught (i.e.
shown) by its proper sign, sua signa, its nomen. And the reason for that is that
the knowledge of the thing is not only independent of its sign, but is necessarily
prior to the sign being a sign, i.e. being (in the case of a word) a sound capable
of signifying.

That priority being established, Augustine goes on to show how men can draw
our attention to things present or remembered by using words. And this, as he has
already remarked in § 1.1, is a kind of teaching, and a very important kind, which
consists in reminding people of something'2. So we can be taught, in this sense,
to know (scire), but this kind of teaching and knowing is of external things, of
individual things or kinds of things. Moreover, for this kind of teaching and
learning, no reference to the interior Teacher is necessary.

But when it comes to understanding (intelligere) the truth of the universal
essential relations of things signified, neither can man exhibit these by his actions
nor are they shown by God and nature in the world. We can indeed by our words
direct the attention of the mind to such significations, but only because they have
been shown by an inner light, by the light of truth which illumines the inner man.
In this case it is beyond our power and beyond the power of external nature to
show or exhibit or manifest the realities signified.

The only things which our words about intelligible things can accomplish by
themselves — and this only under certain favorable circumstances — is to exhibit
what the speaker is thinking. But this is not what we normally call teaching. In a
wonderful phrase which should be carved over the doorway of every school,
Augustine says :

\
. 12 «Atego puto esse quoddam genus docendi per commemorationem, magnum sane, quod
In hac nostra sermocinatione res ipsa indicabit. » Loc. cit.
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SUMMARY : The dialogue De magistro has commonly been divided by editors and commenta-
tors into two fundamental parts : a conversation with Adeodatus on the signs of language and
on what they signify, and then, as the crux of the work, a discussion (or rather an oratio perpetua
by Augustine) on Christ as the Interior Teacher. This essay argues that the dialogue is more
properly divided into the three parts indicated in § 4.7. One of the conclusions which follows
from this division is that men can teach in the strict sense of the word, namely showing or

exhibiting what is signified, but that Christ alone teaches scientiam.
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