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CHAPTER ONE

Chaucerian Realism

CONTRARY TO MUCH current opinion, Chaucer is a realist in many senses:
Chaucer’s works reveal a foundational realist, an epistemological realist, an
ethical realist, a semiotic and linguistic realist, an intentionalist realist and an
author capable of creating psychologncally real characters. Together these
realisms compose ‘Chaucerian realism.’

The general concept of realism need not be confusing. Anyone who believes,
as Chaucer did, that we dwell in a dimension of beings created by a unique
transcendent Being is already a realist, a type of foundational realist
(Drummond 239-242). Because creation is an intentional act, a person believing
in such a cosmogony, as Chaucer did, is also an intentionalist realist. Chaucer is
even more of an intentionalist realist because he believes that all created beings
(or, at the very least, human beings) naturally intend back towards their creator.
If one further assumes that the proper order of this universe may be subject to
acts (speech acts, or other human actions) which are either ‘proper’ (in line with
a ‘natural’ order) or ‘improper’ (the natural order is ‘turned up-so-doun’
[Sted 5], as Chaucer puts it), one is, like Chaucer, an ethical realist. If one
assumes, as Chaucer did, that the foundation of beings, Being, ‘Reality’ itself,
can be known to some degree, one is an epistemological realist. Furthermore, if
one assumes, as Chaucer did, that signs, including all created reality and
language in particular, are, to some degree, a reliable means of knowing this
extramental reality, one is a semiotic and linguistic realist. Also if one believes,
as Chaucer did, that signs may reveal, to some degree, the real mental or
spiritual condition of individual human beings one is also a psychological realist.
And, finally, if one deliberately uses play with signs to develop characters in a
complex way, as Chaucer does, one may be said to be developing
psychologically real characters.

‘REALISMS’ AND NOMINALISM: SOURCES OF CONFUSION

A common error of many critics — and not just critics of medieval literature - is
to equate linguistic realism with a form of linguistic realism, ‘Cratylic realism’
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2 Chaucerian Realism

(defined below), and both of these with a form of epistemological realism,
‘scholastic realism.’ Because Chaucer can definitely be shown not to be a
Cratylic realist, many critics assume, wrongly, that he must be a type of
nominalist, anti-realist, or relativist, terms that are often used loosely and
interchangeably. Furthermore, some also misidentify scholastic nominalism
as being necessarily anti-realist in the foundational and epistemological
senses. Rather than understanding realism in its general sense, some critics
have simplistically associated Chaucer with one side or the other of the
narrow scholastic nominalist-realist debate on the nature of the universals and
used this as a litmus test to decide whether he is a ‘realist’ or ‘nominalist.” The
potential for error in such a method is evident in the fact that there is perfect
disagreement in the criticism which has used this approach. There one finds
Chaucer-as-nominalist, Chaucer-as-realist, and Chaucer as a confused Mr
In-Between.

Cratylic realism holds that there is a natural, real relationship between a word
and a thing - that somehow the essence of a chair is reflected or contained in the
sound of the word ‘chair.’ Cratylic realism has nothing to do with ‘scholastic
realism,’” which makes ‘a claim to the effect that certain ways of classifying
things are right, in the sense that they classify together things which'really, i.e.,
independently of our activity of classification, are alike, and others are wrong’
(Haak 282). According to two versions of this theory, universals or concepts, for
example, those described by the words ‘chair’ or ‘justice,” exist either in the
things so classified or independently of the things so classified. This is opposed
to nominalism, which in both its scholastic and modern forms

claims . . . that there is no ‘right’ or ‘correct’ scheme of classification, and
that the things that we happen to classify together have as it were, only the
name in common. All schemes of categorization or classification,
according to this view, are optional, and the choice between them is a
matter rather of convenience than of objective rightness and wrongness.

(Haak 281)

It does not follow that a scholastic realist must hold a Cratylic position on
language. Indeed, some may find it surprising that someone like Ockham, who is
usually considered the arch-nominalist on the question of universals, is not only
a foundational realist, but may also be considered to be an epistemological and
linguistic realist.

As I use the term, ‘scholastic realism’ includes two theses of the independence
of universals applicable also to pre-scholastics, most importantly, Augustine. An
‘independence thesis’ of universals holds simply that universals are not
‘convenient’ and ‘optional’ classifications created by human reason but that
universals which describe individual things (‘a tree’) or acts (‘a just act’) exist
somehow in reality independent of our classification of them - ‘tree’ and
‘justice’ are not mere concepts, man-made classes, but somehow really exist:
hence, of course, the term ‘realism.” Nominalism, on the other hand, believes
that universals are convenient and optional classifications.

Nominalism and realism in the Middle Ages may be reduced to four major
positions on the nature of the existence of universals: (1) Realism: the universals
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classified by the terms ‘man,’ ‘horse,” ‘justice,” ‘white,’ are real and ‘before the
thing,” ante rem; in the Platonic conception, ‘humanness’ is a prior and
independent form, or, in the Augustinian conception, ‘humanness’ exists in the
mind of God, so that the ‘idea’ or essence ‘humanness’ precedes its creation in
the individual ‘thing,” a human being. Extreme or Platonic realism, the belief
that universals have some kind of independent, prior, and superior form of
existence, and that individual entities are but inferior copies of those universals,
was not considered seriously in the Middle Ages; however, the Augustinian
version, in various forms, was and is still held by many. John Duns Scotus, for
example, a scholastic realist, offered sophisticated arguments to prove that
words primarily signify essences or concepts; these are the first real things, and
they exist independently of man and human consciousness (see Maurer 1:799).
(2) Moderate realism (Aristotle and Aquinas): universals are somehow ‘in the
thing,” in rem, so that the essence ‘humanness’ exists somehow in each
individual human being. Aquinas unlike Scotus: ‘does not attribute a positive
reality to essences themselves. The only real beings, in his view, are individuals.
These share a form or essence, as all men participate in human nature, but this
nature has no real being or community distinct from individuals’ (Maurer
1:800). (3) Extreme nominalism: universals are merely logical beings ‘after the
thing,’ post rem, concepts which are signs of things, but which, unlike particular
things, do not exist apart from our thinking of them, so that ‘humanness’ is a
mental creation that we abstract from particulars. An extreme nominalist
position (held by no one of importance in the Middle Ages) would say that these
universal concepts have no bearing on external reality — this may also be called a
conceptual idealist position. Ilham Dilman describes such nominalism generally:

According to the most extreme form [of nominalism], which is perhaps the
only position that deserves to be called nominalism, a name is all that
different things we call by the same name [man, horse, justice, white] have
in common. In other words, the application of every name, and indeed of
every word, is arbitrary. It is not based on any reality outside purely
human conventions. (48-49) o,
This is not the nominalism of Ockham who, strictly speaking, does not deserve
to be called a nominalist at all. (4) Moderate nominalism or conceptual realism
(Ockham), which does not accept the conceptual idealism of extreme
nominalism. A moderate nominalist position holds that while such universal
concepts as ‘man,’ ‘horse,” ‘white,” and ‘justice,” do not properly have an
existence of their own, these concepts succeed in describing extramental reality.
Philotheus Boehner argues that this ‘conceptual realist’ (310) position is that of
Ockham, for whom there ‘is a foundation [for universals] in the [extramental]
things themselves’ (310).

While there are similarities, it is simply wrong and misleading to closely
equate scholastic nominalism with modern extreme nominalism (Gosselin).
Critics who do, such as Robert M. Jordan who misassociates Chaucer with
extreme nominalism simply because he is not a Cratylist, often make the further
misstep of associating him with anti-realism and relativism, making of Chaucer a
proto-constructivist or proto-deconstructionist (which may amount to the same
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thing).! On the other hand, the one critic, David Williams, who connects
Chaucer with realism, defines the term incompletely and allows only a
exegetical interpretation of character. Williams’ Wife of Bath and Pardoner, for
example, are interpreted only as types (negative) in the Robertsonian mode (The
Canterbury Tales 64-88). Unfortunately, critics who argue, quite rightly I
believe, that such characters are complex and memorable individuals as well as
universal types, may tend to throw out Williams’ baby (realism) with the bath
water (the simplification of character to type).

Many critics, including Jordan and Williams, have ignored or misinterpreted
the fact that, as Eugene Vance puts it, ‘people of the Middle Ages were basically
anti-Cratylistic . . . holding that the bond between signifier and signified . . .
was merely conventional’ (Vance, Signals 258). Such a position necessarily
implies that signs are arbitrary, but this was not a problem for scholastic
philosophers; they all agreed that language is conventional.2

In addition to the errors of simplistically misequating modern nominalism with
scholastic nominalism, extreme nominalism with scholastic nominalism,
linguistic conventionalism with nominalism, and identifying Cratylism as the
sole form of linguistic realism, there is a further common misconception,
namely, falsely identifying the doctrine of the primacy of the will - the belief
that the action of the will precedes the action of the intellect - as exclusively or
principally a nominalist position. In Chaucer criticism this error is found initially
in David C. Steinmetz and Russell E. Peck. Because Chaucer can be shown to
understand language to be conventional and/or to understand and stress the
importance of the function of the will in all conscious acts, many critics have
been led to believe that he was ipso facto a ‘nominalist’ (read, ‘relativist’), even
while others hold (Gardner), or demonstrate (Williams), that Chaucer satirizes
extreme nominalist positions. Moreover, as we shall see, the misunderstanding
of ‘nominalism’ leads some critics to misidentify it with post-Saussurian
language theory, and, in turn, to create an overly exclusive association of these
with postmodern literature.

The starting point of ‘intentionalist realism’ is the ‘thesis of intentionality’; in
its medieval version: ‘the object-directedness of all being’; and in its more
limited modern version: ‘the object-directedness of all conscious acts.’3 In the
Middle Ages, it was commonly held that there was a fundamental connection

I ‘Nominalism’ is a term mis-equated in some peoples minds with ‘constructivism,’ ‘Creative
Idealism’ (Haak 282), or relativism, ‘radical’ or ‘extreme’ (Haak 276-78). This mis-equation
occurs because a nominalist may often also be a relativist, etc.; this is not the case with ‘scholastic
nominalists.’ ‘Constructivism’ (which, according to Devitt, would apply to such literary critics as
Stanley Fish [234, 256 n. 2, 256 n. 10]) holds that: ‘The only independent reality is beyond the
reach of our knowledge and language. A known world is partly constructed by the imposition of
concepts. These concepts differ from (linguistic, social, scientific, etc.) group to group, and hence
the worlds of groups differ. Each such world exists only relative to an imposition of concepts’
(Devitt 302). I believe that many deconstructionists, including Derrida, hold this same basic
assumption and attempt to demonstrate it by unveiling the conceptually and linguistically-based
‘theoretical fiction’ (Derrida 150) underlying the oppositions upon which particular ‘realities’ are
constructed. Adding to the confusion is the use of the term ‘conventionalism’ in modern
philosophy which may be associated with ‘constructivism’ and ‘nominalism.’

2 Language is conventional: see pages 6-16.

3 Thesis of intentionality: see pages 33-39, 47-54.
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between will and language, derived, in turn, from a belief in the necessary
connection between God’s will and all creation, and the ultimate directedness of
all created beings towards Being or God. On the level of language, people in the
Middle Ages understood, as we understand today, that the speech act is an
intentional act.4

The dynamic of created beings within a creationist, foundational metaphysics,
such as that of Judeo-Christianity, is intentionalist (created beings are object-
directed) and realist (that which created beings intend is real and is, in fact,
Reality): this is intentionalist realism. Here ‘being’ is to be considered in its classic
metaphysical sense of ‘anything that in any way is,” and so may include not only
what we consider normally to be individual beings, such as an individual person or
thing, but words, thoughts, feelings, and anything else that in any way is. At a
certain point intentionalist realism may define a general medieval attitude toward
the movement of return of created beings towards the creative Being, God.
Furthermore, created beings, simply because they are created, are also signs of the
creative intentionality of Being.5 As imago Dei a human being is the sign par
excellence of Being. All signs, including human language, always reveal reality to
some degree (the here and now of beings and their world) and, to some degree,
transcendent ‘Reality’ (the interpretation of beings as signs of Being). The ‘to some
degree’ qualification is very important for it was generally understood and believed
in the Middle Ages that Being, or Reality, in totality, is not absolutely knowable - a
very common view (Augustine, Aquinas), and a realist view (‘Transcendentalism:
truth may outrun us’ [Haak 283]) that is often confused with nominalism.

For all practical purposes, the attitudes towards signs discussed above were
widely held in the Middle Ages. While differing on how ‘things’ exist
(universals and particulars) and how language intends these things, both
scholastic nominalists and realists would agree that somehow language always
intends things. This is also a given of modern theories of intentionality, arising
out of phenomenology. Whether or not many of these modern thinkers of the
phenomenological tradition would be content to be described as ‘linguistic
realists,” many are certainly in opposition to a conceptualism or an idealism that
argues that the human mind creates what we believe to be real and then calls into
question all of the ‘reality’ which the mind ‘constructs.’ Such extreme idealism
or conceptualism was also simply not part of the baggage of respected medieval
thinkers, including Ockham (Boehner 307-10).

Both scholastic realists and scholastic nominalists believe in divine ideas, but
in different ways. The realist believes that universals subsist in God. In
Augustine’s realism, for example, rationes aeternae are universals, the
equivalent of the Platonic Forms, and are the patterns of individual things (Nash
6). So too in Ockham’s scholastic nominalist view, God ‘has ideas as exemplars
of real beings, as any craftsman has in knowing what he is to make’ (Leff 440);
however, Ockham’s nominalist ‘ideas’ exist in the mind of God in a scholastic
nominalist fashion, as particulars rather than as universals (Leff 440). Despite
the considerable difference in the nature of divine ideas for scholastic realists
and scholastic nominalists, their very belief in them reveals that they share the

4 Speech act an intentional act: see particularly pages 27-32, 37-39.
5 See pages 45-48, 55-62.
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foundational realist view that there is ‘something’ which, as far as the
perceiving, thinking, speaking, human subject is concerned, is ‘preintentional.’¢
_ All this should clarify the paradox: scholastic nominalists are realists.

Another element that adds to the confusion is that Cratylic realism may be
called a ‘natural’ attitude towards language, and that for some critics, John A.
Alford, for example, Cratylic realism seems to be the natural attitude towards
language rather than a mere form of it. The source of confusion lies,
probably, in the fact that the term ‘Cratylic realism’ is derived from the name
of Plato’s Cratylus, who espouses a ‘natural,’ inherent, direct relationship
between a word and a thing, regardless of the will or intention of the person
who speaks that word. Here the concept of ‘intentionalist realism’ can come
to the rescue.

Intentionalist realism understands all speech acts to be conscious, willful,
intentional acts, that is, acts that have a directedness towards those ‘things’
which precede them. Unlike Cratylic linguistic realism, intentionalist realism
does not see the directedness of language to lie within the nature of language
itself, but in the natural relationship between the human will and language.
Rather than a direct relationship between word and thing, intentionalist realism
sees a directed relationship between word and thing - the key element is the will
or intention of the director of language, each individual speaker who directs
conventional signs according to his or her will.

The importance of this difference between a direct and a directed view of
language is that for the believer of the latter position, who is an intentionalist
realist, there is absolutely no contradiction between understanding language to
be conventional and being a linguistic realist; the ‘natural’ relationship begins in
the will. On the other hand, for the Cratylic realist, who believes that there is a
direct relationship between word and thing, language cannot be conventional
because the ‘natural’ relationship resides in both word and thing. Because many
critics misequate medieval and in some cases modern linguistic realism with the
Cratylic or ‘natural’ (as defined above) variety, they tend to misinterpret as
‘confused’ anyone in whom is found simultaneously an understanding of the
conventionality of language and a linguistic realist belief that language may
reveal reality. Such critics are wrong.

The source of the (modern) confusion over linguistic realism lies in Plato’s
Cratylus, where Cratylus and Hermogenes argue opposing views of language.
The long reach of those views is indicated by the fact that today the names of
these characters are still used to classify positions on language. Perhaps, in part,
it is this reduced classification, one which does not consider other forms of
linguistic realism, that has led some interpreters to have a simplistic view of
linguistic realism.

The dialogue begins with Hermogenes summarizing for Socrates the position
of his opponent, Cratylus:

I should explain to you, Socrates, that our friend Cratylus has been arguing
about names. He says that they are natural and not conventional - not a
portion of the human voice which men agree to use - but that there is a

6 On the ‘preintentional’ see Searle, Intentionality 141-159.
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truth or correctness in them, which is the same for Hellenes as for
barbarians. (383 a)

Hermogenes then presents the conventionalist view:

I have often talked over this matter, both with Cratylus and others, and
cannot convince myself that there is any principle of correctness in names
other than convention and agreement. Any name which you give, in my
opinion, is the right one, and if you change that and give another, the new
name is as correct as the old - we frequently change the name of our
slaves, and the newly imposed name is as good as the old. (394 c-d)

The talk of ‘slaves’ and ‘imposing’ names raises interesting questions about the
use and abuse of power when one willfully manipulates language to attain selfish
ends - ends unrelated to any concern for a connection between language and
truth: the ‘things’ language should name or attempt to name.” The abuse of
power through the abuse of language, particularly by the Sophists, was also a
Platonic concern and seems to be a concern for Socrates in the Cratylus. These
concerns are ethically based, part and parcel of an ethical realism.

After the opening positions of Cratylus and Hermogenes are put, Socrates
leads a discussion that causes the debaters to see weaknesses in each other’s
point of view. While Plato’s Cratylus is indeed the battleground between
extreme conventionalist and extreme Cratylic realist views of language, it is not
necessarily true, as John A. Alford asserts, that the position of Cratylus is the
one that ‘Plato seems to favor’ (736). This is the view also of P.B. Taylor (317)
who extends it to Platonists in general. But thinkers as diverse as Marcia Colish
(9), Paul Ricoeur (Rule 70), and Roy Harris and Talbot T. Taylor (18) would all
disagree, arguing the current widespread view: a lack of resolution in the
Cratylus. While such a ‘failure’ may offend some modern sensibilities, Harris
and T. Taylor suggest, reasonably, that no resolution is necessary because
Plato’s concern was not primarily with defining the nature of language as
conventionalist or Cratylic, but, rather, with asserting the epistemological realist
concern with the primacy of ‘things’ over words.

It seems that while the conventionalist argument can never be dismissed,
many, like Socrates, are reluctant to admit it fully, for they are aware that to do
so is to open the door to skepticism, private language worlds, and the idealist
view that extramental ‘reality’ is an unreliable, subjective projection. Indeed,
given Socrates’ theistic concerns, a case in point justifying his hesitation to admit
wholly the view of Hermogenes would be the extreme nominalist or conceptual
idealist position arrived at by Robert Jordan, who, as we shall see, seems to
doubt the very possibility of the referentiality of language. According to Harris
and T. Taylor, what is at stake for Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and Augustine (and
one could add, Boethius, Chaucer and all foundational realists) is the ‘truth’ that

7 David Williams has argued that a critique of such an abuse of man’s power over language occurs in
Chaucer’s Friar’s Tale (‘Intentionality,” 85-92). I agree that a reading of the Friar's Tale as an
attack on the abuse of language is a fruitful one; indeed, the reading of this tale in the present book
supports such a view. However, one need not infer, as Williams does, that such an attack is
simultaneously an attack on the common-sense view that language is conventional.
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an objective, extramental reality is prior to any individual and is revealed, not
created by language.

In the Cratylus, Plato or Plato’s Socrates is able to show some limitations in
both an exclusively Cratylic and an exclusively conventionalist view of
language. However, he wishes to maintain a certain order of nature:

Plato’s point is that it does not matter whether language is conventional or
mimetic [i.e., Cratylic], or to what extent it is a mixture of both. Since
these are the only possibilities we can imagine, we are driven in the end to
realize that language reaches both beyond our opinions and beyond
itself. (Harris and Taylor 19)

This is where the realism of both the Cratylic variety and the intentional variety
coincide - an ontological and temporal priority of things over words.

Aristotle’s famous statement, transmitted to the Middle Ages by Boethius: ‘A
noun is a vocal sound which is significant by convention’ (On Propositions 16a)
would seem to make of Aristotle a follower of Hermogenes. From such an easy
identification springs a further misconceived opposition that recurs among a
number of critics: Plato-as-linguistic-realist versus Aristotle-as-linguistic-
conventionalist. So Alford, for example, correctly points out that Aristotle is
‘usually associated with the conventionalist point of view’ (736), but proceeds to
oppose this position to the ‘natural’ position he thinks that only Plato leans
towards. Aristotle’s conventionalism makes him an anti-Cratylist, but it does not
necessarily make him an anti-naturalist or anti-realist. To understand this
distinction let us consider Aristotle’s definition of metaphor, remembering that
for Aristotle ‘metaphor’ is a generic term under which one finds many species of
tropes - synecdoche, metonymy, analogy - as well as the more restricted sense
of ‘metaphor’ we understand today: ‘a metaphor is a name belonging to one
thing but applied to another’ (Poetics 1457b, emphasis added). This definition
shows him to share the realistic presupposition of Plato: the name belongs to the
thing:

Aristotle’s concept of metaphor is clearly based on Socrates’ concept of
names [in the Cratylus]. A name is a word which ‘belongs to’ something
or someone. The debate which Socrates referees in Plato’s dialogue is a
debate about how names ‘belong to’ the objects, persons, actions,
qualities, etc. with which they are correlated [that is, by nature, or by
convention] . . . Aristotle’s definition of metaphor bypasses this con-
troversy, and rests content with identifying metaphor as the transference of
a name to something it does not ‘belong to.” But this definition would
hardly make sense without the Socratic assumption that names do (either
by nature or convention) ‘belong to’ something or other in the first
place. (Harris and T. Taylor 20)

There is a ‘proper’ way of naming and an ‘improper’ way of naming. While one
need not invest these two modes of naming with an ethical value, the fact of the
belief in their existence signals an ethical realism and a linguistic realism: a
belief in a narural order between words and things. This is a wider view of
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‘natural’ in relation to language than that admitted by Alford; it is one assumed
by both Plato and Aristotle (and Chaucer), for whom there is a natural, real,
ethical order, but one that does not exclude the possibility of language being
conventional.

We should also consider the description of the beginning of things which the
Middle Ages considered historical:

And out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the field, and
every fowl of the air; and brought them unto Adam to see what he would
call them: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the
name thereof. (Gen. 2:19)

Foundational metaphysics and realist views of language would seem to be
supported by Genesis: here things definitely precede their names. Socrates, too,
in the Cratylus, refers to an originary ‘name-giver.’ Harris and T. Taylor devote
an interesting chapter to Genesis where, among other things, they compare the
‘name-giver’ of the Cratylus with Adam (Chapter Three). While we know that
God leaves it to Adam to create the words to name God’s creation, Genesis does
not inform us whether the name used by Adam somehow mirrored the essence of
the animal named, or if he just made sounds which for ever after became the
conventional name for the thing in Hebrew. However, as it is argued by Harris
and T. Taylor, the omission of the issue here, the inconclusive stand of the
Cratylus, and Aristotle’s bypassing of the issue are not necessarily indications of
their authors’ inadequate treatment of linguistic theory, but rather, indications of
the relative unimportance of this particular issue to them. What is finally
important for all three authors is not whether the name in some way necessarily
and naturally imitates the thing named, but rather the foundational and linguistic
realist understanding that ‘things’ precede the human conception of them, that
language intends towards reality and reveals it, but that language does not create
reality. To have such a view of language does not necessarily imply that one
must eschew a belief in the conventionality of language. One can still have a
conventionalist view of language and be capable of thinking that language can be
used ‘unnaturally,’ that is, in a way other than in its conventional manner.
Whether this ‘unnatural’ usage constitutes a good, bad, or morally neutral act
depends largely on the good or bad intent of the language user.

One of the consistent and most obvious arguments in support of conventional-
ism has been the existence of many languages. The traditions which share the
Old Testament have the Tower of Babel narrative to explain the multiplication of
languages. This story also contains an intentionalist realist view of language:
after Babel, while the words may change, the things they are directed towards
and attempt to name and reveal remain the same. In medieval thought, while
spoken languages may differ, a unique ‘mental language’ is the common
foundation of all languages. And so, too, Chomskian linguistics, with its sense
of the common ‘deep structure’ which unites all languages, is a modern realist
view of language which never denies that at the surface phonological level
languages are principally conventional.

The failure to recognize that language can at once be considered conventional
and to have a natural order is also caused by misinterpretation of such dicta as
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nomina sunt consequentia rerum. Ernst Curtius states that this dictum was
‘familiar to the entire Latin Middle Ages’ (499). But rather than consider it as
advocating a Cratylic view of language and denying a conventionalist view, one
should see it simply as a foundational realist statement on the natural order:
things before words.

John A. Alford argues that ‘Augustine is able to combine two opposing views
of language, the natural and the conventional, without any sense of
contradiction’ (737). But Alford himself confuses an Augustinian interest in
etymology as a sign of contradiction, because he, Alford, falsely assumes as
correct his own presuppositions, namely, that a ‘naturalist’ or realist position on
language is necessarily Cratylic, and that a conventionalist position is
necessarily opposed to any ‘naturalism’ or realism - these are false oppositions.#
Etymology can be considered a study of the history of linguistic conventions,
and/or of ‘proper’ and ‘natural’ usage, without holding that the natural
connection between a word and a thing is necessarily inherent in a word.
Furthermore, one may hold a partial ‘Cratylic’ view, as in the case of
onomatopoeia, where there is obviously a natural mimetic relationship between
a word and a thing, without surrendering a general view of language being
conventional.

This same tendency to oppose, falsely, conventionalism and realism has led to
R. Howard Bloch’s statement, which generalizes for medieval thinkers a
schizophrenic ‘confusion’ which some critics also find in Chaucer:

The dominant attitude toward the question of beginnings [of language]
was, in fact, one of anguished ambiguity provoked by a deep split between
what medieval writers knew about verbal signs [i.e., their conventional-
ism] and what they desired to believe about them [i.e., their Cratylic
realism]. (44)

8 To show where the assumption of such false presuppositions could lead consider the following:
Alford could have used the passage he cites from Augustine (Alford 737; Augustine, City 13.11) in
order to ‘deconstruct’ Augustine; that is, to show an inherent contradiction between what
Augustine’s statement asserts, but his rhetoric contradicts. Augustine is arguing for what Alford
calls a ‘natural’ relationship between the word ‘moritur’ (‘dies’) and that which it signifies,
namely, ‘death.’ But the passage depends for its success on that which Alford purports that
‘naturalism,’ or, for Robert M. Jordan a ‘rhetoric of realism,’ opposes necessarily, that is,
conventionalism.

Perhaps the ultimate exemplar of the conventionality of language, in fact one which Socrates
grants to the opponent of Cratylus, Hermogenes (434d-435b), is the perfect homonym: two words
pronounced and spelled identically but which have different meanings. It seems that in the very
passage in which Augustine argues a ‘naturalist’ or ‘realist’ position, he uses a trope dependent on
that which such a view purportedly opposes. In arguing, rather playfully, I would say, for a natural
or real relationship between a particular word (‘moritur,” ‘dies’) and a ‘thing’ (death), Augustine
puns on two totally different meanings of the identical word declinare: ‘to decline’ as in ‘to decline
a verb,” and ‘to avoid,’ as in ‘to avoid death.” While such a deconstruction might delight some in
exposing a fallacy in Augustine’s ‘logocentrism,’ it more readily shows a weakness of the
deconstructive method: the ‘deconstructor’ may be belied by his or her own presuppositions. The
fact is, Augustine did not assume, as critics such as Alford and other critics I consider in this
chapter do assume, that ‘naturalism’ and ‘conventionality’ are necessarily opposed. Therefore,
there is no contradiction or confusion in the passage from Augustine.

When we see the same ‘confusion’ in such widely different authors - Plato, Aristotle,
Augustine, Chaucer - should we not be led to question the actual source of the confusion?
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and that despite a

general agreement that verbal signs are socially, not naturally, determined
. . . [there is] a profound resistance to breaking entirely with the wish for
continuity between language and matter along with a radical denial of the
practical consequences of such a rupture. (46)

Bloch points to Abelard and John of Salisbury, both of whom evince what he
calls a ‘moderate conventionalism’ which seems ‘typical of medieval sign
~ theory’ (49). For example, although Abelard says ‘voces sunt emulae rerum’

(Bloch 48), he also admits that signification is conventional. Although there may
be some confusion inherent in this statement, it largely disappears if one
considers it as a reaffirmation of the ‘natural’ order: things before words.

While Bloch offers a citation from John of Salisbury that suggests a view
similar to but more qualified than that of Abelard, he exaggerates the importance
of a minor issue (48). He can present no evidence for a great medieval debate on
the issue of mimetic, Cratylic realism versus Aristotelian conventionalism
because there is none. Certainly, there is no one who holds that a belief in the
conventionality of language is an anti-realist position, as Bloch implies.
Nevertheless, Bloch feels free to diagnose some kind of group neurosis or
sublimation, some kind of ‘radical denial’ of reality. While the evidence leaves
no doubt that in the Middle Ages there was a great interest in both the mimetic
and etymological aspects of language, it is wrong to reduce the medieval
understanding of ‘realism’ to such interests, just as it would be wrong to equate
similar interests in etymology or onomatopoeia among linguists today with a
commitment to Cratylism.

The conclusion, then, should be that Plato’s Socrates, the author of Genesis,
St Augustine, Boethius, Anselm, John of Salisbury, and, as we shall see, Dante
and Geoffrey Chaucer, are not primarily concerned with Cratylism versus
conventionalism; rather they are concerned with linguistic realism, the priority
of things over words.

Intentionalist, linguistic realism is a dimension of a larger foundational
realism. In its understanding of language intentionalist realism has no concern
with a conflict between realism and conventionalism because there is no need to
consider these to be ‘mutually exclusive,’ nor is there a ‘pervasive dichotomy
between semiological theory and practice’ as Bloch claims (44). If there is any
‘anguish’ in Chaucer it is not over the question of realism and conventionalism,
or scholastic realism and scholastic nominalism, it is over the ‘improper’
application of words to ‘things.’

MAIJOR MISUNDERSTANDINGS: ROBERT M. JORDAN

Because it contains so many of the different misunderstandings about the
medieval view of the conventionality and intentionality of language, and
because is shows where these often lead in Chaucer criticism, a case worth
considering in detail is Robert M. Jordan’s Chaucer’s Poetics and the Modern
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Reader. Many of these misunderstandings can be extrapolated from the
following statement:

Rhetoric provides the basis for a poetics of uncertainty - or to put it
more positively, a pluralistic poetics — because of its primary and
always manifest presupposition that language is conventional and
inevitably ambiguous; it is a system devised and managed by man,
rather than a univocal emanation from God and the created world. The
crucial difference between rhetoric and realism in this regard is
dramatically illustrated in the career of St Augustine. (Jordan 10)

Jordan asserts, but fails to argue, that Augustine’s religious turn from the
Manichaean religion to Christianity is accompanied by a linguistic turn.
Supposedly, Augustine’s early view, that of ‘rhetoric’ and his pre-conversion
period, is grounded in the ‘manifest presupposition’ that ‘language is
conventional.’ Augustine’s later view, that of ‘realism’ and his post-
conversion phase, is supposedly grounded in a naturalistic/Cratylic view that
‘[language is] a univocal emanation from God and the created world.’
Inexplicably, Jordan does not present any evidence from Augustine’s writings
to demonstrate this fundamental and dramatic change in language theory; nor
does he present any evidence from any scholar who has written on
Augustine’s understanding of language. Marcia Colish’s landmark study of
Augustine’s ‘verbal epistemology’ receives no reference in the book, nor do
other respected studies of Augustine’s sign theory.®

While, of course, there is no doubt that Augustine turned from skepticism
and Manichaeanism to a form of Christian Neoplatonism and, simulta-
neously, from being a teacher of rhetoric to a Christian apologist, there is no
evidence to suggest that he ever ceased to consider language to be primarily
conventional (see Chydenius, Theory 5-8), a theory he inherited from Cicero,
derived ultimately from Aristotle (Colish 13; 10-11). For Augustine,
language in itself has no necessary connection with either thought or
extramental reality - a position he argues after his conversion in both De
magistro and De doctrina christiana, 11. Undoubtedly, at the same time, he

9 Those interested in medieval epistemology in general and/or Augustine’s sign theory in
particular should consider the following, all of them ignored by Jordan: First, Colish’s seminal
study of medieval epistemology. In a series of case studies she demonstrates that, whatever their
differences, Augustine, Anselm, Aquinas, and Dante share ‘Augustine’s verbal epistemology.’
Words are ‘the fundamental kind of epistemic signs to which other kinds of signs can be
reduced’ (205-206). Such ideas in Augustine (e.g., De doctrina christiana 2.3.4) are well-
known, but Colish is able to generalize the situation up to Dante. Eugene Vance, following
Colish, speaks of the ‘semiological consciousness’ (Signals 294) and ‘metalinguistic
consciousness’ (305) of the Middle Ages. Patrick J. Gallacher using documentation that is
‘substantially different’ from that of Colish, arrives ‘independently’ (162 n. 4) at an
understanding similar to Colish’s of what he calls the ‘Verbum tradition’ (2). Thus, Colish and
Gallacher corroborate each other. See especially Gallacher’s excellent first chapter, ‘The
Rhetoric of the Word.’ On Augustine in particular see R.A. Markus and Darrel B. Jackson. For
an historical perspective see Johan Chydenius, Theory.
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holds a Christian version of the Platonic realist position that language may
reveal to us truths which we already unknowingly possess (Nash 84-92).
However, Jordan does not seem to understand that such foundational and
epistemological realist positions do not necessarily require a Cratylic view of
language. It is this faulty assumption on which Jordan bases his scenario of
Augustine playing an up-side-down Adam of the philosophy of language, for
whose sin (precipitated by his conversion) the understanding of language
suffered for centuries.

Jordan’s narration of the history of ideas leaves western civilization wallowing
in the confusion wrought by Augustine until the genius of Chaucer, enabled for
vague reasons connected with the ‘realist-nominalist situation in the fourteenth
century’ (25), is able to overcome the retrograde, so-called Augustinian view of
language and he becomes a pioneer practitioner of a ‘rhetorical poetics.’
Bringing the narrative up to date, Jordan argues that, generally, only today is the
rest of western civilization catching up to Chaucer in the widespread
understanding that language is conventional and hence ambiguous. Chaucer’s
‘poetics of rhetoric’ becomes synonymous with a ‘poetics of uncertainty’ or a
‘pluralistic poetics.” Chaucer is not only modern, he is state of the art:
‘ “Postmodern’’ writers — Barthes, Calvino, Beckett, and a host of others — have
reconditioned us to a poetics of uncertainty, where the givens are not unity and
coherence but multiplicity and contingency’ (20). Since this postmodern ‘poetics
of uncertainty’ is, according to Jordan, ‘counter-realist’ (25), by implication
Chaucer too is a ‘counter-realist.” So the purported postmodern return to the pre-
Augustinian state of a clear understanding of how language really functions was
announced six centuries ago by Chaucer, who had the genius to extract the
‘poetics of rhetoric’ from the linguistic debates swirling about him. It is indeed
true that Augustine’s position on the nature of spoken signs - their
conventionality - is the view shared generally by the Middle Ages, but this
position is exactly the opposite of that which Jordan claims for him.

The understanding that language is conventional is explicitly expressed not
only by thinkers from Aristotle, Cicero, and Augustine to Aquinas, Burley,
Duns Scotus and Ockham, !0 but also by Geoffrey Chaucer. Although not cited
by Jordan, the following verse from Troilus and Criseyde is frequently invoked
to demonstrate Chaucer’s belief that language is conventional:

Ye knowe ek that in forme of speche is chaunge
Withinne a thousand yeer, and wordes tho

That hadden pris, now wonder nyce and straunge
Us thinketh hem, and yet thei spake hem so,

And spedde as wel in love as men now do;

Ek for to wynnen love in sondry ages,

In sondry londes, sondry ben usages. (2: 22-28)

But in this very verse in which Chaucer asserts linguistic conventionalism, he
also asserts a form of linguistic realism. If one were to be consistent with the
type of analysis offered by Alford, Bloch, and Jordan, such mingling should be

10 On Aquinas, Scotus, Ockham and conventionality of signs see pages 27-28, 28n22.
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considered to be a sign of linguistic confusion. If this is the case this ‘confusion’
is widespread, for this verse contains the common classical-medieval view of
language and its relation to extramental reality. Lines very similar to those of the
passage above were written by Horace, Seneca, John of Salisbury, and Dante
(RC 1031n22-28). But there is no confused position between ‘conventionalism’
and ‘realism’ for Chaucer, or for any of these authors whom, consciously or not,
he echoes, if the linguistic realism is understood in a foundational and
intentionalist context. The passage from Troilus and Criseyde asserts the view
that that which language intends, names, reveals, and may even evoke actually
precedes language: in this case, ‘love.’ The ‘londes’ and ‘ages’ in which love is
spoken of may change, and even the ‘wordes’ may change, but the experience of
love does not change, because, these authors believe, love is before language,
before space, before time; love is something that transcends particular
experiences of it. Such a position conforms to a theory of the independence of
universals, a realist position. Chaucer, here, is like Dante, who believed ‘the
Augustinian principle that the object is prior to its verbal sign, and that the sign
must be judged true or false in terms of its object’ (Colish 167). Chaucer, like
Dante and Augustine, is a realist who believes not only that extramental reality
precedes language, but also that extra-subjective reality can be named, revealed
by language, and known to some degree by the human subject - epistemological
realism.

Bearing in mind this common understanding of foundational, epistemological,
and intentionalist realism expressed by Chaucer, let us return again to Jordan
who states that with Dante the ‘realist tradition . .. reached an apogee’
(Jordan 23). Jordan’s confusion on Dante is consistent with his confusion on
Augustine and Chaucer. If ‘realism’ means a belief that language ‘is a univocal
emanation from God and the created world’ (Jordan 10), a form of Cratylism,
then how can Dante, who explicitly states that he understands language to be
conventional (Colish 176-77), and in the Convivio makes statements similar to
Chaucer’s ‘in forme of speche is chaunge’ (RC 1031n22-28), be, according to
Jordan’s definition, a realist? Of course Dante, like Chaucer, is a linguistic
realist, but he is one in contradiction of Jordan’s definition, according to which
Dante should be a ‘counter-realist’ (Jordan 25). While setting up Chaucer as
opposed to Augustine and Dante, Jordan ignores the fact that Augustine, Dante,
and Chaucer have basically similar understandings of language: all three are at
once linguistic conventionalists and linguistic realists.

Beyond the errors of equating belief in the conventionality of language with
nominalism and identifying all theories of linguistic realism with Cratylism, we
find a third error in Jordan’s analysis (found in other critics as well), namely,
finding a source of post-Saussurian language theory in scholastic nominalism:

The analytical separation of language from its object [occurs in Saussure’s
work] . .. Like the nominalist movement in the fourteenth century,
Saussure’s work exerted a strong influence on the development of new
avenues of intellectual investigation . . . (14-15)

Elsewhere Jordan speaks of ‘the [misdirected] realist pursuit of referentiality’
(24). The associations made by Jordan are: (a) Saussure (his purported non-
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referentiality) with nominalism; (b) both of these with postmodern literature,
and (c) referentiality with realism. In place of the term ‘nominalist’ Jordan uses
the term ‘counter-realist’ (25) and includes in this camp all who write in a
postmodern style:

The postmodernists’ rejection of the old verities of recognizable
characters, logical plots, and unambiguous meaning . . . has generated a
critical climate of controversy and uncertainty in many ways analogous to
the realist-nominalist situation in the fourteenth century. (25)

Clearly to be inferred from this analogy is that Chaucer is the fourteenth-century
equivalent of a postmodern writer, and that such a writer is necessarily a
champion of nominalism. Because of the fact that the exclusive association of
nominalism with post-Saussurian language theory is a misidentification,
Jordan’s sweeping generalizations about classes of literature, medieval and
modern, are seriously undermined.

Interestingly, this same misidentification has also been made by some of those
in an opposing - and equally reductionist — ideological camp; one might call
them ‘anti-modernists,’ who also see Saussure as a descendant of Ockham and a
nominalist, but hold this in an entirely negative light. For example, Marion
Montgomery, described as ‘poet, novelist, critic, and philosopher . . . one of
the foremost interpreters of the spiritual crisis of modernity’ (book jacket),
sweepingly links, negatively and totally incorrectly, Saussure with Ockham and
nominalists on the grounds that Saussure’s understanding of the arbitrary nature
of the sign is ‘an obvious derivative of Occam’ (78).

There are many analogies that can be made between the modern and medieval
understanding of the sign. However, the nominalist parallel with post-
Saussurian linguistics made by both Montgomery and Jordan is based on a false
analogy and a false association. The false association is the consideration of
Saussure’s axiom of the ‘arbitrariness of the sign’ as an exclusively nominalist
position. ‘The arbitrariness of the sign’ is indeed a concept that is absolutely
necessary for understanding not only Saussure’s insights into the structure of
language but the traditional understanding that language is conventional;
however, neither of these theories have much to do with the nominalist
understandings of the nature of universals, or, for that matter, with ‘anti-
realism,’ as Jordan’s work implies. The false analogy is made between the
nominalist doctrine that concept words or universals do not refer directly to real
things and the Saussurian belief that the science of linguistics should be
primarily concerned with the internal structure of signs rather than the question
of reference. One of Saussure’s successors, Stephen Ullmann, states this
position: ‘Since the “‘thing” is non-linguistic, it has no place in a purely
linguistic analysis’ (Meaning 6). Such bracketing of reference is questionable
and a source of confusion, but it does not necessarily call into doubt the
possibility that accurate reference may occur in a speech act, as some, such as
Jordan, seem to infer.

Jordan’s interpretation of Chaucer seems to be conditioned by the fact that in
Chaucer’s writing there is both a concern with and an exploitation of the genuine
uncertainty that may occur in interpreting linguistic reference. But this should
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not necessarily be connected, as it is by Jordan, with an ‘anti-realist’ position or
a ‘poetics of uncertainty, where the givens are not unity and coherence but
multiplicity and contingency’ (Jordan 20). As already argued, the uncertainty
and multiplicity of reference that is potential in any use of signs is not an
understanding that is exclusive to ‘anti-realists.” Such a position does not
exclude a realist belief that in their reference signs reveal extramental reality
with some degree of accuracy.

MAJOR MISUNDERSTANDINGS: NINE MORE CRITICS

If we consider briefly nine other critics who have taken a position on or made
reference to Chaucer and ‘nominalism’ and/or ‘realism,” we will again see the
misequation of Cratylism with realism, and linguistic conventionalism with
nominalism. We also see another area of confusion in the discussion of
nominalism and realism, namely, the misidentification of the primacy of the will
as exclusively or principally a nominalist position.

Perhaps the major source of a ‘nominalist Chaucer’ has been Russell A. Peck.
His article ‘Chaucer and the Nominalist Questions’ usually finds its way into
footnotes whenever the words ‘Chaucer’ and ‘nominalist’ come together. This is
not surprising, for after much argument, and considerable qualification, Peck
dramatically concludes his article by declaring, in the same breath, that Chaucer
and Ockham are ‘ “nominalist” thinkers’ (760). Here Peck’s scare quotations
around ‘nominalist’ are very important, but they are usually ignored by those
who use him as an authority. They are there because Peck calls Chaucer a
‘nominalist’ thinker even while granting that Chaucer does not enter directly into
the scholastic debate on the subject:

If nominalism is to be understood as that ontological exercise which
refutes realist premises that universals are things of creation, proving to
the contrary that only individual things exist and are experienced, and that
concepts beyond the individual are names only (concepts which exist
exclusively in our heads), then nominalism is probably a matter which lies
apart from Chaucer’s particular interests. He shows little concern with that
problem as such. (745)

While Peck denies Chaucer’s ‘particular interests’ in the central question of the
nominalist-realist debate, he nevertheless moves on quickly to identify
‘nominalist questions,’ and argues that Chaucer is preoccupied with the ‘moral
implications’ of these (745).

The leading ‘nominalist question’ which Peck considers to be ‘at the center
of his [Chaucer’s] epistemology’ is ‘the efficacy of the will’ (746). However,
this is another unfortunate misidentification which has misled critics. While
‘the efficacy of the will’ - the view of one camp in medieval faculty
psychology that the will has primacy over the intellect, that in any human act
the will acts before the intellect or the reason acts - may well be central to
Chaucer’s epistemology, it is not a position peculiar to either nominalism or
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realism. Indeed, if this view is named with its origin in mind, the primacy of
the will should be called an ‘Augustinian’ position, and Augustine was a
realist on the question of the universals. We see Peck doing with this issue
what Jordan does with the belief in the conventionality of signs, that is,
ascribing exclusively to nominalism a position common to fourteenth-century
nominalists and scholastic realists alike. Interestingly, Peck quickly associ-
ates Chaucer’s position on the function of the will with Ockham and Boethius.
Boethius, like Augustine a realist on the question of universals, believed that
the will had primacy over the intellect. Moreover, Duns Scotus, the highly
regarded ‘subtle doctor,” whose metaphysical position is often taken to
epitomize the fourteenth-century scholastic realist position on universals, was
the major proponent in his century of the primacy of the will, a position
sometimes known as ‘voluntarism’ (Arendt 125-148). Katheryn L. Lynch has
reiterated the universally accepted modern understanding of Scotus’s
importance to this movement and also links it with Chaucer:

The most widely known and influential proponent of voluntarism in the
late Middle Ages was John Duns Scotus, who had been a member of the
faculty at both the universities of Paris and Oxford, and whose works
continued to be an important part of the university curriculum in
Chaucer’s time. (86)

Peck does not even mention Scotus, but seems to fudge in his notes by
generalizing the interest in ‘efficacy of the will’ to ‘14th-century theologians’
(746n7). Peck’s misidentification of the primacy of the will as a purely
nominalist position is without historical support; unfortunately, it has been
widely accepted. A typical example occurs in the work of Judith Ferster who,
with reference to Peck, asserts that ‘Fourteenth-century nominalism paid
special attention to Boethius because of his interest in the human will’ (Ferster
14). While this is true, it is also true of fourteenth-century scholastic realists,
but by now the association has become established between human will,
nominalism, Boethius, and Chaucer.

The negative effect of Peck’s misequation is partially mitigated by the fact
that he draws attention to the centrality of the will as an issue for Chaucer and
his period, and in doing so suggests that one reason for the entire ‘period’s
enormous interest in Boethius’ (Peck 746n7), including that of Chaucer, may
have been Boethius’s advocacy of the primacy of the will. For some critics,
such as John Gardner, Rodney Delasanta, and P.B. Taylor, the ‘Boethian
Chaucer’ is staid, conservative, even atavistic, while the Chaucer who reveals
himself in the ‘nominalist narrator’ of The Canterbury Tales is fresh and
modern, a liberal-humanist. While Chaucer’s interest in Boethius may indeed
suggest a conservatism, it was a conservatism of his century. Pre-Thomist
positions on the will, such as those of Boethius and Augustine, were given
new life and considered from new perspectives by many fourteenth-century
theologians. While Chaucer’s interest in both Boethius and the function of the
will is not an index of Chaucer’s ‘nominalism,’ as Peck argues, or of his
‘modernity,” as others would suggest, it is certainly an index of his
contemporaneity.
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We saw above that in order to explain a confusion that is their own Alford and
Bloch discover confusion, and even schizophrenia, in the understanding of signs
by medieval theorists. Bloch and Alford succeed in this by constructing an
opposition that simply did not exist for the authors they consider, namely,
linguistic realism versus the conventionality of language. This same model has
been widely applied by other critics to Chaucer. Rodney Delasanta uses it in an
attempt to explain how Peck’s Chaucer can be at once a nominalist thinker and a
Boethian realist. Delasanta is justifiably uneasy with Peck: ‘his [Peck’s]
identification of voluntarist epistemology with ‘“‘Chaucer’s strongly Boethian
orientation” is at odds with my own interpretation, which sees Ockham and
Boethius on opposite sides of the philosophical fence’ (‘Chaucer’ 162n4).
Boethius is Augustinian in his understanding of universals, and on this particular
issue he is on the other side of the philosophical fence from Ockham. But like so
many others Delasanta misses the point that, while thinkers may be divided on
the question of the nature of the universals, it does not necessarily follow that
they are opposed on all other issues ~ the primacy of the will or intellect, for
example. Indeed, the position of Aquinas on the issue of the primacy of the
intellect is opposed to the position of Augustine, Boethius, Scotus, and Ockham.
Seemingly unable to sort this all out, Delasanta, like other critics discussed
above, resorts to the ‘confusion’ argument: ‘it is not me who is confused, it is
those whom I am reading.’ Consequently Delasanta comes up with a split
Chaucer, who displays ‘a nominalist surface cozening a realist depth.’ This is an
unsupported suggestion that Delasanta considers a ‘paradox [which] must be
pursued elsewhere’ (Delasanta, ‘Chaucer’ 160). However, when he does return
to it in another article he simply repeats the arguments for a split Chaucer, and
argues, incorrectly, like Peck, that the primacy of the will is an exclusively
nominalist issue (‘Nominalism’ 126).1!

One of the initial propagators of the schizophrenic Chaucer is John Gardner,
who generalizes it for medieval poetry: ‘Medieval poetry commonly expresses a
tension between an orthodox theory of reality and an unorthodox intuition of
reality’ (xxvi). Delasanta takes this statement, quotes part of it out of context
(‘Chaucer’ 154), and then goes on to ‘vindicate John Gardner’s
observation’ on ‘Chaucer’s [sic] art’ (160).

What Gardner does argue is that Chaucer, because of ‘the arguments offered
by the philosophical position called nominalism, [knew] that quite possibly all
truth is relative’ (ix). Gardner, then, does identify the slogan ‘all truth is
relative’ with the now catch-all term ‘nominalism.’ There is a basic error here,
for ‘Nominalism and Scholastic Realism are really theses about predicates,
rather than truth’ (Haak 283). Gardner is describing an anti-realism which may
be called ‘Creative Idealism,’ but it is certainly not identical with scholastic
nominalism.!2 ‘Truth is relative’ is certainly not a view held by any scholastic

' Another misinterpretation of a philosophical position occurs in another area in this article
(‘Nominalism’ 124) when Delasanta incorrectly associates the Thomistic epistemological
primacy of existence over essence with a moderate realist attempt to deal with the problem of the
universals, rather than as an existentialist development of Neoplatonism by Aquinas. See my
article,* ““This litel worde 1s,”.’

12 See Haak's definitions and examples of nominalism and scholastic realism (281-82) which lead to
her conclusion: ‘Nominalism seems sometimes to have been confused with Creative Idealism,
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philosopher, and so it is certainly wrong to assert that such a view could be held
by Chaucer because it was current in ‘the philosophical position called
nominalism.” More adaptable to medieval thinking, and so more readily
applicable to Chaucer’s undeniable play with ambiguity, is that type of realism
which Haak calls ‘Transcendentalism: truth may outrun us’ (283; 280). Such a
view was widespread in the Middle Ages and had its theoretical base in Christian
Neoplatonism, not in nominalism. Elsewhere I describe this attitude towards
reality as being ‘anti-essentialist,” not because it denies that essences exist, but
because it asserts that absolute knowledge of essences, absolute Truth, is not
possible for human beings.!? Indeed, given man’s inferior status to absolute
Being, as well as the belief in man’s fallen nature which has debilitated his
cognitive abilities, the view that man is unable to attain absolute knowledge of
the truth through language or thought was one held by all medieval Christian
thinkers, be they scholastic nominalists or scholastic realists on the question of
the universals. Moreover, the objective accuracy of knowledge which is
acquired through the senses had been questioned since classical times, and new
studies and speculations in optics in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries
increased such questioning, giving scientific support to the theoretical view of
the limits of human cognitive capacities (Tachau). However, none of these
inquiries or their conclusions had much to do with the logical pursuits of
scholastic nominalists and realists.

Connected with new or renewed epistemological speculations and Christian
assumptions was a medieval interest in intentionality. Medieval thinkers, just
like some modern thinkers, focused on the epistemological consequences of
subjective intentionality. Medieval thinkers understood intentionality, or the
object-directedness of thought, to be a function of the intellect governed by
the individual human will, and so also understood that the same object could
be perceived differently by different people: one observer might see a
different aspect or actualitas of an object than another observer, a medieval
version of what phenomenological psychology now refers to as ‘mode of
presentation.’!4 One could arrive at this understanding without becoming a
relativist. From a Chaucerian and fourteenth-century perspective, indeed
from an Augustinian perspective, two people could observe the same object
and see different things, or read the same texts and arrive at different
meanings, all of which are ‘there’ in the object. Furthermore, it is a
commonplace and orthodox medieval point of view that man is temporarily
imprisoned in this earthly sphere in which miscommunication, misap-
prehension, and misinterpretation occur constantly. Anyone who has
followed the comically naive Chaucer-narrator on his flight to The House of
Fame will find difficulty in disputing that Chaucer, while believing that the
senses are the ports of knowledge, also believed that absolute truth in the
realm of being inhabited by man is impossible to attain, particularly through
the use of language. But, again, this is not an exclusively nominalist insight.

and hence to have been thought more of a threat than it really is to the independence of factual
truth’ (282).

13 Anti-essentialism: see page 63, 63nl1, and my article ‘ “This litel worde 1s”."

14 Mode of presentation: see particularly pages 75-86.
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Perhaps it is some kind of awareness of the inadequacy of the ‘nominalist’
explanation that finally leaves Gardner uncertain as to Chaucer’s realist or
nominalist tendencies:

Chaucer would make it [nominalism] the very heart of his comedy,
dramatizing the nominalist position by means of his squinting, dim-witted
narrator in the House of Fame, or such other later ‘unreliable narrators’ as
the Physician, Prioress, and Manciple in the Canterbury Tales. This is not
necessarily to say that Chaucer was himself a nominalist. His comedy may
have been, at least in his own mind, a way of making fun of the nominalist
view of man; and even if he was a nominalist, he was never in his life
thrown into self-pity or despair on account of a conviction that nothing can
be known for certain. (xviii)

Seeing Chaucer as ‘making fun of the nominalist view of man’ is, as Gardner
himself admits, not a strong argument for seeing Chaucer as a nominalist.

Delasanta’s characterization of Chaucer as ‘a nominalist surface cozening a
realist depth’ (‘Chaucer’ 160) is succinctly summarized by P.B. Taylor as
follows: ‘[according to Delasanta] Chaucer the poet is a Boethian realist while
Chaucer the pilgrim-reporter of the tales is a confused nominalist’ (318). Taylor
refines this position and suggests that in Chaucer’s works a ‘realistic view of
language’ is confused with a ‘nominalist view’ (323). He does, however, make
an observation similar to that of Gardner: ‘In general, ... Chaucer’s
emphasizing of nominalist views on language are [sic] found more often in
comic and satiric contexts than in serious ones, and considerations of linguistic
realism occur in serious contexts’ (318). Taylor, like Gardner, sees Chaucer
mocking nominalist views. Finally, however, Taylor, like most critics, finds it
necessary to retreat to the fence between realism and nominalism, seeing in
Chaucer’s poetry ‘doubts and confusions about the complex relations between
intent, word, and deed’ (319). This move might be due in part to the fact that,
like Peck and Ferster, Taylor sees, reasonably, in Chaucer’s works a
manifestation of the belief in the efficacy or primacy of the will. But Taylor’s
identification of such a position as belonging exclusively ‘to that branch of
nominalism known as voluntarism’ (318) is, for the same reasons as outlined in
the discussion of Peck above, a misidentification. Unlike Ferster’s case, Peck is
not cited as a support for this misidentification, but David C. Steinmetz is
(316n7); unfortunately, Steinmetz is an equally perilous source.

Is the Clerk’s Tale focused on a nominalist issue? Steinmetz thinks it is
because he sees it as centered on the question of the function of the human will.
While Steinmetz does succeed in showing that the function of the will is a focus
of the tale, we see here the same type of error of definition of ‘nominalism’ as
we have seen practiced by Peck, Ferster, and Taylor, that is, the mistaken
understanding that an interest in the topic of will is exclusively a nominalist
interest. We saw that Peck incorrectly makes ‘the efficacy of the will’ a
‘nominalist question,” while allowing in a footnote that the issue is of interest to
‘14th-century theologians’ (746n7) in general, not ‘l4th-century nominalist
theologians,’ though one could easily miss this. Steinmetz fudges in a similar
manner. He incorrectly asserts that what he sees as the central issue of the
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Clerk’s Tale is also primarily a nominalist issue, while simultaneously allowing
that it is not solely a nominalist issue: ‘The story is an illustration of the axiom,
common to all medieval scholastics but of particular importance for Occamists,
“facientibus quod in se est Deus non denegat gratiam” ’ (38). Steinmetz renders
the Latin as ‘God does not deny His grace to those who do what is in them’
(58n5). In fact the formula does not refer to what is ‘in’ anybody, but to those
who do good ‘in itself’ (in se), and it is a position common not ‘to all medieval
scholastics,’ nor to nominalists (‘Occamists’), but to Franciscans regardless of
their position on universals.!5

Steinmetz concludes that ‘The Clerk has elaborated on an allegorical level the
main elements of the nominalist doctrine of justification . . . Conformity of our
will to the will of God, not in order to obtain temporal or eternal benefits from
Him but out of love for Him alone . . . will be rewarded’ (58n5). Yet this
‘nominalist’ division and doctrine on types of willing is also one discussed and
advocated by the realist and Franciscan, Duns Scotus. God gives man a power
whereby he may choose a good greater than himself, and ultimately the Good in
se, God. The Clerk’s Tale may well consider and take to absurd lengths a very
serious question of two different intentionalities, that of the human will and that
of the divine will. This question of will, human and divine, together with the
related topics of grace and justification, was a topic of great interest in the
fourteenth century, but interest in this question is not necessarily a signal of the
nominalist-realist opposition.

A view which directly opposes the nominalist Chaucer, nominalist-leaning
Chaucer, or schizophrenic Chaucer of the critics considered above is that of
David Williams. Though Williams would, I think, agree with Peck that Chaucer
was not immediately concerned with the philosophical issues of nominalism and
realism, he does see in Chaucer’s writings ‘the beginnings of a realist theory of
fiction’ (‘Intentionality’ 92). If ‘realist’ means here that Chaucer believes that his
fiction reveals a pre-existing reality, Williams has, I believe, an arguable case.
However, while this meaning seems to be intended, Williams also clearly uses
‘realist’ in its Cratylic sense, committing the same error as Robert M. Jordan, to
whose approach that of Williams is diametrically opposed. However, Williams’
work is more directed at disproving that Chaucer is a ‘nominalist’ than at
proving that he is a ‘realist’ in the scholastic sense of the term - and in this I
believe he succeeds, particularly in his reading of the Pardoner’s Tale
(Pilgrimage 73-88). Satire tends to take positions to extremes, and so the
‘nominalism’ which Chaucer develops is closer to that type of conceptual
idealism which, in Philotheus Boehner’s description, ‘severs the bond between
thought and reality’ (307). Such an extreme conceptual idealism was not the
position of any major nominalist, as Boehner points out, but may be a
consequence of nominalism taken to its limits — something Chaucer appears to
do. As we have seen in the comments of John Gardner and P.B. Taylor above,

15 [ thank Patrick J. Gallacher for pointing this out to me and referring me to William J. Courtenay’s
discussion of this axiom. Courtenay writes that facientibus quod in se est, Deus non denegat
gratium expresses a ‘view, encountered often in Franciscan theology, that man can initiate the
return to God, and that God will reward with grace and final acceptation those who do their best’
(Schools 296-97).
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Williams is not alone in the observation that Chaucer parodies extreme
nominalism, but he is the first to demonstrate it.

A satire of extreme scholastic nominalism may exist in Chaucer’s writings;
however, to associate Chaucer with scholastic realism as a necessary
consequence of this, as does Williams, undermines Williams’ credibility.
Because the sheer volume of the criticism which indicates that Chaucer is a
nominalist, or nominalist-leaning, far outweighs the work of Williams and the
glancing observations of Gardner and P.B. Taylor, it is not surprising that many
have followed Peck, Steinmetz, et al., and we have a situation today where a
nominalist Chaucer is sprouting from much critical literature. Often, as in the
case of Judith Ferster, the roots of the nominalist Chaucer are firmly buried in
footnotes referring to the works of the critics just discussed.

In other cases such desultory views have led to total confusion. The danger,
both for academics and students, of relying on the general criticism on Chaucer
to arrive at a view of his understanding of language can be seen in the following
statement by Philip Pulsiano:

Although Chaucer nowhere directly addresses the leading language
theorists of his day, his poetry reflects an intense awareness of the moral
and philosophical dimensions of language . . . And while one cannot say
with any certainty whether Chaucer allied himself with the realists or the
nominalists on the issue of verbal epistemology, clearly his ideas on
language are compatible with those of a wide range of writers: . .
Macrobius . . . Ockham . . . Augustine . . . (153)

Chaucer’s understanding of language in the light of the realist view of language
and ethics accounts very well, I believe, for what Pulsiano calls Chaucer’s
‘intense awareness of the moral and philosophical dimensions of language’ - this
is an awareness he shared with his age. However, to demonstrate that Chaucer’s
ideas on language are compatible with Macrobius, Ockham and Augustine
would be a major feat. Ockham’s nominalist views on universals are
diametrically opposed to those of the two realists mentioned here, Macrobius
and Augustine. Furthermore, Ockham’s views on universals are matched by a
theory of how language denotes universals or concepts and of how these truly
relate to reality. Where is this in Chaucer? The authority for Pulsiano’s
assertions, and the root of the confusion, may be found in the footnote which
accompanies the statement; here Pulsiano refers the reader to the articles
discussed above by P.B. Taylor, Russell A. Peck, and David C. Steinmetz
(107n2).

CHAUCER’S ETHICAL REALISM

Finally, there is another source of confusion about Chaucerian realism stemming
from Chaucer’s use of ‘Plato’, which can now be clarified within the context of
the foregoing discussion.
< ‘Good’ and ‘bad,’ ‘proper’ and ‘improper,” are not relative terms - at least for
\Chaucer. Chaucer’s sense of ethical propriety and impropriety is revealed
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through and in his use of words. It was understood in the Middle Ages that,
given our free will, signs may be directed or misdirected, used properly or
improperly, naturally or unnaturally - a linguistic paradigm that reflects and is
reflected in all spheres. Eugene Vance uses the term ‘improper coupling’ (205)
to describe the intentional, unnatural coupling of sign and thing, which is a
paradigm of other unnatural couplings, particularly sexual, that is consciously
dealt with as a theme in certain works of medieval French literature. ‘Improper
coupling’ is a very important concept that I borrow for the demonstration of
Chaucerian realism in later chapters. Here it allows us to clear up a
misunderstanding.

Chaucer uses a tag derived from Plato via Boethius: ‘thow hast learnyd by the
sentence of Plato that nedes the wordis moot be cosynes to the thinges of whiche
thei speken’ (Bo 3.pr.12 206-7). Similar statements are found on three
occasions in The Canterbury Tales.

Chaucer’s translation ‘cosynes to the thinges’ is of Boethius’s ‘cum Platone
sanciente didiceris cognatos de quibus loquuntur rebus oportere esse
sermones’ (Consolatio Philosophiae 3.12.18). ‘Cognatus’ is a ‘blood-
relative,’ ‘related by birth,” and ‘oportere’ is properly rendered in modern
English by the modals ‘must’ or ‘ought to.” All words must or ought to be
blood-relatives to that referent to which both the speaker and the interpreter
assign them. Implicit in the concept of sign and signified as ‘blood-relatives’
or ‘cousins’ is that they are (a) not identical, but (b) that they are naturally
related, and (c) that as in all relationships between blood relatives, there may
be ‘proper’ and ‘improper,’ ‘natural’ and ‘unnatural,” or ‘legitimate’ and
‘illegitimate’ relationships or couplings. This metaphor is closely linked to
the Boethian and Neoplatonic concept of natural intentionality (which is really
the intentionality of God, the One, Being), as well as the Stoic-Epicurean and
Judeo-Christian understanding of the importance of the human will as the
guiding faculty of human intentionality.!¢ From the opposition between
natural and human intentionality springs much of the drama of Judeo-
Christian anthropology - human intentionality always has the potential to
oppose natural intentionality. The metaphors of ‘coupling’ and ‘cosyn’ help
us to understand that the coupling of language to thought and extramental
reality is an intentional act. Like all human intentional acts, the act of speech
is a willful act directed towards something. This being the case, we may bend
or intend words to our own purposes, ‘good’ or ‘bad,” ‘natural’ or
‘unnatural,’ ‘proper’ or ‘improper.’

In his excellent discussion of the term, P.B. Taylor points out that ‘cosyn’ also
means ‘dupe’ (104).!7 Since ‘moot’ or ‘must’ can have a sense of ‘advisability’ (a
strong sense of ‘should’) as well as ‘must’ (obligation), Chaucer’s statement,
‘the wordes moot be cosyn to the dede,” may have ironically opposed meanings.
Indeed, this statement could serve as an apt epigram to Umberto Eco’s succinct
definition: ‘semiotics is in principle the discipline studying everything which can
be used in order to lie’ (Eco, Theory 7, emphasis in the original) - a definition

16 On the Stoic-Epicurean position here see Whitney J. Oates xix-xxi.
7 Taylor’s article was very suggestive and helpful for the present discussion of ‘cosyn.’
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that I shall recall on numerous occasions. Obviously, words may be used to
mislead others from a subject’s real intentions. ‘Cosyn’ is itself one of those
‘double wordes slye,” ‘a word with two visages’ (Tr 5 898-99). Chaucer
delights in playing with the various senses words may have in different
contexts; P.B. Taylor’s demonstration of this with the word ‘cosyn’ is an
exceptionally apt exemplar.

Boethius’s source of that which Chaucer translates as ‘cosyn to the dede’
and ‘cosyn to the thinge’ is the Timaeus. While the reference which Boethius
translates from the Timaeus is not at all clearly Cratylic in its original version,
it is certainly not Cratylic in Boethius’s translation and in Chaucer’s
translation of Boethius. In the Timaeus, the eponymous character argues that
there is a ‘natural’ relationship between words and things. Let us consider
‘Plato’s’ ‘cosyn to the dede’ in its wider original context (Timaeus is
speaking):

And having been created in this way [by the ‘artificer’ looking to the
‘eternal’], the world has been framed in the likeness of that which is
apprehended by reason and mind . . . Now it is all-important that the
beginning of everything should be according to nature. And in speaking
of the copy and the original we may assume that words are akin to the
matter which they describe. (29 a-c, emphasis added)

The words emphasized are the only ones that find their way into The
Consolation of Philosophy. The translation from Boethius’s Latin into
Chaucer’s Middle English is the total of ‘Plato’s’ words in Chaucer’s Boece.
Boethius has translated the Greek as oportere esse; words ought to be related
or akin to that which they name, a nuance which Chaucer translates with the
Middle English ‘moot be.’ The oportere esse translation is consistent with
Boethius’s sense of the two potentially conflicting spheres of intentionality,
human and divine. The modal verb used in the passage by Boethius implies
that words may not be cousin to that which they name, that words may lie, or,
more accurately, that human beings may willfully cause words to lie. Words
depend for their ‘good entencioun’ upon the ‘good entencioun’ or the good
will of the human speaker. The Boethian emphasis is on the will of the
speaker, not on the words themselves; this is also a late medieval emphasis;
and Boethius’s understanding of the function of the human will in directing
the proper ‘cosyning’/cousining or the improper ‘cosyning’/duping of the
relationship between the word and the thing, is also Chaucer’s understanding.
Implicit here, for Chaucer, is a linguistic intentionalist realism.

Earlier it was mentioned that a direct relationship between word and thing is
Cratylic realism; a directed relationship between word and thing is intentionalist
realism. In Cratylic realism the obligation — the ought to, should, ‘moot’ - is
inherent in the relationship between the word and the ‘thing’; the word partakes
of the nature of that of which it is the sign. In intentionalist linguistic realism the
obligation for proper or natural representation rests with the speaker. This view
is nowhere more obvious than in the Manciple’s Tale. In a tale that ironically
relates a case of the sometimes dire consequences of ‘tellen proprely a thing’ the
Manciple repeats Chaucer’s favorite ‘Platonic’ dictum:
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The wise Plato seith, as ye may rede,

The word moot nede accorde with the dede.

If men shal telle proprely a thyng,

The word moot cosyn be to the werkyng. (IX 208-210)

The corollary of this modal phrase is that rather than ‘proprely’ telling a ‘thyng,’
it is possible for man, intentionally, to ‘telle a thyng’ ‘improprely.’ Moreover,
with much irony, the tale asserts that to tell a thing improperly may often be in
the teller’s best interest. A crow recounts to his master, in excessively graphic
detail, an encounter which he had witnessed between his master’s wife and her
paramour. For some time the wife, through her words and demeanor, had been
‘improperly telling a thing.’ In declaring herself faithful, the wife had masked
her ‘ententes black’ with ‘wordes white.” Her words and outward demeanor,
signs of faithfulness, are not ‘cosyn to the werkyng,’ or faithful to the reality,
but are used to ‘cosyn’ or dupe the duke. The crow’s words, though
unnecessarily indiscreet, are ‘cosyn to the werkyng’: the adulterous deed that he
had witnessed. As his reward for telling ‘proprely a thyng,’ the crow, who was
white and sang ‘lyk a nyghtyngale’ (IX 294), is turned black and condemned to
make ‘nevere sweete noyse’ (IX 300) again. This corruption and inversion of
propriety serves as an ironic comment on the state of ‘modern,’ postlapsarian
man, but - and this is the point I wish to emphasize here - the ‘Platonic’ dictum
is in no way intended to be construed as a definition of Cratylic realism: it is not
the word which makes itself ‘cosyn to the dede,’ a direct Cratylic relationship,
but rather the user of the word who makes or simulates this relationship, a
directed intentionalist realist relationship. The tale deals, however ironically,
with the moral imperative for the speaker to link his or her ‘entente,’ his or her
thoughts, with the conventional ‘entente,’ or meaning, of the words he or she
uses. This is an ethical universe where there is not only a real relationship, by
convention, between words and what they conventionally signify, but where
there should be or ‘moot’ be a real relationship between the words one uses and
the thoughts one has.

So too ‘Pilgrim Chaucer’ in the General Prologue uses the ‘Platonic’ dictum
as a rationalization for his reportorial stance. He ‘must’ tell tales exactly as they
are told, even if they contain elements and manners of expression which may
offend some ears because as ‘Plato seith . . . / The wordes moote be cosyn to the
dede’ (I 742). Obviously here the narrator is ‘playing’ with this dictum, his
intent being to disclaim ironically moral responsibility for the tales which are to
follow, while simultaneously alerting us to our own moral responsibility in the
reading of texts. Chaucer-Pilgrim tells us, then, citing Plato as an authority, that
he ‘moot’ imitate as exactly as possible the words that he heard his fellow
pilgrim tale-tellers utter so that he can fully convey the intended meaning or
thought of his ‘authors.’ Given this context, there is no reason for believing that
the phrase ‘cosyn to the dede’ is here understood in any Cratylic sense by
Chaucer, that is, that he believes words somehow mimetically represent the
objective realities they name. Chaucer asserts, just as the Manciple’s Tale
demonstrates, that what comes out of the speaker’s mouth is governed by the
speaker’s will - and it is in the individual will that the source of the propriety or
the impropriety of words is found.
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Chaucer’s ethical concern with the use of language, the implicit subject of the
Manciple's Tale, is explicit in Chaucer’s ballade, ‘Lak of Stedfastnesse.” Here
Chaucer expresses a conventional nostalgia for a prelapsarian time when ‘the
world was so stedfast and stable / That mannes word was obligacioun’ (1-2).
Times have changed: ‘And now it [man’s word] is so fals and deceivable / That
word and deed . . . / Ben nothing lyk’ (3-5). However, it is not language that
has changed; language was and always has been conventional. Rather, it is man
who has changed: . . . for turned up-so-doun / Is al this world for mede and
willfulnesse / That al is lost for lak of stedfastnesse’ (5-7). Liam O. Purdon,
while making the same error as many critics already discussed - thinking that
‘lack of steadfastness’ may reside in language itself, rather than in the will of the
speaking subject - states concisely that in this poem Chaucer ‘indicates that
abuse of words not only distorts reality but also eventually engenders further
linguistic and moral abuse’ (146).

Language is only the instrument of the truth-sayer or liar who uses or abuses
it. Man has a proper and ethical relationship to language, just as he has a proper
and ethical relationship to all other aspects of reality. What is most important
about these relationships is that they be kept in order. Augustine, in a statement
that is echoed in the Parson’s Tale (X 579), defines peccatum or sin as ‘factum
vel dictum vel concupitum aliquid contra aeternam legem’ (‘a deed or a word or
a desirous thought which contravenes the eternal law’).!8 All sin occurs when
man willfully disturbs the ordo naturalis: ‘whan man synneth, al this ordre or
ordinaunce is turned up-so-doun’ (ParsT X 262).'% Lee Patterson’s comment on
Augustine’s definition of sin in the Contra Faustum is equally applicable to the
Parson’s statement: ‘[Augustine] is referring to a lex aeterna that is known
ethically in the commandments but also ontologically in the form, order, and due
measure that inform reality’ (‘The “Parson’s Tale” ’ 341). Language in the
Middle Ages was considered to be an integral and important part of a wider
reality, and the misuse of language a serious sin. The importance of propriety in
language, and the very high relative importance given to language itself in the
Middle Ages, is underlined by the fact that, unlike the Greek classical tradition,
there is a strict prohibition against lying in the Judeo-Christian tradition
(Trentman, ‘Mental Language’). From the metaphysical and ethical presupposi-
tions which inform Chaucer’s writings springs the belief that language is a gift of
God which, like other gifts, may be used or abused: mentire est abuti voce
(‘lying is the abuse of words’) (Scotus, Wolter 482).

In general, in the Christian tradition after St Augustine, language itself is
widely understood to be imperfect, like man, and like all other created beings
(‘we been of o nature, roten and corrupt’ [ParsT X 460]). Augustine speaks of
the innate weakness of ‘the corporeal matter of verbal signs’ (De ordine 434; see
Bloch 47). The mutable sign, according to Augustine’s Platonism, may only
imperfectly represent immutable transcendent reality. Because words may not
perfectly communicate, the possibility of misunderstanding and misinterpreting
was considered inevitable. Such unintentional miscommunication was not an

18 Contra Faustum 22.27 PL 42.418; cited by Lee Patterson in his important discussion of this point
in ‘The “Parson’s Tale”” ’ 341
19 For a general discussion on the ‘up-so-doun’ topos see Klene 321-334; also Curtius 94-98.
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abuti voce. Words were abused when they were intentionally, willfully used
for improper purposes. So, Chaucer, in his ‘retracciouns,’ begs those who
might find anything in his works displeasing ‘that they arrette [attribute] it to
the defaute of myn unkonnynge [ignorance, lack of skill] and nat to my wyl,
that wolde ful fayn have seyd bettre if I hadde had konnynge’ (Ret X 1082).
While he is concerned about intentional misinterpretations that might ‘sownen
into synne’ (Ret X 1085), it is not the unintentional misuse or misinterpret-
ation of language that is Chaucer’s primary concern. While we are
responsible for careless misspeaking which may lead others into sin, our
imperfect fallen nature together with the natural imperfection of language
virtually guarantees that we shall all, on occasion, be imperfect language
users and interpreters. Rather than such unintentional, ‘natural’ misuse, it is
‘unnatural’ misuse that is sinful: the intentional upsetting of the ‘natural’
relationship between word and thing that one may ‘arrette’ or attribute to
someone’s ‘wyl.’

A typical medieval position on the connection between word and will, that
of Aquinas, is summarized by Mclnerny: ‘The word as conventional or
arbitrary sign has the will as its source, like any other artifact. No word of
human language will as such naturally relate to the thing signified by it’ (51).
Language is conventional; it does not relate naturally to the things it signifies;
its source is the will. The typical position of those who gave primacy to the
will, such as Augustine and Boethius, is stated as follows by Ockham: ‘No act
unless it be initiated by an act of the will is intrinsically virtuous or vicious.’2
The ‘proper’ use of a conventional word in a conventional language is not
itself a matter of convention.2! When the deliberate ‘abuse’ of this ‘propriety’
is seen as intrinsically virtuous or vicious, the scare quotations around ‘good’
and ‘bad,’ ‘proper’ and ‘improper,’ ‘use’ and ‘abuse,’ must fall away and one
has a linguistic realism ~ one which, because its source of good and bad is
found in the willful intentional act of the speaking subject, is an intentionalist
realism.

These ‘realisms’ are among those which may be attributed to Chaucer.

‘WORDES WHITE’ AND ‘ENTENTES BLACK’: CHAUCER,
ETHICS, AND LANGUAGE

The general understanding among philosophers and poets of the Middle Ages
that language is conventional ensures that for them the human will is the
ethical centre of the speech act.

Consider that Aquinas, a moderate realist, Walter Burley and Duns Scotus,
realists both, and William of Ockham, a nominalist, all explicitly held the
view that language was made up of signs imposed by the human will. Burley
states the commonplace of the conventionality of language, a position that,

20 Nullus actus alius ab actu voluntatis est intrinsece virtuosus vel vitiosus* (III Sent. q. 12G); see
Coleman 32, and Boehner 145.
21 Compare Gosselin 190.
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with qualifications, would be accepted by nominalists, realists, and moderate
realists alike: ‘A word can signify whatever the speaker wants it to signify’ (S.F.
Brown 108). Armand Maurer notes this common ground of Scotus and Ockham:
‘Ockham’s guiding principle [on a particular issue] . . . is already found in Duns
Scotus. Since words are conventional signs, Ockham argues, they signify
primarily what the inventor and user of the words first of all intends them to
signify’ (800).22 Of course, these thinkers also realized that while a word
primarily signifies what the speaker intends it to signify, the comprehension of
such signification is limited by the very conventionality of language.

Because language requires convention, a con-venio or a coming-together of a
number of wills, it may be used by any willing subject to deliberately mislead.
Duns Scotus states a medieval commonplace: ‘ut dicit Plato in Timaeo: “Sunt
voces institutae et impositae ut praesto fiant voluntatis indicia”’ (for as Plato
says in the Timaeus: ‘Words were instituted and imposed so that they might
become present indices of what we have in mind’) (Wolter 482). Wolter broadly
translates ‘voluntatis indicia’ as ‘indices of what we have in mind,’ but perhaps
‘indices of one’s will or intention’ is the literal meaning. We should understand
‘will’ here very broadly. While, for example, Searle distinguishes between
‘mental acts,’ such as mental arithmetic, and ‘mental states,’ such as ‘believing,
fearing, hoping, and desiring’ (Intentionality 3), Chaucer and the Middle Ages
make no such distinction (Alexander 5). Not believing in God, fearing the devil,
or hoping for salvation, and the contraries of all these, are acts of ‘ought’ and
‘ought-not,” ethical acts and intentional acts performed by the will.

An index of the interest in this subject in the fourteenth century, beyond the
circle of theologians, is its popularity as a literary theme. The role of the will isa
major issue in the popular Griselda story in versions by Boccaccio, Petrarch,
many French poets, and Chaucer. The function of the will is also central to the
Friar’s Tale. Also, one may consider the subjection of despairing reason to will
in The Pearl, and the role of will as the character ‘Will’ in Piers Plowman
(Bowers).

Augustine writes ‘that man lies who has one thing in his mind and utters
another in words, or by signs of whatever kind’ (De mendacio 3). The ethical
concern of Chaucer and his age for the willful or intentional play and mis-play
with ‘signs of whatever kind’ is reflected in the name and actions of the character
Fals-Semblant in The Romaunt of the Rose. Here, in what is probably Chaucer’s
translation, Fals-Semblant proudly confesses his masks. Clothes may present a
false ‘face’: ‘Wene ye that I nil bigile / For I am clothed mekely? / Ther-undir is
al my trechery’ (7316-18). Similarly, bodily expression may present a false
‘face’: ‘Though I have chere of symplenesse, / I am not wery of shrewidnesse’
(7321-22). Clothing, physical expression, and demeanor all are signs:
something which can be used both to tell the truth and to lie. Fals-Semblant
intermingles such signs together with the signs par excellence of false face,
words. In a dramatic scene Fals-Semblant is portrayed kneeling before ‘Love’ in
humble fealty, a feudal sign of pledging ‘trouthe,” humility, and submission:

22 On some of the differences between Ockham, Burley, and Scotus see S.F. Brown (106). See
McKeon (316) on the relation of ethics to philosophy in the Midddle Ages. For a specific case on
the relation of ethics and language in Ockham see Clark (27).
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‘And Fals-Semblant, the theef, anoon,

That hadde of tresoun al his face
Ryght blak withynne and whit withoute,
Thankyth hym [Love], gan on his knees loute.
(Rom 7330-33, emphasis added)

“The wordes moote be cosyn to the dede’ (GP I 742), but they may also be willed
not to be ‘cosyn’ to the ‘dede’: the real intention is in the mind of the sign-maker.
If the sign-maker so intends, signs need not signify the real thought in the mind
of the user of the word, or the thought in the mind of the wearer of the clothes as
signs, or the thought in the mind of the maker of the physical expression as a
sign, or the thought in the mind of the doer of the physical action. A ‘face / Ryght
blak withynne and whit withoute’ is the image of the ‘two-faced’ sign in which
the ‘vox’ or ‘face’ of the sign is literally not ‘cosyn’ to the thought of the sign-
maker, but is intended to ‘cozen’ or dupe the interpreter of the sign.
Consequently, the user or interpreter is involved in an economy of ethical and
moral action, marked by gradations of value from extreme ‘good’ to extreme
‘evil.” The lie, the ‘blackness,’ is not in the sign, it is in the thought, in the mind
of the sign-maker, and the false sign-making is the willful evil deed of the
sign-maker.

“The black’ and ‘the white’ of words and ‘ententes’ are motifs in Chaucer’s
work,2? and perfectly illustrate Chaucer’s ethical concern with ‘improper
coupling,’ beginning on the linguistic level and extending to all realms of willful
human activity. In the Monk’s Tale Pedro of Spain is betrayed and slain by his
own brother, Bernard du Guesclin, whose treacherous duplicity, Chaucer’s
Monk subtly suggests, is pre-signed in Bernard’s coat of arms, ‘The feeld of
snow, with th’egle of blak therinne’ (VII 2383). The summoner of the Friar’s
Tale writes ‘feyned mandement[s]’ (III 1360) against adulterers and other
sinners, and promises them he will ‘striken hire [the wenche] out of oure letters
blake’ (1364) for a bribe, so making the outer sign of the sin white, while the
inner blackness remains. The duplicity of the friar of the Summoner’s Tale is
demonstrated with a similar effacement of signs. Here, the names and the
intentions of the poor parishioners for whom the friar promises to pray are, after
payment, written by the friar’s secretary on ‘A peyre of tables al of yvory’
(III 1741). But ‘whan that he was out at dore, anon / He [the secretary] planed
awey the names everichon / That he biforn had writen in his tables’ (1757-58),
returning the ‘yvory’ to its pristine white. In the Franklin’s Tale, Dorigen wants
the ‘grisly rokkes blake’ (859) of the Breton coast to disappear. These black
rocks, which she sees threatening her absent husband’s return, seem to
symbolize the contingency of human existence. Aurelius, who wishes to be
Dorigen’s lover, creates the illusion that the rocks may be made to disappear,
but the reality, the black rocks and the precarious contingency of our being,
remains. The cheating Chanoun of the Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale is not without
reason portrayed as ‘A man that clothed was in clothes blake, / And undernethe

23 This discussion of the ‘wordes white’ motif was sparked by a coversation with David Williams
who pointed out to me its use in Troilus and Criseyde.
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he hadde a whyt surplys’ (CYT VII 557-58). In the Manciple’s Tale the white
sweet-singing crow is turned into a black croaking crow for telling his master the
truth about his wife’s adulterous actions.2* This is an inverted allegory on making
the ‘word . . . accorde with the dede’ (208), or ‘cosyn . . . to the werkyng’ (210).

"Tﬁ Troilus and Criseyde, Pandarus tells Criseyde that ‘if a fool were in a jalous
rage,’ then he would ‘feffe hym with a fewe wordes white’ (3.899;901), that is,
placate him with words in whose intent or meaning he does not really believe.
Criseyde, in turn, charges Pandarus of using ‘wordes white’ (3.1567) with her.
And Pandarus quite obviously does use words white or ‘unthrift’ (4.431), in whose
intent he does not really believe, in order to aid a ‘fool’ of sorts, Troilus, ‘lest he for
sorwe deyde’ (4.429) due to the absence of Criseyde.

L’ Chaucer demonstrates an understanding that a sign may be the false or the true
‘face’ of the actual thought or intention of the signifying individual. This is not an
uncommon metaphor. Most notably, Geoffrey of Vinsauf writes of a word having a
‘face’ and a ‘mind’ (Nims 216). There is no great distance from this image to the
Saussurean notion of the verbal sign or word as being a single entity, or unified
duality, composed of a sound pattern and a sense. Many other ‘modern’ linguistic
concepts stem from long-understood notions. For example, there is the medieval
linguistic axiom ‘vox significat mediantibus conceptibus’ (Ullmann, Principles 71):
a conventional sound pattern, vox, signifies via a concept or sense for which it is a
mark. This is widely known today as the ‘semiotic triangle’ or ‘Frege’s triangle’
(Eco, ‘Signification’ 2), and goes back at least as far as Aristotle (Eco,
‘Signification’ 4). In the semiotic triangle, words, voces, are conventionally
accepted sound patterns which indicate concepts, which, in turn, signify objects.
But also appreciated in the Middle Ages was the fact that outside the triangle of
name, sense, and thing, always stood its manipulator, the speaker.

Rabbi Bahye ibn Paquda elegantly stated in the eleventh century another
metaphor that was quite common in the Middle Ages: ‘Speech is the pen of the
heart, the translator of the soul, and the emissary of the thoughts’ (Faur xviii).
One could say that while the friar of the Summoner’s Tale sends out words that
may convey truth, they do not convey the true intent he has in his heart.
‘Emissaries’ are notorious for exploiting the ambiguities of language to achieve
the ends of those they serve. Through Diomede, in Troilus and Criseyde,
Chaucer defines ‘ambages’ or ambiguities in terms reminiscent of Vinsauf’s
‘mind’ and ‘face,’ and prescient of modern linguists:

And but if Calkas lede us with ambages -
That is to seyn, with double wordes slye.
Swiche as men clepen a word with two visages - (V 897-99)

It is the very nature of signs that they may be used to mislead or lie, says
Diomede. However, Diomede claims that he himself is using language to tell his
true thoughts. The truth of Diomede’s statement to Criseyde rests on the
knowledge that although thought and deed ought to be one, they need not be one,
because the ‘naturalness’ or ‘unnaturalness,’ the ‘propriety’ or ‘impropriety’ of
the speech-act rests with the speaker and the interpreter, not with the words.

24 See also the discussion of the Manciple’s Tale above, 24-25.
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The topical interest in ambiguity, truth, and lying in Chaucer’s day is revealed
in a complaint the Duke of Gloucester made in 1393 regarding the perpetual
perfidiousness of the French. One may wonder if the duke, who probably had
the occasion to hear Chaucer recite Troilus and Criseyde, had Diomede in mind
when, at one of the many parleys during the Hundred Years War, he complained
of the French emissaries that they ‘used ambiguous language, filled with “subtle
cloaked words of double understanding” which they turned and twisted to their
advantage - such words as Englishmen did not use, ““for their speech and intent
is plain” ’ (Tuchman 512). Chaucer, himself a frequent emissary of the English
court, reveals himself to be fully conscious of the paradoxical nature of signs:
signs may be the source of untruth, but they are also necessary to reveal truth.
This paradox also lies at the heart of Eco’s definition of semiotics as ‘the
discipline studying everything which can be used in order to lie’ (Theory 7); in
fact the words of Diomede are unconsciously repeated by Eco in his elaboration
of this definition: ‘If something cannot be used to tell a lie, conversely it cannot
be used to tell the truth: it cannot in fact be used “to tell’’ at all’ (7). Chaucer’s
interest in semiotics revolves around just this issue, the nature of ‘telling’: telling
the truth and telling lies through signs. Eco’s definition of semiotics is
fundamentally similar to Searle’s question on the speech act which (as we shall
see) is also Chaucer’s question: ‘What is the difference between saying
something and meaning it and saying it without meaning it?’ (Speech Acts 3). By
these criteria Chaucer’s writings are, in a special way, concerned with the
science of semiotics as it relates to the speech act. Given this shared interest, one
may next ask whether Chaucer’s understanding of the ‘speech act’ was
considerably different from our own - the answer contained in this book is that it
was not.

Granting that Chaucer’s interests are semiotic interests, the question remains,
how good a semiotician is he? How adequate is his account of language?
According to Searle: ‘Any account of language must allow for the fact that it is
possible to lie, and it is possible to perform a statement while lying’
(Intentionality 168). In the Clerk’s Tale Chaucer deals with this; we do not know
if Griselda, whose ‘word’ is constantly being scrutinized, is always fully
‘signing’ what is in her heart. Walter, mistrusting her words as true indices of
what she really feels and thinks, turns to another sign of that which she has in her
heart, her ‘cheere’ or facial and other physical expressions. But, the tale subtly
suggests, these signs of physical expression may be just as deliberately
misdirected as linguistic signs may be. The Clerk’s Tale leaves us grasping for
interpretations of what Griselda really feels and thinks; we are forced to ask if
the outward signs she gives us are ‘properly’ or ‘improperly’ directed.
Ultimately, the tale suggests, the thought one has in one’s heart is private;
whether the emissaries of one’s heart speak truly or falsely is left for the
interpreter to decide or believe: signs are anything that can be used to lie, or tell
the truth.

The brilliant and deliberate demonstration of the possibilities of semantical
manipulations in the Friar’s Tale offers another convincing account of
Chaucer’s semiotic acumen. For example, consider the incident in which a
carter’s words of cursing to hell his be-mired horses are shown to have no
relationship to what he has ‘in mind’, to his real intention. The carter has no
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intention of misleading anyone, but his words alone may mis-direct the
interpreter of words who is a literalist. The carter’s words are not intended to be
true or false emissaries to human beings, because they are not directed towards
human beings, and they are not used conventionally. In the terms of Austin and
Searle, the carter performs an illocutionary act whose entire meaning is carried
in its perlocutionary effect (Searle, Speech Acts 25): his curse is a warning
intended to create fear. For the horses the words express the carter’s anger; his
intent and meaning are clear: ‘Get this cart out of the mud now, or next you’ll
feel the lash.’ This is not, however, what the words say when they are
considered as an illocutionary statement.?’

Today, cognitive scientists say that what we believe, what we desire, what we
think, what we intend is indubitable, even though what we believe or think may
not be objectively true, for example, if we believe that the sun revolves around
the earth. Even when we doubt, that we doubt is indubitable, as Husserl and
Searle have pointed out (Dreyfus 6). This is very similar to the truth in our
hearts, as it was widely understood in the Middle Ages; one’s intentio is true,
whether one reveals or disguises it with words. Finally, the difference between
saying something and meaning it, and saying something and not meaning it,
comes down to revealing or masking through signs the truth that is ‘in our
hearts’. In revealing or masking our thoughts in and through language we are
engaged in an intentional act. In the ‘thesis of intentionality,” which the next
chapter considers in detail, medieval and modern theories of language and
knowledge coincide.

25 This and other aspects of the Friar’s Tale are considered in great detail in Chapters Five and Six.



