
Augustine’s << Vis10 Intellectus »»

and Perceptual Error

Any well-drawn epıstemology has In0) COMMe LO ST1PS ıt.h SOONET

later St Augustine @&  em well-drawn epistemology, but there
1s somethıng peculıar ou hıs analysıs of perceptual On ONe

hand ıt looks though the fıve ‘ well-known MESSCHSCIS of the
body” Z OhE SEeNSECS — aTe passıve facultıes and, thus, ATe not the
OUTCES of (Ior they AIl not engaged In actıve Judgment). On
the other hand, the actıve faculty whıich Judges VESTO ıntellectus

be incorr1g1ble 2) and, thus, cannot be the SOUTCE of
Since thıs elımınates LWO obvıous candıdates 1t, 1s diffieult bO deter-
mıne hat Augustine thınks the SOUTCE of perceptual 18 My
central PUTrPpOSEC ın thıs 1s TACEe Augustine’s analysıs of
an LO that, CONtIAarYy the generally accepted VIeW, Augustine
must ave thought that DSLO 1ntellectus 18 the SOUTCEe of

Augustine’s Analysıs of Krror Augustine’s MmMOst mMature diseussion
of 1s found 1n De (GZenesı ad Intteram Book Ngl

However, the aul 18 deceıved by the siımılarıtıes of thıngs,
not through aNnYy fault of thıngs, but through fault of the soul’s
supposıtion when, because of defic1eNCy of the intellect, it
takes thıngs whiıich Ar sımılar (1.e., it takes thıngs whiıich ALl

sımılar LO other thıngs). The soul 1s deceived 1n bodıly visıon
when ıt, that hat actually aT1ISES only ın the bodıly
SeNSsSes aT1ISES 1ın thıngs themselves, when ıt ONe thıng
LO be SOINe other) thıng whıch 18 of sımılar color, whıich sounds

tastes feels sımılar, when the soul, havıng een dısturbed
by sudden and unantıcıpated bodıly sıghts, that 1t
1S dreamıng that 1t, 1S affected bYy spirıtual v1isıon
1n nother WaYy 3)

One importan' element: 1n Augustine’s posıtıve account of perception 1s MEINOLY.
discuss 1ın MEIMOLY iın “"Augustine’s Theory of KFactual emory  02 forthcoming 1n

Augustinman Studıes
dee, for example, Vernon Bourke, Augustine’s Quest of 1Ssdom, Bruce Publishing

Company (Milwaukee, 1945 244
De (Zenesı ıtteram, XIL, 2 9
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Augustine beg1ıns hıs diseussion of ıth general statement
of hat he takes LO be Mıiıstaken belief LO be exclusıvely
the fault of the belıever, rather than the fault of whatever the objects
of behef AIl Augustine antıcıpates Descartes In maıntalnıng that
AI not dece1ved by objects when 61 but, rather, that ATr

deceı1ved 1ın OUT Judgment of objects 1n that Judge 1n terms of
standard of hıch ave inadequate knowledge. We Judge inade-
quately when take ONe object LO be nother object because of
sımı1larıty between the LwoOo The sımple ormula forC Augustine’s
aCcCCount, 18 Takıng ONe thıng for another 4)

Augustine consıders specıfic condıtıons that would LO
generate 1n Judgment based uDON the test1mony of the SENSES)
Hıs examples wıll be amılhar LO Contemporary readers. T’here AIe

statıonary objects which apPPCAaI IK8) INOVEeE when viewed from MOVInNg
vehiıcles an OaIs iın Wwater whıch aD PEa LO be bent According LO
Augustine make such EeITOTS 1n Judgment because SUDPDOSE
that the thıngs ALle see1ıng ave a 11 of the qualities that they SCECWM

LO ave Hor example, bent Oar 1s sımalar LO O2r In Water
ere 1s second SOUTCEe of In such Judgments that 18,

agaln, amılar LO CoNntemporary readers. In thıs second Case SUPPOSE
that see1ng Olle object when, 1ın fact, see1ng dıfferent
object, not because the object SceIMN aCc TOpPerty which thınk
it has, but because ıt has ILYy whiıich 1s sımılar LO TOperty
that dıfferent object has Identifyıng the properties leads LO
SUDPDOSEC that the object 1s some  ng other than ıt; 18. Agaın, Augustine’s
examples AT famılhar Thinkıng that pOot of Wa  >< 18 pOot of beans
Hearıng the rumble of cart N! sSupposıng ıt X6 be thunder. Thıs
kınd of hıgyhlıghts Augustine’s assertion that the perce1ıver 1S
the sole SOUTI’CEe of

Augustine’s thırd SOUTCE of 1s not commonly diseussed by
modern wrıters. In thıs Case SEEe something that 1S strange that

Presumably, the sim1lariıty In terms of which the IS made May be real
imagıned ONe. Howerver, ıf it; 1s only imagined sım1larıty it 00 though

May be explained ın terms of further erTor — mistakenly thinking that ere
18 similarıty between two objects when ere 18 NONe.,.

9) In hıs earliest diseussion of C}  9 ın Contra Academicos an 1n Solıloquia,
Augustine’s analysıs depended uponNn false objects the SOUTCE of mistaken. He SOOIl

2aAmme recogn1ze the dıfficulties of this VIleW, particularly analysıs of perceptual
(Hor example, it; clear that when Secoce false objeect see1ing something

and attrıbuting COorTeCct properties to that thing.)
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suppose dreamıng hallucınatıng. We AT I1NOTeEe accustomed
IM0} dealıng ıth the problem ]Just the other WaYy around. when
dream an SUDPOSC that awake. However, although the contempOo-
rary epıstemologıst MaYy be concerned ıth Macbeth’s dagger, hıch
1S Seen evenl though 1t; 1s not ere, Augustine 1s concerned ıth
Siegmund’s SWOTId, whıich 18 not SsSCceHN even though it 1s there

Augustine’s analysıs of hallueceımatıons an dreams centers
VLSTO sperıtualıs rather than 1840 COrMOTIS. Agaın, sSece that 18
the takıng of OLE thıng for another, but thıs tıme ıt, 18 akıng
ıimage of object LO be object. °“ Bodıes themselves ATe not 1n
the mınd NF a,|] when CONcCceIve them, but only theır lıkenesses ;
thus when take the latter for the former OIT.: 27 {‘In anımal
VIS1ON, that 18, the lıkenesses hıch the mınd SCCS, the mınd
1s deceı1ved when ıt ]Judges OSsSe thıngs SEEeNMN 1n thıs WaYy to be bodies
themselves 27 7)

Augustine’s Problem : But thıs 18 where the problem for OUTr

understandıng of Augustine arlıses, for INa y wonder Just hat it;
18 that EeEITIS In ese latter kınds of Sınce 1s explaıned 1n
erms of SOTINE inadequacy the part of the percelVver, the SOUICGCEe of

1n corporeal matters (taken veELYy broadly LO include SUP-
posiıng that dream demon 1s real demon, for example) ought LO
be bodıly sıght, anımal vlsıon intellectual VIS10N. One SsSOIN®

combınatıon of these ould be the hıkely candıdate fOr the SOUTCEe

of In perception because ONe combınatıon of these 1s the
SOUTCEe of verıidıical experl1ence.

Consıder each SOTT. of ın bodıly sıght fırst In the bent-oar
Ccase hat the bodiıly sıght repOTTtS LO the anımal visıon 1S bent-oar-
aPPCAaalle, It reports bent-oar-appearance when the O2AL 18 bent

(obviously) when the O24r only LO be bent Anımal v1isıon 1S
requıred LO generate ımage. However, a, ]] that anımal visıon has
LO work ıth DUS DES the content of the ımage it generates 18 hat the
bodıly sıght reports. O, when the bodiıly sıght reports bent-oar-
aAPPCAAaNlE bent-oar-ımage 18 produced. When CaTrt rumbles
past, the bodiıly hearıng repOrtSs unınterpreted rumble-seemıng
LO DISLO sprırıtualıs 8) In the anımal sıght ımage of rumblıng 18

De T’rınıstate x P
De (ten. ad UEL 2 9
One must remem ber that DISLO spırıtualıs 18 not restriceted LO the treatment

of vısual sensatıons for Augustine ; ıt plays role 1n the er bodily SeNSCH ell
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generated but 1t, 18, agaln, unınterpreted. It 1S presented LO the intel-
ectual vısıon rumblıng, n o A cart-rumblıng thunder-rumblıng.
T’he thırd Case (supposıng that genumne experıence 1S dream) 18
sımılar IK®O) the fırst LWwWO C:  9 SINCE report of the body 1S agaln
generated into ımage 1ın anımal VIsS10N. Here, however, there 1s

quality of the ımage LO be mistaken. 'T ’hıs example indicates that
neıther the bodıly sıght NOT anımal v]ısıon 1s the SOUT'CGCEeE of The
bodıly sıght accurately repOrts the S59 of the corporeal world T’he
anımal visıon accurately represents the report. T’he miıstake 1s ıIn OUTr

Judging that z aCCUTATtEe representatıon of the world 18, ın fact,
hallueinatıon dream. The Judging faculty 1s VLSLO ıntellectus.

T'he second kınd of diseussed above urther establıshes
intellectual visıon A the SOUTCeEe of When dream hallucınate,
bodiıly sıght plays role a all Images Ar generated 1n anımal
v1isıon whıch Arl not the result of reports from the bodıly sSeNnses

ese images AT taken LO be repOTTS about the corporeal world but
they AT E not en by anımal VIS1ON, SINCE anımal visıon oes not
take anythıng LO be anythıng — they TE taken by VLSTO antel-
lectus. It 1s thıs hıghest Taculty, then, that mMmust be the SOUTCE of

1n Judging.
Non-Perceptual KrTOrT : 1Er 1S not only 1n Judging the corporeal

world that make miıstakes. We a 180 eTTtT when Judge whether
3,.C1 1S ]Just OT thıng 18 beautiful OT hat the Su of LWO and LWwO

18 Augustine discusses thıs kınd of A well, whıich involves
those realıtıes whıch Ar D mentem136  B. S. Bubacz  generated but it is, again, uninterpreted. It is presented to the intel-  lectual vision as rumbling, not as cart-rumbling or thunder-rumbling.  The third case (supposing that a genuine experience is a dream) is  similar to the first two cases, since a report of the body is again  generated into an image in animal vision. Here, however, there is  no quality of the image to be mistaken. This example indicates that  neither the bodily sight nor animal vision is the source of error. The  bodily sight accurately reports the state of the corporeal world. The  animal vision accurately represents the report. The mistake is in our  judging that this accurate representation of the world is, in fact,  an hallucination or a dream. The judging faculty is visio intellectus.  The second kind of error discussed above further establishes  intellecetual vision as the source of error. When I dream or hallucinate,  bodily sight plays no role at all. Images are generated in animal  vision which are not the result of reports from the bodily senses.  These images are taken to be reports about the corporeal world — but  they are not so taken by animal vision, since animal vision does not  take anything to be anything — they are so taken by visio intel-  lectus. It is this highest faculty, then, that must be the source of  error in jJudging.  Non-Perceptual Error: It is not only in judging the corporeal  world that we make mistakes. We also err when we judge whether  an act is jJust or a thing is beautiful or what the sum of two and two  is. Augustine discusses this kind of error as well, error which involves  those realities which are supra mentem.  ... In intellectual vision this [the soul] is not deceived ; either it  understands and ... [what it understands] is true; or else if...  [what it understands] is not true, it does not understand; thus,  it is one thing to err in what the soul sees, and another thing to  err because it does not see °).  One way to take this passage is to suppose that intellectual vision  is in some sense incorrigible. It cannot be incorrigible when judging  corporeal states of affairs since it is the source of mistaken judgments  in corporeal matters. Augustine might hold that when visio intellectus  is attending to its proper objects (eternal truths) it either sees them  or it does not see them, understanding when it sees, failing to under-  stand when iıt fails to see (rather than when it sees poorly).  9). De Gen. ad Lit. XIIT, 25, 52.In intellectual v1isıon thıs [the SOU. 18 not deceıved ; eiıther 1t;

understands an136  B. S. Bubacz  generated but it is, again, uninterpreted. It is presented to the intel-  lectual vision as rumbling, not as cart-rumbling or thunder-rumbling.  The third case (supposing that a genuine experience is a dream) is  similar to the first two cases, since a report of the body is again  generated into an image in animal vision. Here, however, there is  no quality of the image to be mistaken. This example indicates that  neither the bodily sight nor animal vision is the source of error. The  bodily sight accurately reports the state of the corporeal world. The  animal vision accurately represents the report. The mistake is in our  judging that this accurate representation of the world is, in fact,  an hallucination or a dream. The judging faculty is visio intellectus.  The second kind of error discussed above further establishes  intellecetual vision as the source of error. When I dream or hallucinate,  bodily sight plays no role at all. Images are generated in animal  vision which are not the result of reports from the bodily senses.  These images are taken to be reports about the corporeal world — but  they are not so taken by animal vision, since animal vision does not  take anything to be anything — they are so taken by visio intel-  lectus. It is this highest faculty, then, that must be the source of  error in jJudging.  Non-Perceptual Error: It is not only in judging the corporeal  world that we make mistakes. We also err when we judge whether  an act is jJust or a thing is beautiful or what the sum of two and two  is. Augustine discusses this kind of error as well, error which involves  those realities which are supra mentem.  ... In intellectual vision this [the soul] is not deceived ; either it  understands and ... [what it understands] is true; or else if...  [what it understands] is not true, it does not understand; thus,  it is one thing to err in what the soul sees, and another thing to  err because it does not see °).  One way to take this passage is to suppose that intellectual vision  is in some sense incorrigible. It cannot be incorrigible when judging  corporeal states of affairs since it is the source of mistaken judgments  in corporeal matters. Augustine might hold that when visio intellectus  is attending to its proper objects (eternal truths) it either sees them  or it does not see them, understanding when it sees, failing to under-  stand when iıt fails to see (rather than when it sees poorly).  9). De Gen. ad Lit. XIIT, 25, 52.W.  a . understands] 1S true; else T136  B. S. Bubacz  generated but it is, again, uninterpreted. It is presented to the intel-  lectual vision as rumbling, not as cart-rumbling or thunder-rumbling.  The third case (supposing that a genuine experience is a dream) is  similar to the first two cases, since a report of the body is again  generated into an image in animal vision. Here, however, there is  no quality of the image to be mistaken. This example indicates that  neither the bodily sight nor animal vision is the source of error. The  bodily sight accurately reports the state of the corporeal world. The  animal vision accurately represents the report. The mistake is in our  judging that this accurate representation of the world is, in fact,  an hallucination or a dream. The judging faculty is visio intellectus.  The second kind of error discussed above further establishes  intellecetual vision as the source of error. When I dream or hallucinate,  bodily sight plays no role at all. Images are generated in animal  vision which are not the result of reports from the bodily senses.  These images are taken to be reports about the corporeal world — but  they are not so taken by animal vision, since animal vision does not  take anything to be anything — they are so taken by visio intel-  lectus. It is this highest faculty, then, that must be the source of  error in jJudging.  Non-Perceptual Error: It is not only in judging the corporeal  world that we make mistakes. We also err when we judge whether  an act is jJust or a thing is beautiful or what the sum of two and two  is. Augustine discusses this kind of error as well, error which involves  those realities which are supra mentem.  ... In intellectual vision this [the soul] is not deceived ; either it  understands and ... [what it understands] is true; or else if...  [what it understands] is not true, it does not understand; thus,  it is one thing to err in what the soul sees, and another thing to  err because it does not see °).  One way to take this passage is to suppose that intellectual vision  is in some sense incorrigible. It cannot be incorrigible when judging  corporeal states of affairs since it is the source of mistaken judgments  in corporeal matters. Augustine might hold that when visio intellectus  is attending to its proper objects (eternal truths) it either sees them  or it does not see them, understanding when it sees, failing to under-  stand when iıt fails to see (rather than when it sees poorly).  9). De Gen. ad Lit. XIIT, 25, 52.|what i understands| 18 not true, ıt; 0€eSs not understand;: thus,
ıt; 18 ONne thıng LO Orr ıIn hat the sou| SCCS, N! another thıng to
err because ıt 0o€es not Sce 9)

One WaYy LO take thıs Passage 18 LO SUPPOSE that intellectual visıon
18 1n SOTINE incorrıg1ble. * cannot be incorrig1ble when Judging
corporeal sStates of affalrs SINCE ıt 1S the SOUTCeE of mıstaken Judgments
1n corporeal matters Augustine mıght hold that when VISLO antellectus
1S attendıng IK0) ıts PTrODEI objects (eternal truths) ıt; eıther See5> them

1%; o0€eSs not. Sece them, understandıng when ıt; SCCS, faılıng LO under-
stand when ıt faıls LO SsSecEe (rather than when 1t; See5s poorly).

De (zen. TIat X 41, 2 9
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There 18 LCasOon LO SUDPDOSC that Augustine Was prepared LO
gTant incorr1g1bılıty LO DISLO ıntellectus 1n makıng SOTINEe Judgments :
T’hat exıst, for example, that 111 be happy However, INCOTT1EN-
bılıty for DISTO ıntellectus WOU SEEIN LO be Trule: Out by the recognıtıon
that ntellectual v1isıon 1S the SOUTCE of eTITTOTS 1n Judging the corporeal
world and DYy the recognıtıon that Ca  D be mıstaken 1ın hat
take LO be ]Justice, beauty and These SOTTS of knowledge claıms
AIe independent of experıence of the materı1a|l world Unfortunately,
thıs ralses problem for Augustine. T’he analysıs thus far, that
err ıth ISO ıntellectus when do not See hat thınk Siele

(915 not tell us why thınk See hat thınk sSceae.

Augustine SUSZESTS solution I0 thıs dıfficulty 1ın De Magıstro.
He consıders the PTrOCESS of learnıng terna|l truths, ‘L ’hings137  Augustine’s « Visio Intellectus »  There is reason to suppose that Augustine was prepared to  grant incorrigibility to visıo intellectus in making some judgments :  That I exist, for example, or that I will to be happy. However, incorrigi-  bility for visto intellectus would seem to be ruled out by the recognition  that intellectual vision is the source of errors in judging the corporeal  world and by the recognition that we can be mistaken in what we  take to be jJustice, beauty and so on. These sorts of knowledge claims  are independent of experience of the material world. Unfortunately,  this raises a problem for Augustine. The analysis thus far, — that we  err with visio intellectus when we do not see what we think we see —  does not tell us why we think we see what we think we see.  Augustine suggests a solution to this difficulty in De Magistro.  He considers the process of learning eternal truths, “Things ... which  we perceive through the mind ....’” 1°) Such things are inner and their  understanding is essentially inner. Thus, the person who learns does  so through his own efforts of contemplation, rather than through  anything he is told, for he ‘“... knows of that which I speak by  means of his own contemplation, not through my words.” 1) This  analysis is adequate for positive cases, when both teacher and student  agree immediately about what an eternal truth is. But what happens  when two people disagree about an eternal truth? At least one of  them will be wrong, and it is in dealing with this sort of case that we  would expect Augustine to come to grips with the problem of error  in our knowledge of eternal truths.  Now ıf it often happens that the person questioned denies  something, and is forced by other questions to affirm what he  denies, this arises because of a defect in his vision in so far as  he cannot consult that light about the whole affair. He is advised  to do it part by part when he is questioned by one step after  another about those very parts of which the whole consists,  which he is unable to see as a whole 12).  Visio intellectus errs in contemplating eternal truths, then, when it  takes a part of the truth to be the whole truth. One need not put too  much weight upon the notion of ““part of the truth”” in order to see  Augustine’s point. His doctrine of illumination helps us to see that  10) De Magistro, 12, 40.  11) De Mag. 12, 40.  12) De Mag. 12, 40.whıch

perce1ıve through the mınd 27  DA OO 10) Such thıngs ATe inner and theır
understandıng 18 essentlally Inner. Thus, the PEIrSoON who learns o€Ss

through hıs OW efforts of contemplatıon, rather than through
anythıng he 1s told, for he c137  Augustine’s « Visio Intellectus »  There is reason to suppose that Augustine was prepared to  grant incorrigibility to visıo intellectus in making some judgments :  That I exist, for example, or that I will to be happy. However, incorrigi-  bility for visto intellectus would seem to be ruled out by the recognition  that intellectual vision is the source of errors in judging the corporeal  world and by the recognition that we can be mistaken in what we  take to be jJustice, beauty and so on. These sorts of knowledge claims  are independent of experience of the material world. Unfortunately,  this raises a problem for Augustine. The analysis thus far, — that we  err with visio intellectus when we do not see what we think we see —  does not tell us why we think we see what we think we see.  Augustine suggests a solution to this difficulty in De Magistro.  He considers the process of learning eternal truths, “Things ... which  we perceive through the mind ....’” 1°) Such things are inner and their  understanding is essentially inner. Thus, the person who learns does  so through his own efforts of contemplation, rather than through  anything he is told, for he ‘“... knows of that which I speak by  means of his own contemplation, not through my words.” 1) This  analysis is adequate for positive cases, when both teacher and student  agree immediately about what an eternal truth is. But what happens  when two people disagree about an eternal truth? At least one of  them will be wrong, and it is in dealing with this sort of case that we  would expect Augustine to come to grips with the problem of error  in our knowledge of eternal truths.  Now ıf it often happens that the person questioned denies  something, and is forced by other questions to affirm what he  denies, this arises because of a defect in his vision in so far as  he cannot consult that light about the whole affair. He is advised  to do it part by part when he is questioned by one step after  another about those very parts of which the whole consists,  which he is unable to see as a whole 12).  Visio intellectus errs in contemplating eternal truths, then, when it  takes a part of the truth to be the whole truth. One need not put too  much weight upon the notion of ““part of the truth”” in order to see  Augustine’s point. His doctrine of illumination helps us to see that  10) De Magistro, 12, 40.  11) De Mag. 12, 40.  12) De Mag. 12, 40.knows of that hıch speak DYy

of hıs OW contemplatıon, not through words.” 11) 'T’hıs
analysıs 1s adequate for posıtıve C:  9 when both teacher an tudent

ımmediately about hat eternal truth 1sS But hat happens
when LWO people dısagree about ternal truth ® At least ONe of
them 111 be9 an ir 18 1ın dealıng ıth thıs SOTT of Ccase that
WOULU eXpeCcLt Augustine LO COIMNE ST1PS ıth the problem of
1n OUT knowledge of ternal truthse.

Now ıf it often happens that the DETSON questioned denı1es
some  nNg, and 18 forced by other questions LO affırm hat he
den1es, thıs aT1ISES hbecause of defect 1n hıs v1ısıon 1n far
he cannot onsult that lıght ou the whole aftfaır. He 18 advısed
LO do ıt part by Ppart when he 18 questioned by ONe step after
nother about OSsSe VeELY pParts of whıich the ole consısts,
whiıich he 1s unable LO sSee ole 12)

Visıo ıntellectus ETTS ıIn contemplatıng eternal truths, then, when ıt
takes part of the truth IM0) be the whole Tru One eed not pPut LOO
much weıght uDON the notion of ..  part of the truth? 1n order to SsSee

Augustine’s pomt Hıs doctrine of ıllumınatıon helps LO SeEe that

10) De Magıstro, 1 9
11) De Mag 1 E}
12) De Mag 12,
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the parts of eternal truths that ATe SeEEIl by the erring inner-man Al

not portions of eternal truth but, rather, ATE qualities whıich eternal
truths exh1ıbıt.

thınk that hat Augustine ıntends ere ca  - best, be understood
by consıderıng analogous CcCase for see1ng materı1a|l objects ı6n
the physıcal sıght poorly iıllumıned object ll be SCE, perhaps,

only outhne. As the iıllumınatıon eıther INCTEASES 1n intensıty
1MpPTOVves 1ın quality (for example, hıghting the front surface of the

objeect rather than the top) INOTE of ıts qualities become apparent.
To return intellectual VIS1ON, the miıstake made when ave
incorrect not]ıon of eternal truth 18 LO SUDPOSC that partıally ©-
hending eternal truth 18 apprehending whole eternal truth, an
that apprehendıng eternal truth wholly 18 to apprehend a ]] of ıts
properties clearly.

We Can SCcC, then, that for Augustine ell understandıng
Ar essentlally inner 13)‚ that the analysıs he offers for (the
takıng of ONe thıng for another) apphıes to a{{ C:  9 and that the
SEeaTt of Judgment, VSLO ıntellectus, 1S the SOUTCE of

BRUCE BUBAcCZz.

13) Yor Teatme of the inner nature of understanding for Augustine Scec Bruce
Bubacz, ““Augustine’s Dualism an the Inner Man forthcoming In T’he Modern School-


