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Since the writing of his masterwork, the Periphyseon, John Scotus Eriugena's 
metaphysics has suffered in more ways than one from being labelled as pan­
cheistic.1 What is especially intriguing about this misunderstanding of his 
thought is that it overlooks John's ofren srrongly dualistic language and sen­
rimencs; one sometimes finds him expressing whac appears to be a two-worlds 
metaphysical view, one the haven of inrelligibilicy and divinity, the other 
home to the senses, ignorance, and sin. If nor a pantheist, chen was John the 
Scot a dualist? Despite what sometimes appears ro be the case as one reads 
through the Pel'iphyseon, his metaphysics in no way tolerates metaphysical 
dualism of any sort. Because, however, of his still-standing reputation as 
something of a pantheist, moreover, because his metaphysics presents a re­
markable synthesis of whar on their own would be pantheistic and dualistic 
claims, che theme of dualism in Eriugena is well worth considering in some 
derail. I aim to do so here, beginning with a number of glaringly dualistic 
claims char will suggest his overall philosophical perspective constitutes a 
dualism of some kind. After reviewing numerous confusions which follow 
from interpreting him in chis manner, I will argue chat Eriugena's metaphys­
ics in fact strongly disallows any metaphysical dualism, doing so through a 
comprehensive reinterpretation of che initial passages. Apart from the cor­
rection of an interpretative error, what chis study shall leave us with is keen 
appreciation for the metaphysical balancing ace which Eriugena, and think­
ers like him, perform. In their commitment co both a divinely ordered and 
an evil-plagued world, they strive properly ro respect the former while not 
neglecting the inAuence of the latter. I shall conclude with comments on 
chis dual commitment and related concerns. 

1 Ar various periods afier its publication, 1hough especially in 1 225 (due to a papal condem­
nation of circubting copies) , this work was condemned for purveying mistaken notions, par­
ticularly on the relation of God and the world. See M. Cappuyns, Jea11 Scot Erigme: sa vie, so11 
oruvre, sa pmsee (BnL�elles: Culture et Civilisation, I 969 [ 1 933]) 247, 384; also, E. Gilson. 
Hi1t0ry of Christia11 Philosoph_r in the Middle Ages (New York, 1955) 613. n. 39. 
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1 38 D.W HAom 

I. FROM PANTHEISM TO DUALISM 

Within the Eriugenian corpus, passages such as the following seem co 
posir a clearly pancheiscic idencicy of God and world: 

For if the understanding of all things is all things and It [i.e., the divine] alone under­
stands all things, then It alone is all things; for that olone is the gnostic power which 
knows all things before they are, and does nor know all things outside Itself because 
oll!side It there is nothing, but h possesses all within lrsdf. (JII.4.632D-6JJA)' 

Further, one finds Eriugena making statements such as "when we hear that 
God makes all things we ought to understand nothing else than that God is 
in all things, that is, chat He is rhe Essence of all things" and "only He truly 
exists by Himself, and He alone is everything which in che things char are is 
truly said ro be" (l.72.5 I 8A-B). Then he says of the ontological relation of 
divinity ro creatures chat "che former, I mean che Divine Essence, is seen 
alone in rhe laccer . . . .  For . . .  in all things nothing else bur itself is presented 
ro chose char have understanding . . .  " (1 . 1 0.4508). In light of these and 
orher1 such excerpts, one easily understands how re:iders in his day and be­
yond could label John's metaphysics as p:intheiscic-and scandalous.4 

As a macrer of face, however, such readers misunderstand Eriugena's 
thought. This "pantheism" is only partly representative of che whole of his 
metaphysical outlook, and to focus upon ic is ro overlook a number of dual­
istic statements char surface in various places in John's work. 5 lo begin with, 
in the context of John's commentary on Genesis (found in Books I JI-Y of 
the Periphyseon), we seem to find the doctrine chat che Fall of humankind 
was a fall not only into a deficient world; it was the creation of a deficient 
world. As testified by many passages, John appears ro see the rebellion of our 

' Unless ocherwise noted, all transbtions come from LP Sheldon-Williams ond J .J . O'Mcara. 
Prriphyseon (Thr Division of N11ture) (Mom real, 1987), and will be referenced p.1renthctically 
wherever possible. The Latin text consulted is found, for Peripl�1·seon I-IV, in the Scrip1om 
Latini Hibemiae series. vols. Vil. IX, Xl, Xlll (Dublin, 1 968-); for Perip/�yseo11 V, in the 
Pan-ologi11e Latina, vol. 1 22, ed. H.J. floss (Paris, 1865). 

1 Sec, e.g., Periph. ll l .4.633A-B, IIl.19.68 IA-B, lll.20.683A. Il.36.6168, l.72.517 A-B. 
•John's writings rcllecr some concern over the effect his thinking had on contemporaries, as 

seen from e.xclamations from the 11!t1111m1J concerning portions of the 1111tritors argumem. Sec. 
e.g .. his rcoction to a doctrine that leaves him "bewildered and strnck dumb 3S a dead 111.111 with 
swpefoction," at Periph. III. 9.646C-649D; cf. olso Ill. I 0.6508-D. lll.20.684A, IIl.27.700B, 
111.10.6500, lll.JS.724A. l.47.489C, and carmen #20 (Ioh,mnis Srotti Eriugemie Cam1i1111, ed. 
M. Hmcn [Dublin, 1993] 109). 

' My focus is on the Periphyseo11, in p3rricular, rhough some references to other works will 
be mode: principally, de divimz pmedestinllfione (Corpus Christitmori1111 C'omin1111tio Medit1ev.1lis. 
vol. 50) ond "Homily on the Prologue to St. John's Gospel," Eri11gm11. tr. John J. O'Meora 
(Oxford, 1988) 1 58-76. 
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fR!UGENA AGAINST METAPHYSICAL DUALISM 1 39 

human parents as che infelicitous fabrication of a new, albeic lower, creation, 
in which there is no true happiness and no lasting satisfaction.6 

To express chis same point more particularly, a variety of passages in 
Eriugena's corpus seems co characterize the sensible as the product of the 
Fall. These passages see in the visible, mortal, sensible aspects of reality a 
new creation; what is more, a deficient creation. To speak for the moment 
without any eye cowards important subtleties in John's thought, the distinc­
tive crappings of ordinary life in the present world, such as what the physical 
eve sees or ear hears, or the animal and vegetable processes of ordinary life, 
�r common ignorance, falsehood, pain, or time, or spatial relations-all of 
these at times seem to be viewed by John as distinctive and deficient onto­
logical material. They emerged out of the primordial Fall, in the form of a 
new city. Jericho, serving now as rival to God's city, Jerusalem (IV. 1 5 .8 1 1  Bff.), 
and located in a "far off country of dissimilarity" (Y.6.874B); or, the soul's 
fall conscructs "upon the nature which God had created an abominable tem­
ple fit only for the habitation of the devil."7 He uses many other images to 
signify this change. 8 But most interesting in this connection is chat most 
infamous doctrine of Eriugena's, namely, that the human division into male 
and female is born of evil, not of che divine: "since he was unwilling to keep 
co che divine mode of multiplying himself he was degraded by a just decree 
co che bestial, and to che corruptible proliferation out of male and female."9 
This means, however, chat everything in the visible world is far from the 
wondrous cheophany that John elsewhere describes in his writings; now it 
appears to be kakaphany. What has been produced and is constituted as 
mortal and earthly seems to have come from sin, not God, and leads one 
away from, not towards, the fullness of being. 10 

• See his discussion throughout Book IV; e.g., IV.9.777 A ,  IV. l 7.829A-830A, IV.6.76 I D­
�62B, 1V.24.854C D. IV. l 5.8 l 3C. Close analysis of aspects of his account can be found in C. 
S.ccl, 'The Tree of 1he Knowledge of Good and Evil," in fqhannes ScomtS Eriugena: The Bible 
Jnd Hermenmtics (Leuven. 1996) 239-59 . 

• Periph. IV4.747B: cf. ll.25.583B. 
' Such as from principles to generated images, angelic ro animal life, health ro corn1ption. 

purity to impurity, wedlock to divorce: sec Periph. !V.7.769B-C, IV.9.777C-D, IV.9.779B, 
1V.25.855B: IV.5.761A, IV.6.762Cff.; !V. 16.824B, V.6.872C-D: IV20.837C-D; IV.25.855D-
856A. 

' Peripb. ll.6.532D-533A: cf. Il.6-7. 533A-B, IV. 1 4.807D-808A, IV. 5.760D-76IA, 
II.8.533C-534B, IV.23.846A, IV. I 5.813A [Maximus]. IV.20.835D-836A. The rdevanr sigla 
for chis ond all following excerpts are as follows: parentheses indicate terms gapped in che L1tin 
t<Xt ond supplied by the editors: brackets indicate additions co the text from a variety of sources 
l111y own being indicated by the inclusion of an "i.e." or "e.g.", or otherwise nored); arrow­
brackecs indicate additions to che manuscript in Eriugena's hand. For more, see Sheldon-Williams, 
lncroduccion, Pn·ip/�yseon I (ScripttJres Latini Hiberniae VII). 

00 On the sensible as seeming kakaphmry, sec Pn'iph. ll.9.536B-C, !V.4.747 A-B, 11.25.58 1 B-
58JC, ll.23.571C-D, JV. 18.833C, V.40. 1021B, llJ.27.703B-C. 
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140 D.W. HAOLE' 

Several other lines of thought converge upon this one. One is that range 
of passages wherein he speaks, whether obliquely or directly, about many 
worlds. He speaks directly of the end and the beginnings sensibilis mundi, as 
distinct from the universal reasons of the sense-world ( I II.9.6470); sketches 
the temporal establishment of things in hunc mundum visibilem, things ar­
riving according to a sequence known only to God ( l. 5.445A-B); also con­
trasts three separate worlds, discernible as stations on one's spiritual way.1 1  
Another is a collection of passages char draw a rather sharp distinction be­
tween sensibles and inrelligibles for a variety of differenc purposes: ro con­
trast Christ as substanrial good wirh evil; to show char falsehood resides in 
corporeality; to clarify (and locate) the nature of incorruptibility; to contrast 
bodies of various sorts, or divinity with what is earrhly. 11  Closely coupled 
with this are several of John's metaphysical and rheological claims concern­
ing the body. For instance, certain of his descriptions of the imago dei buc­
tress a dualistic division of body and soul {or mind), since it is in the mind 
alone, he says in one place, that Man images God.u And behind this lies his 
often directly stated view that the body is evil, which lends easily enough to 
a dualistic interpretation of his thought, inasmuch as body, seen as evil, must 
constitute (or be constituted by) a material which is foreign to rhe larger 
rheophanic creation of divinity.14 

These several lines of John's thought, however, are grounded in a more 
general metaphysical consideration, which I shall c:tll the 'two-levels' dilemma. 
As a first glance at this problematic Eriugenian theme, consider the follow­
ing passage, the concexr for which is his commentary on Genesis: 

11 .. Homily on the Prologue . . . .. xviii-xix.293C-294C; sec also Pe.-iph. V.3.867B-C, 
Ill .19.681 B, and lohannis Scoui Eri11gm.u Carmina 66 (I. 46), 7 1  (I. 55), 8 1  (I. JJ), 83 (I. 21 ). 
Ir should be noted here thac 1his notion of m:iny worlds, coupled with a contrast of substances. 
defines dualism for this study. A ti.iller his1orical clarifica1ion can be found in A.H. Armsirong, 
"Dualism Platonic, Gnostic, Christi.in ... in Hellmicand Ch.-istian Studies Xll(Variorum, 1990): 
29-31 .  

"Sec Periph. IV. 16.826A-B, V.J.867 A; IV.6.760A-B; IV. 12.800B-D, IV. I 9.83JD-834A, 
IV.16.821 D. 

u Periph. IV.5.755C: "And so :ill human nature, in what it shares with rhe 01hcr animals, is 
rruly human nature. \Vhar ir shares with them is body; rhe life which conrrols the body; and the 
sense together wirh rhe memory whidt draws from i1 rite phanrasies of sensible objects. Bur 
insofar as it participates in the divine and celestial essence, human nature is nor animal narurc; 
for it parricipates in the cclesrial essence by reason and intellect and memory ofercrnal things .. · ·  
For in this pan of irsclf ir is made i n  rile image of God: and it is wirh this pan only. in men who 
JJ"C apr for it, rhar God holds converse." 

" On 1his, sec both whJr I have termed as 'diagnostic" passages, such as Periph. II.20.555A. 
IV.5.755C, ll. 16-17.549B-550B, lll.J7.733C, ll.8.535A-B, IIl.20.684A. ll.26.583C. 58JD; 
and 'prognostic' passages, such as IV.5.756A-B, IV. 19.835B-C, IV.25.855A, lll.27.702B-C. 
IV.5.756A, V.3.868B, IIl.2J.689C; c1: mrmen 1124 (foa1111 i1 Scotti Eri11genae Canni11a 1 15). 
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fRIUGENA AGAINST METAPHYSICAL DUALISM 1 4 1  

For in one way the crearure is considered i n  its eternal reasons i n  God in accordance 

wiih which ir is esrablished, wd in another way in itself under God inasmuch as it is a 

c�Jrur<: •nd the first consideration is signified by the word "Ligh1," bur the second by 
.. Darkness." For as lighr goes before darkness in rank, so 1he brighrness of rhe e1ernal 
roasons in accordance with whidi every creature is made is preferred to rhe obscurity of 

the creature considered in itself . . . .  (111.24.691 C-0) 

Here, rhe "reasons" of sensible exisrems, i.e., of generation inco rimes and 

places, are distinguished from rhose sensible existents "considered in rhem­
selves," as he has said. The former are posited as rhe truly existing meta­
physical component, i.e., rhe lighr. The larrer are posited as obscure, dark. 

(Ven as nothing. 
The idea is tradirional, as far as John's philosophical predecessors go, for 

irs origins lie far back in the Platonic dialogues and rhroughour classical and 
religious lirerarure. 1s  Ir is a profound doctrine, and philosophically plausi­
ble. Platonic metaphysicians especially have consisrencly argued that a dis­
rincrion musr be made between sensibles and inrelligibles, on the basis of 
which one righcly identifies only rhe larrer wirh being, since only they ex­
hibit the stability and unity that characterize real existence. 16 Bue this move 
throws us into a remarkable puzzle. Consider thar despite John's characreri­
zarion of sensible existence as a 'nothing existence,' ir appears nevertheless ro 
have some sort of being of its own. Even though it may be "nearer to not­
being than to being" ( 1 1 . 1 5.5478), it is nor completely vacuous, onrologically 
speaking: 

For rhe cause, if ir be 1rnly cause. mosr perfeccly pre-encompasses in itself all 1hings of 
which ir is 1he cause, and perfects in itself its effec1s before they become manifest in 
anything, and when rhey break forth through generation inro general and visible spe­
cies rhey do nor abandon their perfection in ii but fully and imm111ably abide (in it). 
and need no other perlcC1 ion than it <alone> in which they subsist all at once and 
emnally. (11.15.547 A) 

'1 Coupled with anri-body statemenrs in, e.g., the Phaedo, the fomous passage at Theaetetu.s 
1768, wirh its insiscence that evils in this world will never be overcome, is one dialogic source 
for the position. On the other hand, one readily rhinks of Gilgamesh and The Od_yssey, which so 
vi .. iJly contrast the present shadows wirh divine light, or classic religious descriptions of divin­
iiv .is supreme existence, of all else as mere shadows, such as one finds in Eliade, e.g., /vlyth ,md 
Rulity (New York, 1963) or Cosmos and History (New York, 1959); cf. also l-lusron Smidt in 
rht Bill Moyers' video series, "The Wisdom of Faith"; in summarizing the Islamic (and, in his 
Yicw, the universal religious) view of crcamres, he says cheerfiolly, "I hate to rell you this, bur 
you're only partially real. Bill" (Vol. 4: "Islam" (Newbridge Communications, 1996]). For help­
ful commenrary on Lhis theme, see J.N. Findlay, "Religion and Its Three Paradigmatic ln-
1unces," Religious SNulies Xl (April 1975): 2 1 5-27, esp. 22 1-22. 16 For consideration of these distinctions, sec Periph. I.46.488A, I.60.503B, I .  l 3.458Dlf., 
IV.I l.792C, 793A, IV.7.769C. V.6.872C-D; also de div. praed. vi.3 and xvi.7. 
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142 D.W HADLEY 

But what kind of existence is a "breaking forth through generation"? Whar 
does it exist as in contrast to its perfection-its reality-in its cause? John 
uses a variety of metaphors to signify the relation of these sub-existent 'things' 
ro true existents: he compares chem as words ro thought (l. I 2.454A-C), 
clothing on a body (lll. 1 5.6650; IV.1 2.802A), or shadows to an illumi­
nated object ( 1 .57-58. 50 I B-C). These metaphors indicate char the sensible: 
is something; perhaps one should say, a "symbolic expression,"17 for, com­
pletely dependent upon what it communicates, it is only what it communi­
cates. And yet, the very fact chat it is a communication supposes that ir is nor 
simply identical ro its communication: it is both distinct and dependcm, 
both original in some way and derivative.18 John sometimes speaks in a man­
ner after that of Gregory of Nyssa, saying char rhe sensible exists as a concur­
rence of incclligibiliry. 19 Elsewhere, rhe sensible appears to be a way of a pp re· 
bending, not a kind of being: it is a way of seeing being as becoming; i.e., it 
is the slowing down or spreading our of things in their unity. In this light, 
body is solely an appearance ofbeing,20 or, in another, more radical formula­
tion, it is the accidentia that differentiate without adding ro the substanti.u 
of the forms.21 

There is more co the puzzle. Inquiring inro the separation of the sensible: 
and the intelligible sides of reality, Eriugena asks, What can the sensible be: 
on its own, i.e., if cut off from its real being? He answers char ir becomes 

11 D. Duclow, "Divine Nothingness and Self-Crearion," }ourn11! of RrligioJJ 57 ( 1977): I !O. 
His discussion of the rclarion of sensible and intelligible is made wirh 1he purpose to shed liglu 
on being as God·s self-creation, hence he docs nor dwell on the question of the ·being· of the 
sensible as .1 "symbolic expression." 

" Its originaliry, independence, and 0111ological significance are strengthened by the ''icw 
that mind without nuner would be unable ro communic.11e: see I'aiph. IV. I I .  792A-D (quot­
ing Gregory Nyss;i). 

'" See I'eriph. l.57-58.501A-C, 1.34.479B-C, lll . 1 4 .66JA-664B. 1 5 .6650--666:\. 
JV6.765Clf. He quores Gregory on this directly at l.59.502C-503A. 

'° But it would seem that form itself is simply an appearance, as well; i.e .. not even foams 
may exist for John, at least no1 as static entities, since they arc sometimes described as morion• 
(Prriph. Il.23.575B-D. l 5.547Cff, 23.576A, I.4.444B), as undefinable and unknowable (P..ripl• 
l l . 1 7- 1 8. 550B-55 I B, IV.7.772B, 1 1 .28.5860, I.45 .487A), even as darkness (Ptrif/. 

II. l 7.550C-D). This oddiry still suppons the point made here on behalf of John's metaphysi<s: 
if there .ire no distinctive levels at all to be reconciled, only a pass.1ge from non-being im<> 
infini1e being, then there 'is no sense in speaking of rite sensible as something. 'Sensible' is onh· 
a term used to denote one degree of being, just as 'intelligible' denores thar same being but to• 
greater degree. For here Being would be direction and n1ovemem, definable more adequatek in 
terms of its activiry, or tendency, 01· point of orbit. 

" See Pe.-iph. l.53.4950�96A, IV.7.7700-77 !A; cf. J. Gracia, "Omological Characten· 
z.ition of the Relation Between Man and Created Nature in Eriugena," }01muil o/tht Hirtory'( 
Philosophy 16.2 (April 1978): 164-65, on the difference between sensibles and 1hcir "no1ione> 

as a matter of"accidentia.'' 
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ERJUGENA AGAJNST METAPHYSICAL DUALISM 143 

5001erhing "hideous," "infecced," "corrupted," as if"smircen by the ugly con­

tagion of leprosy"; yer, he continues, chis "concagion" never influences the 

real creacure, for "in itself the nature which was creared in the Image of God 

never did lose the bloom of its beauty nor the integrity of its essence . . .  for 
the divine form, though enabled by sin to acquire corruptible qualities, itself 
ever remains immutable" (V.6.872A-B). The fallen sensible is never truly 
cut off from its immutable source-not completely. If it were it should be 
non-existent. Still, John insists chat while the sensible 'world' is in fact af­
fected by the Fall while that from which it  comes is not, the higher level is 

not diminished, is not affected at all, no matcer what takes place on the 

lower level.22 Thus, we seem to be faced with two different realms indeed, 

one corruptible, one incorruptible, one manifold, the other unifold, as the 
following passage, for example, would appear quire strongly to indicate. For 
while 'corruptible qualities' seem for John ro be identical to 'sensible quali­
ties', here the incorruptible is l ikewise identified with the incelleccual: 

\Vic may rhcn define man as ... a ccrrain inrdlec111al concept formed e1crr1.11ly in 1he 

Mind of God. 
Thar is an extremely rrne and very well 1csred definition of man; and nor only of 

man, but of everything else which is formed in the Divine Wisdom. And I am not 
afraid of those who define him nor as he is imcllec111ally comprehended to be . . .  saying 

that man is a rational morral animal capable of sense and learning: and what is more 
Jmazing, rhey call 1his definition a substantial one, although it is not subsc:rn1ial at all 
bur describes what relates to 1he substance from 1hc arrribu1es acquired by rhc sub­
s1.111cc from outside itself through generation. Bui rhe concept of 111an in 1hc Mind of 
God is none of rhese . . .. (IV7.768B-C) 

Here again, through concrasts of 'substancial' and 'from outside,' John sug­
gesrs that being animal and sensible (etc.) is somehow other than (or outside 
of), even though it is also in, its source. 

The contrasc John posits between che perfection of a thing's existence in 
the cause and its imperfection in icself makes this two-levels problem inter­
esting and difficult boch. The two are made to seem separate in che above 
quotations, and indeed chey are outrightly opposed where John declares Man 
has clothed himself "in the form of a beast and hurls himself from that 
which is che better down to that which is much inferior" (IV.6.762B), even 
while they are declared ro be in relation. The face that this division of supe­
rior and inferior includes other oppositions, most notably thac between di­
vine knowledge and human knowledge, adds to the scope of the problem.23 

" � discussion below, secrion III. 
:i John (rhrough his nurrirt>r) srarcs that he understands "1he subsrance of the whole 111an to 

� nothing else bur the concept of him in rhc Mind of his Artificer [whose] knowledge is 1he 
lni<: •nd only substance of rhc things known" (Pn·iph. IV?.7688), and elsewhere affirms jusr as 
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144 D.W HADLEY 

Putting all of chis together, we have what appears to constitute quite a 
strong case for some form of dualism. Arising especially from his Fall doc­
trine (and attendant views), John's metaphysics seems to constitute a cwo­
worlds system. There is a divine world; there is also a fallen world. One is 
good, the ocher bad; one distant, heavenly, and incelligible, the ocher prescnr, 
sensible, and bestial; the one a manifestation, the ocher barely an image, if al 
all. The former is genuine cheophany, opposed by the latter, a region of 
kakaphany; and while imelligibiliry is available to knowing minds here and 
now, it is obscured by the inferior level of pseudo-knowledge and pseudo­
being which is sensibiliry. If in face these passages offer only partial or dit­
corced views of Eriugena's thought, one muse confess all the same that chcy 
are noticeable and seem to provide grounds for considering his thought to 
be dualistic. 

II. ERJUGENIAN DUALISM? CONFUSIONS 
In actual face, John's metaphysics is at root strongly anti-dualistic. De­

spite whac we have just considered, the character of his thought as a whole 
veers sharply away from any dualism. This claim receives its initial subscan­
tiacion from the significant confusions chat follow from a dualistic imerprc­
ration of the above passages. (Given space consider::itions, I shall describe 
them only in brief terms here, leaving dec::iiled ex::imin::icion for another oc­
casion.) In the first place, che Fall is noc always characterized by Eriugena as 
a fall into another world; sometimes, r::icher, as a fall in che world. For in­
stance, he speaks ac one point, in an excerpt referred co above, of che sinful 
mind perceiving "through the corpore::il sense only the surface of sensible 
chings" (IV.25.855A), which fact neccssicaces char mind ascend seep by scc:p 
into che truth from sensible experience as "from outer to inner."14 This idea 
suggests ch::ic there is no new creation at all, nor any spacial separacion, bur 
racher ::i relational problem within what already exists. 25 Second, while sensi-

strongly that God's knowledge consrirures rhe true being ofall things (see, e.g., Periph. 11.20.S�'l� 
and IV.9.778D-779A). Conmsred ro rhis is rhe knowledge of humankind, which, chough It 

has conracr wirh che divine mind (see, e.g., Periph. IV.9. 7798-C and IV.8. 774A), gleans di"inc 

knowledge only rhrough a glass d>rkly, as it were: "[t]rue knowledge of all these [crearcd rhin�•I 
is implanred in human nature alrhough it is concealed from her . . .  until she is restored to hct 

priscine and imegral condirion" (Periph. fV.7.769B; cf. IV.9.779B). The case 1har has bee� 
nude for !WO discincr and comrasting onrological levcls in John's 1houghr is supparicd bv this 

conrrasr, on which, sec also Periph. Ill.17.677A-8, l l . 1 5.546D-547A, 544A, 544D-5·iH. 
IV.9.778D-779A; de div. praed. ii.4; "Homily on rhe Ptologue . . .  " vii.2878-C, x.288( [), 
289A, xix.294A-B; cf. B. McGinn, "Eriugena mysticus," in Giovanni Sc010 nel suo tempo (Spokto. 

1989) 245. 
'4Pei·iph. IV.25.85513; cf: Ill .35.723C. IV.16.824C-825C. II. I 4.544A. 
'�Sec also Per iph. IV.25.8550. JV.23.8498. IV.25.855C, lll . .35.723C. IV. 16.S24C-81'\C. 

I l . 1 4.544A. 
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fRJUGENA AGAINST METAPHYSICAL DUALISM 145  

ble reality i s  sometimes described as  rhe product of  che Fall-"super-added," 
as John says (Il.23.572A)-it is elsewhere described as the product of God's 

initial creation or as a divine manifestation. 26 Third, the sensible in rhe rwo­
worlds view is seemingly nor theophany, yet Eriugena is emphatic char to 
exist as a creature is to exist as theophany alone. 27 Fourth, how can sin be 
productive? Since John instructs that every ontological deficiency {and hu­
man transgression) is an instance of non-being, and the act of rebelling against 
ihe divine will constitutes a decision not to be, then how can another world 
come into being out of the Fall? This confusion is directly related to and 
further illustrated in che next: a two-worlds view of reality, with its concomi­
tant doctrine of the lower world as one of deficienc existence, explicitly con­
tradicts John's characterizations of evil as non-being or privation. 28 Sixth, 
Eriugenian metaphysics insists upon a non-spatial separation of the various 
parrions of being, fallen {and deficient) or not. 29 Seventh and most impor­
tantly, rhe dualistic view contradicts a wide variety of 'one object' passages, 
thJt is, very striking descriprions and arguments rhat indicate how for John 
the sensible 'object' does not exist separately from its intelligible causes; in­
deed. char ir is no 'thing' in rhe ontological sense because it is nor independ­
ent from and does not add to substantial reality. Rather, rhe sensible is solely 
the appeJrance of substance. In John's words, "chis does nor mean char che 
essence of all things in the Word is something ocher than the essence of all 
things in man, bur one and che same essence is conremplared by che mind 
under cwo different aspects, as subsisting in the eternal Causes, and as un­
dmcood in the effects . . .  " (IY.9.779C). Such passages as chis dictate char 
there is for John just one world; moreover, char all knowledge of and in ic is 
ulcimacely of Goel alone.30 

... Sec Prriph. 1.1.441 8-442A: P ll.2.526C-O and IV.27.8608-C; bur also ll.23.572A. 
'" See Periph. 1 1 1 . 19.681 A-8. IIl.4.633A-B. 1 . 12.4530-454A. IIl.3.630A-6328. 

lll.17.678C, 679A, l.72.5 I 8A-8. 
" See de div. praed. x.5, viii.2. xv.8-10, x.2-3; Peripl(�<. IV: I 6.826A-8, IV.16.828A, 

\'.16. 976A-B; cf. Pe,.iph. 111.36. 728C, V.31. 944A-B, IV. 16.828A, de div. pmed. xvi.4, v.3-7, 
in·iii.7. iii. I .  xv. I .  4-5; and J.C. Foussard, "Apparcnce et Apparition: La Notion de 'Phautasia' 
Oiez Jean Scot," in jean Scot trigene et l'Hirroire de la PhifoJophie, ed. R. Roques (Paris, 1977) 
344: "Oi1 est la difference sinon dans l'intmtio menrii! O'un cote, le Japiem Jemm qui ignore Jes 
dcsirs desordonnes et pour qui route beaute manifesce son Createur; de I' au1re le pecheur, en 
qui !'ignorance et la concupiscence sont necessairemenr liees." 

"'Sec Periph. V.36. 983C-D, V.6.871 C-872A. V.36. 9838, 983B-C (Abraham and the rich 
mln), ll . I0-1 1 .538B-5390, 2J.574C, 15.547A, V.J6.967C. 972C. 973A. 38.996Cff . .  
IV:l6.824C, lll.27.700C-O and esp. !V.5.760A-8; also, de di11. prat'd. xvii.8 and xix.3. 

'° Sec Periph. IV.7.7728, ll.23.573C-Off., 111.28.7048, 25.6938, IU3.578A-O, 
l\'.7.nlA, ll.24.579C-0; c( IV.5.7540, I l .787B-Off.; also, B. McGinn, "The Negative 
Element in the Anthropology of John the Scot," in jean Scot Erigeneet l'Hisroirede fa Phi/osophie 
320. 
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Altogether, these confusions, placed next to the several pantheistic pas­
sages with which this srudy began, suggest that the dualistic view considered 
initially cannot be caken strictly ar face value; hence some reinterpretation 
seems necessary. Is this possible? 

I l l .  ERIUGENIAN DUALISM: Rf.INTERPRETATION 
Unless we are to see his thought as inherently confused, the preceding 

section suggests that John Scotus Eriugena's metaphysics is nor at root <luaJ­
isric. What, however, can be done with the suggestive passages from the firsr 
section of chis srudy? They can in fact be reinrerpreced. Lee us go through 
each dualistic point that appeared above and see how the dualism supposed 
in them can be redefined, doing so wich reference co what I shall cry co show 
is Eriugena's larger and more consiscenr metaphysical framework. 

I begin with what was described above as the 'two-levels' problem, namely, 
che view chac reality is divided into cwo oncologically independent (though 
perhaps epistemologically related) realms, one sensible, the other intelligi­
ble. To this, I first point out that John is generally quire careful to posit 1hc 
srrongest dependence of the former upon the latter. Noc solely epistemo­
logical, this dependence is thoroughly oncological. What the sensible is. is 
the intelligible, albeit apprehended i n  less unified, less concentrated fash­
ion.31 John's distinction between two levels of existence need not be incer­
prered <lualistically, then, because i t  is only rhe higher level, the intelligible, 

which can be said properly ro be. As was just touched upon in reviewing chc 
seventh confusion, there is  no larger metaphysical grounding in Eriugena's 
thinking for, on che one hand, cwo separate levels of existence, nor, on rhc 
orher, rwo opposed existences at all. There is only one world for the Scot, 
albeit one char opens co different levels of experience: ic can be more or less 
truly, more or less comprehensively, experienced. In chis light, we may leave 
fully intact che doctrine of cwo kinds of knowledge, earthly and divine. In 
face, such a distinction now strongly supports chis reinrerprecation. \'\'har 
needs to be corrected is the dualistic (and false) corollary chat there are rwo 
separ:ue objects (or secs of objects) pertaining co these separate appn:hen· 
sions: "For one and che same thing is made known by che invescigacio!is '>! 
conremplacion in one way in its causes, in another way in ics effecu 
(II  1 .28.7048). There is ulcimacely just one object ro be known in the worl�, 
though one knowable in more ways than one: through the senses in 3 dt-

" One might wish ro comp.ire Plotinus: sec £11ne.1d1 Vl.7.7.I7ff.. Vl.6.!8.2J-28. JI :19' 
Vl.2.1. Fuller demonstration of 1he Platonic point can be found in E. Perl. "Sense-Per«\lliOll 
rnd Intellect in Plato," Revue de Philosophie Ancimne XV: I ( 1997): J 5-34. 
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fRJUGENA AGAJNST METAPHYSICAL DUALISM 147 

verse, fragmentary, sensible (though still revelatory) way; through the mind 

in a unitive, intelligible, stable way. Ji 
Added criticism of any dualistic separation of the two levels is found in 

ihe many passages where John refuses to accord being to the sensible. Quite 

a number of passages can be found on this point, passages which state that 
•10 be' belongs to rhe intelligible, nor the sensible; that "no creature . . .  can 
be held to possess any other substance buc that reason by which it subsists in 
ihe Primordial Causes within che Word of God. "·13 Substance, then, stands 

ar rhe level of the causes, and whatever else can be found within being can­

nor be another substance or set of substances. However the sensible may 
exist, chen, ic does not add more being ro being nor definition ro defini­
iion,.14 for "nothing exists in human narure which is not spiritual and intel­
ligible, for even the substance of the body is intelligible. "3� The two levels 

must chen be within one and the same universe, i.e., ontological frame­

work.36 
What, chen, shall be done wich chose passages quoted above which seem 

IO propose cwo rigorously contrasted levels of existence? Some of these are 
directly corrected by John.·17 As for uncorrected passages, there is a strong 
case to be made for interpreting the "sensible nacure," which John himself 
says is now "distinct from the intelligible" because of the Fall;18 solely in 
non-substantial terms, i.e., not as another thing or world. On the one hand, 
an Eriugenian tenet that has not yet been considered, namely, his 'nothing is 

" Ir may be that one can ascend into even higher knowledge through yet another mode of 
knowing, " 'mystical' one of some sort, as is implied in certain of John"s discussions of kuowl­
«lgeofGod (e.g., Periph. IIl.23.689C, V.38.1017C-D). levelled theophanics (Pn·iph. V.J6.964A, 
fapo;irionrs in fmlrrhiam Coelesrem iv.2 [ Co1pm Chrisrirmomm Cominuatio N!edievalis. vol. 31  . 
.IOl-09]), and the speci:il return of the saims (e.g .. Periph. V.J6.979A, V.38.101 1 B-10 IJBff.). 

11 Periph. lV.7.772B: cf. ll.25.582C, 7.533B--C. 
" &., the 'nothing is new' passage at Periph. ll.2 I .560G-561 B: cf. l.42.484B. where John 

cells us tll31 no wise observer gives being to what is sensibly perceived; also l.42--43.484G-
485A. 

JI Periph. V.8.878D-879A: "In humana siquidem narura nil subsisrir, quod spirituale et 
imelligibile non sic. Nam er subsranria corporis profecro inrelligibilis est . . . .  " 

"'Armstrong speaks casually about the Platonic belief in "a duality of worlds," bur rhen 
qu•liflcs his comments, speaking about Plorinus in p:trticular, by saying 1har some "understand 
his chouglu in terms of one world, one set of entities, apprehended in differenr w.1ys at differenr 
IC\'Cls, rather rhm rwo" ("Dualism Platonic, Gnostic, Christian" 47--48), which applies ro 
Eriugena, as well. 

r Cf. Periph. 11.14.54-IB and 544A (the correction); also, IV.9.779B-C and 779C (the 
correction). 

JI Periph. ll.9.536C: "sensibilis natura ab imelligibili in eo non discreparetur"; cf. the rest of 
the passage: "toms enim esser incellecrus crearori suo sempcr er immutabilirer adb:1erens e1 
nullo modo a primordialibus suis causis in quibus condicus csr recederer . . . .  " 
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lose' doccrine, is relevanc co chis concern. The nacure of che doccrine is sim­
ply chac whacever can be found in and chrough sensation, or whatever can be 
found chac is sensible and visible, can and will be found in and through 
incellection and can and will be concained in whac is incelligible. To put it 
more simply, whatever is 'lower' in reality is already found in whac is 'higher.' 
Such a view presupposes a distinction becween cwo levels of being wichou1 
dualizing chese levels. Hence, as che quescion ac stake here is how we can 
avoid interpreting the sensible as something independencly ocher than chc 
intelligible, chis doccrine, though distinguishing between sensible and intel­
ligible, instructs that however they may be distinguished there is no onto­
logical feature of the sensible chat cannot be found in rhe intelligible. Some­
times John will scare char what is sensible can be found in the inrelligible 
becrer, or more truly, or more fully (IV.5.759A-C, Ill.  I 4.664C, II. 16.546D-
547 A). Somecimes he formulates ic as existence in che cause as discincr from 
exiscence ourside che cause (II. 1 5.547 A), or as genus and species (IV.5.7508). 
Sometimes, curiously, he will suggest that even che deficiencies of life reside 
in rhe intelligible (V.36.972D). At cimes, he is speaking generally of differ­
ences and multiplicicy (V.36.9798, IV.8.876A-B), at other times of animaliry 
(IV. l 9.835A) or of che sexes ( l l . 1 2 - 1 3.54 1 A-C, IV. 1 8 .833A-B), somerimes 
of all sensibles (IV. 1 2.8228) or of sensation in distinction to (dia)noeric 
apprehension (IV. 19.835A-C). The varieties of formulations need nor con­
cern us at the momenc, for the point of relevance is chat all chat is hm• is 
there; whar is sensible is in rhe inrelligible. Therefore, the sensible is and can 
be only as an appearance: it can be 'other' only in the sense of being another 
way of viewing or knowing. Ic is an image of the intelligibilicy ofincelligiblcs 
made somehow less, as inrelligibilicy spread out, diluted, broken apart, slowed 
down. Thus rhe sensible can only be rhe intelligible and offer noching but ics 
being--only less adequacely.39 On the ocher hand, and perhaps more con­
cretely, rhe conneccion char John makes becween sensible existence and ap­
prehension "from the outside"40 suggests char the reincerpreted Fall musr 

cake place in the world, racher than as a creation of a new world. It suggesrs 
furcher char such an onrological change, i.e., distortion, muse be a matter of 
a change of perspective, more a matter of seeing awry dun of 'going else­
where.' A number of intriguing passages lend full supporc to this perspecrival 
interpretation of the Fall of humankind.41 

Jo This point follows directly from the logical grounds of John's metaphysics, i.e., from his 
Platonic understanding of the cause-effect relation: see again the references in n. 16 abo,·e. 

•0 See Periph. Il. 14.544A, wherein John discusses the perspectival creation of multiplicin· 

on the part of the mind that apprehends creatures 1101 in the unity of their ciuses but in their 

appearance in "places, ti1nes, qualities, quantiric:s . . . .  " 
" See. e.g., Periph. IV.22.84JA, 844B-C, IV: 16.828B-829A, V::l6.967D-968A and 970A 

B, V.38. l 0 l 2B-C, V.6.87 1 D-872A, IV.23.849A-B. 
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Let us next consider briefly those passages distinguishing between sensibles 

and intelligibles, rhose which distinguish between different worlds, and mis­

cellaneous others which label corporeality as the dwelling of falsehood or 

seem co restrict the imago dei to mind, not sense. In respect to the first two 
groups, John's doctrine of non-spatial difference,42 along wirh the just-con­
cluded argument against two dualized levels of existence, leaves no room for 

many worlds or any sharp ontological distinction between sense and form. 
Moreover, some of these passages are corrected by John himself.4·1 In respect 
to those passages which seem to contrast two different bodies or two kinds 
of bodies, closer consideration shows that he is often contrasting tv•o differ­
ent appearances of the same body.44 This should not be surprising in light of 
rhe 'one object' passages referred to above.45 The point is also supported by 
his arguments that the body is an image of an image.46 

A number of the other miscellaneous passages from above, such as rhose 
char seem to make spacial and substantial distinctions between sensible and 
intelligible realms, can be treated similarly. But those passages wherein John 
describes fallen humanity as oncologically deficient prove somewhat more 
resistanr. We might consider that summary of rhe Fall whereby Man clothes 
himself, says John, "in the form of a beast and hurls himself from that which 
is the better down to that which is much inferior" (IV.6.7628); or, concern­
ing rhe soul: "she has drifted so far from herself and her Creacor and ap­
proached in likeness so near and so shamefully rhe irrational and morral 
animals" (IY.5.76 IA). In rhe absence of John's arguments for one world we 
could easily interpret these dualistically. Even in light of those arguments, i r  
is difficult to  see what i t  could mean to identify oneself wirh the sensible 
portion of reality, as rhe passage in question indicates has taken place, if not 
consignment to another world. How could one drift away, if nor into a 
deficienr (sensible) world? 

To answer this last question, as John sometimes does, "by some principle 
of unlikeness" (V. I 6.868A), is promising. This principle is described as the 
nihil per privativum and defined as the unsubstantial opposite of the divine 
nihil.47 It is chis thing (rather, no-ching) rhar leads John to see the present life 
as an abandonment of rhe source, a separate life which is separate because it 

" See n. 29 above. 
•J His vivid descrip1ion of three worlds (sec "Homily on 1he Prologue . . . " xix.294Aff) is 

i1sclf synthesized by John into a unity insofar as the third is a mediator which unites the first 
cwo. 

« See Periph. IV.5.759A-C. 1 6.822A-B. 5.760A-B. V.8.879A-B. 
" See again the references provided in n. 30 obovc. 
"' Periph. IV. l 1.790A, 790C. Il.27.5850, V.34.952C. He sometimes contradicts this idea. 

however: see IV. 16.817A. I 2.797A (Gregory ofNysso), 12.799A-C. 
" For some of his discussion, scePeriph. l.59.502A, IY. 16.825C, III. 19.681 C, l 7.679B-C. 

Guest
Rectangle



1 50 

is impoverished, deprived, made less than what is. To be deficienr, in chis 
light, is co fail co some extent to exist. This kind of deficienc existence is ihc 
existence char moves away by becoming unlike-to be "norhingified," as 
Gregory of Nyssa puts it.48 The problem with this answer is that in specify­
ing ic John seems to identify animality with deficient life. Such an idenriflca­
rion chrearens co land us back in a bifurcation of sense and intelligibiliry. To 
what, then, does rhe imago dei percain in Man? Is his animality included or 
nor? Some of the excerpts from the Periphyseon chat we looked at above 
answer rhis question firmly in the negative, based on the separation of mind, 
God, spiritual reality, etc .. on the one hand, and sense, sin, and animal life, 
on the other. These are undeniably strong in their emphasis. Bur there is 
evidence to show char this opposition cannot, in the last analysis, find any 
systematic grounding in Eriugena's metaphysics. For where in fact animaliry 
is nor divine, not made imago dei, God himself is restricted: rhere is a por· 
rion of reality which is not God-breached, and God's omnipresence is noc 
omni (unless animal, vegerable, and mineral life are taken as illusory, and for 
John chis is out of che quesrion4'>). Furthermore, in his view ir is not acrually 
animality char is deficient but human identification with animality.'0 In dis­
cussing the Fall and its consequences, John regularly idenrifies being fallen 
with a mis-identifying of oneself and a subsequent disordering of being. 
Hence for Man to look only below, as it were, and live according ro biologi· 
cal necessities without recourse to divinity or the primordial causes is for 
Man to be deficienc. For John, such a life is a severely cruncaced life; it refu5CS 
to transcend itself. Such transcendence, however, is yet one more way in 
which real humanity images its maker (IY.5.758A-759Aff.),  thus its loss 

must constitute a deficiency and a transgression: it is to be an animal nor by 
nature bur by sin.s1 Bue even here we see char being an animal is nor defi· 
cienr; ic is in  fact in the image of God. Rather, deficiency is located in those 
who forgetfully see themselves as animals or as identical to cheir bodies. rhus 
overlooking rheir full nature and, indeed, their source, rather than being 

located in animality or body themselves. This, in distinction co the dualistic 

description, is in fact how John sometimes characterizes the Fall, i.e., as a 
wrong activity, a mis-seeing, a dis-orderingY Additionally, chere are pas­
sages which show that for John the image in fact belongs to Man in his 

animality and spirituality both (IY.5.754D-755A), char body is immortal 

" See Nyssa's In Imcrip. Ps11/monm1 I.viii (Gregorii N_meni Opem V.480M (62-63)). 
•• See again Periph. 1 1 1 . 17 .676C-677D. 
;o See Periph. IV.6.672A-B. 
" These are described as two different stares of being at Periph. IV.5.756A-B. 
" See 11. 4 1  above. I discuss this docrrine ,IC some length in my dissenarion. Deficimt £»1.11· 

en re in 11 Divine \Vorld: Ontologi«JI Deficienry in the Meraphpics of jolm Scotus Eri11geiz.z (,\Jin 
Arbor, 1 999) 256-84. 

Guest
Rectangle



ERJUGENA AGAINST METAPHYSIO\L DUALISM 1 5 1  

(V.6.8720), that Man would have been animal even if he had not sinned 
(IV.6.763A), that even the "natural body" reflects God (V.6.8720), and, 

again, char our animality as such is not in face a problem in itself (IV.6.761 D-

7628). 
Further light is shed on this point by turning to the sole, though daunt­

ing, dualistic plank remaining from this paper's first section. The doctrine in 

question is char of kakaphany, a world made by sin, not theophanic, hence 
not dependent upon God, which contrasts sharply with the pantheism tra­
ditionally attributed to Eriugena. These are, without a doubt, two very dif­
ferent explanations of the genesis and nature of the sensible portion of real­
ity. On the one hand, John describes the world as a product of God, through 
the Holy Spirit;5.I in conjunction with this idea, he makes universal state­
ments to the effect chat all chat exists, including sensibles, are cheophanic; 54 
,111d elsewhere, he says that one blasphemes if one sees the world as made 
from anything other than God or things as existing orher than through "par­
ticipation in the one only Cause of all" (III.9.643B-644A). On che ocher 
hand. we have seen him describe sensible reality as the produce of the Fall, 
sometimes as the creation of the fallen soul, somehow or other arising out­
side che cheophanic creativity of God, thus problematically posing itself as 
somehow independent. For instance, he sometimes describes it as a pen­
alry,55 and some things have been added to our being, he says in some places, 
by the soul or by the falling itself, rather than by God; for example, 

What wonder, rhen. if the first man, made in the image of God and (who) transgressed 
the di,•ine commandme111 and for that reason {was) driven from the bliss of paradise, 
should create for himself from the clay of the eanh a fragile and mortal habitarion on 
the advice of the Divine Providence, so tha1, since he had in his pride refused to occupy 
and preserve the heavenly and spiritual body created by God Himself. he should in his 
degradation make for himself. as a punishment for disobedience, a mortal mansion 
taken from earthly matter, and by this punishment be brought to repentance and seek 
in chastened mood, by gening to know himself again and by mortifying himself. to 
rernrn to the first s1:1te of his nawre?56 

A confirmation of this view can be found in statements John makes con­
cerning the transience of sense and the visible body: they, unlike Intellect 
and the spiritual body, will pass away. 57 

H Periph. fV.5.74?0-750A: cf. II.24.579C-0, 22.566A-C. 
S< Again, sec Periph. III. I ?.681 B-C. 23.68?C, V.6.8720: also, several striking passages in 

his poems, e.g., Carmina 61 (lines 4?-50), 77 (line 21) ,  85 (lines 12fT.), and 1 17 (line 20). 
ss See Periph. Il.23.57 IA-B, IV l 8.833C. I 5.807C. 
56 Periph. 11.25.5838-C; cf. IV. I 9.834C-D. Il.23.571 C-D. 26.584A-B. 
s· Sec Periph. ll.23.56?A-B, 2 l.561A, Ilf.27.701 B-C; but he sayS 1he opposite at Il.23.572A, 

8.534A-C, and V.25.926A (aJJd sec also ll.21.56 1A-B). 
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How shall we understand this apparent contradiction? What can it m 
to say chat the world as we know it is both the result of sin and part of the 
creative accivity of God? In a number of passages in the Periphyseon, Joha 
gives us a first hint of reconciliation with his claim that, indeed, the sensible 
creation is 'boch-and'; for instance, in what follows: 

But that which is deri,·ed . . .  from the qualities and quantities of the four clements of 
the sensible world . . .  penain[s] to the composition of the superadded and, one miiht 
say, s11perll11ous body. And the nnterial and external body is like a garment and is not 
improperly regarded as the outward expression of the imernal .md narural body .. . .  

Bra weing that the exterior body al.so is created b)' God, and is added by Him to 1hc 
01her, 1he grearness of 1he Divine Goodness and His infinite Providence towards ..JI 
things whidi are was not willing tha1 it should entirely perish and be reduced to no1h­
ing. bem11Se ii comes fiwn !hill Providmce . . . .  ( IY.12-IJ.80 I D-802A [emphases •nd 
brackets mine]) 

Both sides of the dichotomy are explicitly placed togecher here and in ocher 
passages like this one.58 

Now, why this muse be so is not explicitly elaborated by John; however. a 
handful of justifications present themselves. First, not to be from God would 
concradicc his basic principle of cheophany: ic is God who is behind and in 
all of che difference, variety, and divisions of the world. Second, if not from 
God, then from where? From something outside God? But chis, argues John, 
is impossible: it entails a dualism which may be blasphemous, and is cer· 
rainly metaphysically unacceptable.59Third, God alone creates (IL24.581A). 

Fourth, placing the two explanations togecher neatly capcures-simu/ tt 
semel-a variety of John's anendanc doctrines of Man and God, as can be 

seen in the following summary of che doctrine: 

Bui l do no1 hesita1e 10 say d1.1t this corruptible and 111a1erial body which was t.iken 
from the mud of the eanh . . .  :tlier sin and as J punishment for sin, so 1hat in it the 
negligent soul might be trained ro keep the conuuandme111s <and 10 manifest her op­
erations>, was created .mcl ;, d.iily being created as though by some proper action of the

_ soul. For it ouglu not 10 surpiise you that Holy Scripture declares 1hat God 1ook dJ) ol 
the eanh and !Tom it formed a body for man, because it is nor unreasonable rlu1 the 
action of the crcarure should be referred to Him from Whom C\·ery nJrnral 3Ction 
originates, since even Jmong the cclesrial essences . . .  whllcver (ministration) rhe higher 
order performs Jud completes upon 1he order below it by some action of its own is 

>• E.g., Pn·iph. ll.25.581B-58JC. 9.5368-D, V.35.953A-954C, IV. 14.8078-C. 
1" The former is suggesred where John chides those who do no1 attribute all things ro th< 

creative goodnes:. of God (sec, e.g., Periph. V.36.972D-973C. V.36.9828-9838, de div. rr.wi 
xvii.5) , the latter where he argues rather soberly 1hat ontologically dependent things cannOI 

subsis1 independently (see, e.g., Pn·iph. Y.34.952C, Y.24.909C; cf. IIl.23.689C-D). 
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wholly referred 10 Him from Whom every natural morion springs and every natural 
action descends from rhe highest to rhe lowest. For . . .  the whole dispensation of che 
Divine Providence is referred ro it because it is the Cause of all things.60 

The responsibility of humankind for falling away, che diminishmenc chac is 
sensible-experience, rhe face char God is nor responsible for evil, rhe punish­
menr besrowed on humanity for irs rebellion, and yer rhe compassion of 
God which shows itself in his providential care for Man after the Fall, i.e., 
afrer any fall-all of rhese are choroughly pare of John's meraphysics, hence 
lead him to affirm borh sides of rhe dichotomy. As a marrer of face, ir would 
appear char at this srruccural-poinc of John's meraphysics, both sides muse be 
affirmed, because each is symbolic of char larger confroncation between his 
soaring visions of rheophanic being and his rugged acceptance of the Chris­
cian docrrine of rhe Fall. The world is a good creation: ic manifests rhe 'na­
ture' of d1e super-essential God and is dependent on him. Yer, rhe world is 
also marked with deficiencies char come in a variety of shapes and sizes, buc 
all of which are privative influences, stripping being of ics characrer, order, 
.ind harmony. John's metaphysics posies both of rhese views: God has cre­
ared and is in control of all even chough rhe world is nor enrirely as God had 
aboriginally willed ir to be; the world is in fact God's world even though 
marked by deficiency. John often gives eloquenr and passionate defenses of 
the divine love and order which govern rhe world, even in its deficiency; i.e., 
evil, he argues, is made to enhance the good of the world."' In chis lighr, the 
sensible creation, including animal and vegetable life in all their chaotic va­
riety and mess, is the produce of sin and also of God. Ir is both because it 
would not have exisred if Man had nor turned away from God; yet, despice 
its origins in human disrrusr and rebellion, ir serves a beneficenr and de­
signed purpose for humankind and all of creation: it is "the spiritual medi­
cine by which God willed to recall His Image ro itself and inro Himself" 
(V.35.9598). Hence its purpose is co help to restore our fallen reality to its 
pristine condition. 

How, in such a case, is it rheophany? John is less explicit rhan one would 
like him to be. In lighr of rhe principles char we have drawn our of his rhought 
in chis reinrerprerarion, however, ar least one answer can be provided on his 
behalf. Simply pur, it is char rhe sensible creation is as naturally capable of 
communicating me creator's will and nawre as are inrelligibles. The barriers 
will be more numerous, the lessons less clear, buc the meaning of the whole 
can be found in and through sensibles, as rheophanies, even as it is glimpsed 

60 Periph. Il.25.582C-583A; cf. II.9.536B-D, 25.581 B-C. 
61 Inter alia, see Pe1·iph. V.35.953C-954C, 38.1012C-1013A. IJ.20.684B, de div. pmed. 

xvii.5-6, xviii.6, 8. 
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in fuller apprehensions of being. As an illustration, lee us cake the example of 
che sexes, i.e., cheir differentiarion. For John, such differenciacion is the rc­
sulc of che Fall. As che fragmenracion of che prior unity of che human es­
sence, wich ics manifescation in all of che social and personal confliccs in the 
'bacrle of che sexes' (and in ocher concerns related co gender and sexuality). it 
may then be seen as a punishmenc (or portion thereof) which follows from 
Man's disobedience. And yet, even as a punishment, it is also a ponion of the 
divinely prescribed medicine for fallen souls. In ocher words, on the one 
hand, caken by themselves (i.e., wichouc any reference co source or princi­
ple), chey might mean noching ac all; moreover, and whac is worse, they 
could and, indeed, do lead to a variety of ills, e.g., the mis-use of another for 
rhe sake of one's own pleasure, alienation and fear, condemnations of the 
'ocher' (hence a dualism of a non-mecaphysical bur divisive son), disorden 
in society and self where passions begin co rule one's life instead of serving as 
parr of ir, ere. On the ocher hand, however, as images cied to che God-world 
rheophanic relation, rhey may symbolize cwo becoming one, human <le�ire 
(and need) for unity, rhe productivity of union, che joys of rogerherness 
which are free from use and abuse, rhe mysrery thac is sameness in differ­
ence. They allow such manifestations ro be made more immediately, discur­
sively, simply. For rhe soul ro be led in chis way upwards, as it were, by the 
sensible portion of realiry, easily lends icself to che Scot's doctrine of the 
sensible as medicine. What is visible, seen aright, helps those who have fallen 
through infatuation for che sensible ro resrore their original order.1'! The 
Don Giovanni figure, loving (rather, luscing) his way chrough rhe ranks of 
women he finds appealing, learns co see himself and chose whom he previ­
ously ordered for his own pleasures in the light of rhe divine marriage of 
God and world: he marries himself co one; he orders his life to char one. no 
longer guided solely by his selfish desires bur now shaping his life according 
to rhe larger whole. In chis way, Eriugena's sensible becomes not only the 
scene for the decision ro be ac all, bur rhe influence by which chose who have 
fallen from being are enabled once again, albeit through small sreps, to exist 
fully.63 

As the weaving together of rhese rwo doctrines is no simple marrer, more 
questions could be asked, mosc relevant of which is why, in light of all ihai 
we have said in defense of cheophany, John should insist (if only at times) 
that rhe soul or sin creates the sensible or rhe sense-world. Such a claim 

•: They need not, of course, and so111e will noc: rhe sensible can be uken simply on iu 0\'1•· 
61 The focr rl1.1c we stand inberween 111orally opposed forces of good and evil, and rhus (IJ\"C 

ac every rurn 1he opponuni1y co move closer io or farther from nature, God, and sdf. lends 

added drama ro rhe doc1ri11e: see p,,,·iph. Il.26.584A-B, V.35.9598. 
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chrows doubc on che enrire meraphysical vision which he labors so mighrily 

co awaken, unless it can be caken as che perspectival creation of a seeming­
wocld, or objects, or order. This 'perspectivism' is precisely what he suggests 

in places.64 All the same, all of these points together illustrate John's doctrine 
chac sensible reality is designed by God for the support of fallen creatures. 
Sensibility is a dispensation, foreseen (in some sense)65 by God and unfortu­
nare in respecr ro che unity of which the sensible by irs very presence signals 
rhe loss, bur providentially "super-added" ro rhe original creation for the 

sake of mainraining in theophanic being creatures influenced by corruptive 
non-being. 

CONCLUSION 
I have just been at pains ro reinceprer che dualistic passages and argu­

ments reviewed at chis scudy's beginning. I have given John's direct correc­
rions of some passages. Further, I have rried co show, with special emphasis 
on his doctrine of a fallen creation, that more passages can be consisrencly fir 
under a rheophanic meraphysics than a dualistic metaphysics. I conclude 
thar we have no dualism in John's rhoughr. There is for him jusr one world; 
the Fall takes place in it; thus, the deficiencies variously observed by western 
religions and philosophies alike, also by Eriugena, appear nor as a dualisric 
opposirion ro divine rheophany, bur as parasiric influences within a divine 
cosmos. The cosmos, even chough it can be more or less adequarely known 
and parricipated, even rhough it only more or less allows its divine source ro 
shine through its many pares, and even rhough rhere is deficiency to be 
found in it, remains a unified whole. John's very moving 'parable of che 
world,'66 which compares the goods and evils of reality ro rhe many-faceted 
speccacle of daily life in a "great and richly appointed palace," exemplifies 
chis idea very movingly, illusrraring chac despice a variety of appearances 
there is no final metaphysical basis for any Eriugenian dualism ar all, wherher 
of body and mind, good and evil, idea and particular, or God and world. 
There is difference and variety in chis one world; rhere is number and dis­
tinction and place; there is even a very real influence of evil and sinfulness. 
Bur for John, deficienr existence is not and cannor simply be ' being in an­
other world' or 'participating in another substance.' To exisr deficiently is, 

"' Sec again Pe,.iph. IV.22.843A, 844B-C, rv I6.828B-829A, V.36.967D-968A and 970A­
B, V.38. I 0128-C, V.6.871 D-872A, IV.23.849A-B; also. his rcfem1cc 1 0  1he "ariificial things" 
created by a fallen soul (IV. I 9.834C-D) and his description of'surfoce-secing' (IIl.34.72JC); 
c( nn. 41 .  52 above. 

6' John is well aware that to say God foresees the Fall (and Man's need for sensible reality) is 
to mis-represent God's e1crnali1y and omnipresence: sec Periph. IV.14.807 A-808B. 

"" Sec Periph. V.36.972D-97JC; c( V.36.982B-983B. de div. praed. xvii.S. 
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rather, to fail to be in chis world where there is only one subscance, namdy. 
the divine essence, which, in creating itself, creates the world, which is one 
and, in its every part, theophanic. Thus, our Irishman's metaphysics may 
take evil and sin seriously without thereby being committed ro anv nma-
physical dualism.67 

• 

Ir is precisely this consideration that looms largest, here at the conclusion 
of chis study. One rightly questions just how Eriugena (and Christian Pla­
tonic thinkers like him) could so easily slip into dualistic-seeming scarements, 
scaremenrs wirh the force and energy of chose reviewed above. These phi­
losophers, after all, are allegedly rhe great unifiers (and supposed moniscs) of 
western philosophy. Yer now one secs char chis near-dualism follows logi­
cally, perhaps necessarily, from John's commitment to rhe 'reality' of evil. 
Although for Eriugena rhe whole of being is theophanic, ir is pockmarked 
here and chere with the very real influence of a meraphysically unreal power: 
evil. His eagerness to affirm both sides, as it  were, of our experience-1hac 
all is unified and whole even while all is influenced by corruptions-is \'ery 
clearly demonscraced in the following passage: 

So i1 is crea1ed and creJ1es in 1he primordial causes, but in their effec1s i1 is created and 
does not cre.tte . . .  and 1herefo1e every creature corporeal and visible and subject 10 1he 
senses, is wonc 10 be called in Scripwre nor inappropriately 1he last trace of 1he Divine 
N.11ure, .111d this e'·ery contempla1ive mind, like a Moses ascending 10 1he pe>k of con· 
1en1pl.11io11, is permined [O penetrate, .111d as yet it can sc.Hcdy be h1lly discerned b�· 
wise minds owing io 1he distraction of 1he vapours of earthly fJmasies and doe thundering< 
:111d ligl1111ings of mutable 1hings which are suddenly born and suddenly pass away. For 
ii is for ''cry few, wholly detached from earthly 1hough1s and purged by virtue Jnd 
knowledge, to kHow God in these visible cre:u ures as 1he pa1riarch Abrah.un knew Him 
. . . .  (lll.2J.689C-D) 

John presents chen corrects a duaJisric-seeming view several times in chis one 
passage. All is theophany, he affirms, bur consider coo the discraccions of chis 
life: all is marked with deficiency, as well. 

This balanced interpretation of Eriugena is superior to any simply pan· 
theistic or simply dualistic view. Like many others in the Platonic tradition, 

Eriugena's thoughc is constructed mosaically: one stone must be placed nexr 
to another one, piece by piece finding che whole, which emerges gradually 
even while being intimared wholly in each part, and irs srructuring princi· 
pies. No easy cask, to be sure. Yer, only this sort of painstaking hermeneuric. 

··A.H. Armstrong speaks to this poi Ill on behalf of late Ncoplatonists, reminding us diJt 

evil in 1hc Ncoplaionic cosmos can be seen as serving 1hc good without producing a ·�osn�i< 

optimism" dJJr would be "100 fancifully and inhumanely rose31c" ("Dualism Pla1onic, Gnosuc. 

and Christian" 4 l ) .  
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one striving to see through each piece of the puzzle in rhe attempt to glimpse 

che whole captured in chis or char enigmatic part of his writing, can do 

jusrice to a thinker like Eriugena. Perhaps chis review of his thought will nor 

only make a contribution to philosophical thinking about dualism,68 then, 
bur also suggest corrections to any incerpretarions of his metaphysics chac 
have nor struck such a balance. 

This being said, John's reliance upon dualistic statemencs seems in some 
places quite insistent. I have argued thac even in chese cases he knows beccer, 
metaphysically speaking; and yec, his language is sometimes more than sug­
gescive. Despite the foregoing reinterprecacion, we must consider that John's 
theophanic view may have been influenced by some other. Or could these 
be slips of che tongue? Or was he speaking for effecc?69 Or perhaps one could 
explain rhe dualistic passages in connection wirh larger culmral currenrs? In 
rhe early Middle Ages there can be traced a continuing trend away from late 
ancient Platonic and Stoic this-worldliness to a divine retreat, a metaphysi­
cal bifurcation, which in the later Middle Ages would more strongly empha­
size the independence of the particular. Perhaps John's metaphysics is em­
blematic of such a transition, for in just a few hundred years, Anselm, Abelard, 
and then che High Medieval philosophies, which make sharper distinctions 
between namre and grace, reason and revelation, this life and the next, etc., 
will emerge.-0 On the other hand, it may be possible to explain John's dual­
istic 'slips' as the result of a more basic dichotomy, namely, that benveen rwo 
separate visions of reality (including differenc lines of thought), one reli­
gious or Christian, emphasizing sin, Fall, and grace, and one philosophical 
or pagan, emphasizing limit, mutability, nature.71 On this view, John would 
be struggling wich rwo quire differenc ways of explaining che present life and 
ics deficiencies. I chink chat there are, however, too few of chese passages to 

61 Eriugena's metaphysics presents an imposing case to be 111,1de against dualism; 111oreover, 
it docs so as something of a watershed in 1he history of Platonic mernphysics. We find in his 
thought an array of insights scattered throughour the history of Plaronism which precedes him. 

""The 'diree worlds' passages in John's '"Homily on rhc Prologue to the Gospel of Jolrn" fulls 
inio this category, as its pas1or:U purpose would naturally be to exlion sinners 10 return to God, 
10 fight influences from darkness-i.e .. an ethical dualism of a sort. 

-o G.H. Allard argues somewhat along these lines in "The Primacy of Exis1ence in the 
Thoughr of Eriugena," in Neopl111onism 11nd Chri1ti'1n Thought (New York, 1982) 89-96, where 
he secs Eriugena shifling emphasis from essences to existences; cf. \Y/. Otten, "The Dialecric of 
the Return in Eriugena's Pe,.iphyseon," H,zrv11rd Theologiml Revirti• 84.4 ( 1991 ): 399--42 1 ,  on 
the Scot's "hyperallegorical" or "performalive" exegesis (4 19-20), which would conrrast sharply 
widt an exegesis that 'waits parjently for the Lord.' 

'' A. \Y/ohlman works on the supposirion thar such a tension is woven into John's 1hougl11 
precisdv at the poinr where Procession ends and rhe Rerurn begins: see l'l1omme, le monde 
iemible, et le peche dmIJ /,, philo10phie de je11n Scot Erigene (Paris, 1987) 24-25. 
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pose any real threat to seeing John as a thoroughgoing theophanist. At anv 
rate, philosophical consistency and coherence have been the aim of this scud�. 
hence I have labored mainly to correct John's divergent statements wich wh�c 
I have argued to be more fundamental metaphysical commitments. 

One remaining ambiguity cannot so easily be set aside. In dealing with 
the question of che constitution of die creature vis-a-vis ics divine source, the 
same kind of ambiguity is present that we have been dealing wich in respccc 
to evil {and sin) and being. Indeed, in chis swdy I have favored John's chink­
ing on deficient existence, rather cha11 having focused exclusively on che 
possible dualizing of creature qua creacure (ramer chan qua fallen) and God. 
Buc a similar (albeit weaker) challenge to his theophanism can be made on 
these grounds, i.e., very simply by existence itself. What is each exiscenr, if 
not some combination of divinity and some extra-divine material or imma­
teriality? John's arguments against dualism extend even to this considera­
tion, as those infamous pantheistic passages well testify with their demand 
that the creacure be seen as existent only 'in' or 'through' its omological 
source. This emphasis is nearly everywhere presenc in John's discussion of 
the ontological constitution of che created world. And yet, he does not sim­
ply reduce everything to God. There is genuine 'standing ouc'-ex-iscenct:­
thac cakes place in his cheophanic world. But, how? Noc dualistically, as this 
study argues. As parricipacions, John's thought will say: beings have being 
only "after" and always "in" God.72 Bue what does this mean, if not a com­
pletely separate (if not opposed} rhing? Here again, John's meraphysics de­
mands balance of the finest sort. We must not have simple dualism. Nor 
must we have simplistic monism. We must have both. All is one through che 
differences which consriwte it as AJl,7J and the many are many because they 
are unified in and through their source. This kind of manyness-in-uniry (or. 
cheophanism) appears, at any race, co be the source and goal of John's choughc. 
In lighc of its imporcance (and difficulty), a more precise account of the 
Eriugenian view of the God-world relationship, its theophanic, not panthe­

istic nor dualiscic, nature, will serve as the next appropriate and imporc.uu 

step in understanding John's metaphysical vision of che world. 

'' Sec Periph. l. J 2.453D-454A, lll . .3.630A-632B, III.9.644A, l.62.506C. 
73 Of obviously close relation co such a 'boch-and' mecaphysics is che Arcopagitc's h��­

affirmation of affirmation and negation: God is and is not all things; God is and is not n:un ' 
CIC. 
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