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THESIS ABSTRACT 

Issues of language are of crucial importance to the doctrinal 

controversies of Classical Patristics. The Fathers, as well as their opponents, 
show a sustained philosophical interest in the nature of language, words, name, 
meaning, changes of meaning of expressions, correctness of name, the purity of 
language, etc. The main attempt of this dissertation is, therefore, to demonstrate 
that the Patristic view of language was not just an eclectic variant of standard 
philosophical overviews (Platonic, Stoic, Peripatetic, etc. ), but a thorough and 
well-conceived treatment of the matter, that should be recognised as an 
independent theory of language. 

The linguistic expertise of, for example, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, 
Basil of Caesarea, and Gregory of Nyssa, is inherited from the grammatical, 
logical, and rhetorical education of their time. But the topics of the discussions 

and investigations seem to arise naturally and often the question was posed in a 
substantially new way. The main point is to clarify that: first, in the course of its 
formation, the Christian theological view of names and language varied, 
depending on the theological school concerned (e. g. the Alexandrian); secondly, 
the Patristic comprehension of language is strongly rooted (and therefore can 
only be explained) in the context of the Christian doctrine of man; therefore, the 
Patristic theory of language is finally defined as a theological anthropology of 
language. 

The four dissertational chapters are set out logically and chronologically, 

each one conceived as (to some extent) an independent study; an attempt is 

made to approach each of the writers individually. The dissertation begins with 

a fresher analysis of the Classical philosophical tradition (the first chapter). Then, 

the examination shifts to the writings of the Apologists, their Gnostic opponents 
(the second chapter), the theologians of the Alexandrian School (the third 

chapter) and, finally, to the famous doctrinal controversy of the fourth century 
between the Cappadocian Fathers on the one hand, and Aetius and Eunomius on 
the other (the fourth chapter). 
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Introduction 

This dissertation is intended to be a contribution to the study of historical 

philosophy and theology of language in the early Patristic period. As follows 

from the title, the examination is concerned with Greek sources; the main task 

of the investigation is to answer the following questions: 

" How did the earliest Christian theologians comprehend the phenomenon 
of language? 

" What was the cause of the Patristic concern with this philosophical 

problem? 

" How does the Patristic comprehension of language sit with the Classical 

philosophical theories traditionally associated with Plato and Aristotle 

and the non-philosophical ideas of Gnosticism? 

" What in the Patristic theory of language was substantially new, in 

comparison with the other theories of the time? 

" What, in the opinion of Christian theologians, is most central and 
important in their view of the nature of language, in comparison with 
their opponents? 

" What are the most influential agencies that affected the Patristic 

comprehension of language? 

Of course, this is only a preliminary list of the questions to be treated in 

the dissertation. Amongst the many subordinate tasks of the dissertation is an 

attempt to demonstrate the context of their speculations, to determine and 

explain the limits of their interests, and to designate their agenda in general, i. e. 

to outline a number of topics or problems that appeared at the very heart of 

their discussion, such as the origin of language, the problem of a primordial 
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tongue, the variety of language (with exegesis of the relevant texts of the Bible), 

the beliefs related to the number of languages, the nature of words, names and 

naming as such. In the vast majority of instances we shall deal with theology 

rather than philosophy of language. Therefore, my point will be that the 

Patristic preoccupation with linguistic matters is inseparable from such 

questions as: the theological notion of a divine name (or epithet), or to what 

extent human God-language can designate divine reality. As far as this 

theological concern turns Christian philosophy of language into a theology of 

language, the final form of the Patristic view of human language appears to 

have evolved in the sphere of anthropology and thus be attached to biblical 

narratives. Clearly, philosophical speculations over the matter left their definite 

imprints; but to what extent did they determine the agenda? 

To begin with, in all known ancient myths about the origin of 

humankind, language is divinely given; in its complete, perfect, form it comes 

from above, given by deities who either invent it for man, or have given their 

own divine tongue to humans. It is not difficult to realise, therefore, how the 

notion of divine names was determined by this premise. The Ancient Hebrew 

story in the Pentateuch about Adam who names the animals in Paradise is, 

obviously, the sole and unique exception; nevertheless, Christian exegetes 

sometimes gave diametrically opposite interpretations of Gen. 2: 19-20, including 

a concept of the divine origin of words and language. 
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The philosophical problem of 'divine names' had already appeared in 

Plato's Cratylus', but in Christian literature this question was often posed and 

regarded in a totally different way, not as just an interesting attempt by Socrates 

to approach the primordial (or divine) language2, but as a theological theme, 

which is inseparable from the doctrine of man, Christology (the doctrine of the 

Logos), and many other related theological themes. 

It is already well-known that in the early Patristic tradition as well as in 

Greek Classical thought, the notion of a science of linguistics as such did not 

exist: Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus, and the Stoics, whose contribution to the 

modern science of language is immense, can only with great reserve be called 

'linguists'. Clement, Origen, Basil the Great, and Gregory of Nyssa, in spite of 

their clear interest in what we now call the philosophy of language, were not 

linguists either. The reason was not that the science of that time did not work out 

a special term to designate the science of language; such a term did not exist, for 

example, for psychology. The main reason was that linguistic issues appeared 

inseparable from ontological, epistemological (and in case of the Christian 

writers) anthropological and Christological questions3. As for the Fathers, the 

problem of language became bound up with a substantially new factor - the 

theological view of man's nature and human ability to apprehend divine 

revelation. At the same time, Basil's exclamation in the epigraph of the thesis 

I For a more comprehensive picture of the problem v. H. Rose, Divine names in Classical Greece, 

HThR, vol. li (1958), p. 31ff. 

2 v. Plato, Cratylus 391d, 396a (Cratylus, ed. J. Burnet, Platonis opera, vol. 1. (Oxford 1900)). 

3 I0.34eAburreAH, 11po6iwia A3blKa 6 n(116 xmmuKaX nampucmuKu', HAY, p. 160. 
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points to the fact that the Christian concern with linguistic matters was a 

significant step forward in the course of the formation of the subject. As far as I 

know Basil is the first to pose the question about the nature of language rather 

than about names; Basil the Great discoursed on language in the way that the 

problem is determined nowadays. 

In the dissertation I shall suggest that an analysis of the notion of the 

divine name or epithet substantially clarifies the Patristic comprehension of 

language. It is what makes it, strictly speaking, theological and truly unique, by 

comparison with the other language theories of the epoch. An attempt will be 

made to demonstrate that this aspect of the Patristic philosophy of language is 

as important as the transition from cataphatic theology to the via negativa, and it 

is of crucial importance to examine these two themes, language and the divine 

name, together. 

§ 1. Methodology 

Despite the fact that the problem has already received some examination 

and has been treated generally, i. e. in relation to some particular aspects of early 

Church doctrines, I shall examine the subject by adopting a new approach. This 

approach takes seriously a number of early Christian writers and their own 

considerations in relation to the philosophy/theology of language. The main 

idea is to regard the problem selectively or individually and thus to reach an 

integral and comprehensive picture. In other words, my approach shall examine 
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the problem systematically, and to do so not by mixing it up with questions of 

minor importance (as e. g. P. Rotta and Y. Edelshtein did), but by an analytical 

comparison of various Patristic views on language. 

Hence I suggest approaching the problem selectively and dealing only 

with a limited number of Christian writers, those who seem to be the most 

important representatives of the different stages of Christian theology. In 

looking at each of these writers I shall try to pay as much attention as possible 

to their individuality and originality. This methodological approach arises from 

the fact that this originality of the Patristic writers (who in their turn belonged 

to different theological traditions) has often been treated in an unsatisfactory 

way or even completely ignored, either for the sake of well-worn topics like the 

Platonism (or Aristotelianism) of the Church Fathers, or for the sake of 

representing the problem in a 'consensus patrum' form. Moreover, even recent 

investigations of the Patristic theory of language and some linked issues often 

seem to overestimate the influence of classical Greek philosophy, or the 

philosophy of Late Antiquity, at the expense of the originality of the Fathers'. 

Of course, philosophical influence on logic, dialectic, rhetoric, etc. has been 

seriously reconsidered and redefined in modern Patristic scholarship, and it 

would be an error either to neglect or to argue against the results. What will be 

41n his recent research on Basil of Caesarea and his interest in linguistic matters, D. Robertson 

emphasises in his abstract the idea that 'the philosophical tradition that is rooted in the Stoic 

dialectical purposes is transformed in the classic Trinitarian controversies of Greek Patristics... ' - v. D. 

Robertson, Grammar, logic and philosophy of language: the Stoic legacy in fourth century Patristics 

PhD thesis unpublished (London 2002), p. 2. In spite of numerous interesting parallels between 

the Stoic school of thought and the ideas of Basil, D. Robertson seem to follow the settled 

opinion of the French school, well summarised by B. Sesboüe in his introduction to SC 299. 
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suggested, however, is not to disregard it, but to accentuate what in the Greek 

Patristic speculations on the nature of language was transformed from 

philosophy and what was substantially new, i. e. what was the real contribution 

of early Church theology in the history of philosophy of language. Therefore, 

my main task will be to demonstrate that in the case, for example, of Basil of 

Caesarea or Gregory of Nyssa, in spite of their indubitable (e. g. terminological 

and philosophical) dependence on the grammarians' schools of the time that 

followed the way of reconciling the two great doctrines of language of the 

Classical past, they were nevertheless original, underived, and independent 

enough to enable us to speak of a philosophy of language of their own. Their view 

of meaning, naming, origin of word and appearance of names, the correlation 

between name and object, name and its meaning and so on, is no less 

interesting or original than e. g. Plato's Cratylus or Aristotle's De interpretation. 

Furthermore, in some of their conclusions, the Patristic authors of the fourth 

century truly surpassed both their opponents in the doctrinal disputes, and, 

what is more, some of the most famous representatives of the Neo-Platonist 

movement. 'Ev Evi AöyW, Patristic ideas about human language are original and 

outstanding enough for their time to have significance not only for Patristic 

scholars, but also for the general history of linguistic theory. 

Another aspect of the examination is the construction of an integral view 

of the problem. This brings together the common features of previous 

monographs on the Patristic vision of language, both old and relatively 
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modern, that will be discussed below in detail. In order to emphasise the most 

original ideas of the Fathers, I shall try to avoid an 'optimistic' representation of 

the problem as a smooth and facile development from some primitive biblical 

impression of language, to more philosophical and sophisticated concepts. A 

claim is made that a detailed analysis of Patristic writings shows that their view 

of the nature of language was not that simple, and the development of the 

Patristic doctrine of language can be represented so to speak chronologically 

only with a number of significant reservations. Despite the fact that there is 

evidence to affirm that the early Christian theological view of human language 

was specific enough to contrast with the teachings of Late Hellenistic linguistic 

science, its development was sometimes spasmodic and uneven. To some extent 

I intend to argue against J. Danielou's representation of the problem, so 

influential on further studies of the subjects. Thus, for example, the ideas of 

Irenaeus, whose views on human language and the divine name were formed 

in the course of controversy with Gnostic, appear substantially different from 

those of Clement of Alexandria, who in the books of the Stromaties 

systematically appeals to Platonic points of view; to sum up, in the attempt to 

represent the Classical Patristic view of language, it is important to avoid 

oversimplification. 

5 J. Danielou, Eunome l'arien et 1'excg se nýoplatonicienne du Cratyle, REG 69. (Paris 1956), pp. 412 - 

432. 
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§ 2. Importance of the research 

As D. Robertson rightly remarks in his recent thesis, 'with a few notable 

exceptions (e. g. Augustine), there has been remarkably little research on the massive corpus of 

Patristic writings on language'6. This lack of studies has had an effect upon the vast 

majority of monographs on the history of linguistic theories and even on 

encyclopaedic literature on ancient grammar7. As for the history of the ancient 

philosophy of language and grammatical theory, the situation is similar: e. g. R. 

Robins8, S. Everson9, R. Harris and T. Taylor10, G. Lepschyl' and many others 

exclude the Patristic period completely from the agenda, leaving a kind of 

chronological gap, as if in the fourth-century controversies the treatment of 

language was insignificant or relatively small. Clearly, this dissertation is not 

meant to contribute to the study of ancient grammar or grammatical aspects of 

patristic exegesis12, because our concern is restricted to the theoretical (i. e. both 

philosophical and theological) treatment of language in early Christian 

literature. 

6D. Robertson, op. cit., p. 4. 
7 cf. Ineke Sluiter, Ancient grammar in context. Contribution to the study of ancient linguistic 

thought (Amsterdam 1990), pp. 168-171. 

8 R. Robins, Ancient & Mediaeval grammatical theory in Europe (London 1951), A short history of 
linguistics (London 1967). 

9 S. Everson, (ed. ) Language (Cambridge 1994). 
lo R. Harris, & T. Taylor, Landmarks in linguistic thought (London, New York 1989). 

11 G. Lepschy, History of Linguistics (London, New York 1994). 

12 In a way the problem is examined by German scholars; v. for example, the works of Ch. 

Schäublin, Untersuchungen zu Methode und Herkunft der antiochenischen Exegese (Köln, Bonn 

1974), and his disciple B. Neuschäfer, Origenes als Philologe, in Schweizerische Beiträge zur 
Altertumswissenschaft (Basel 1987). 
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On the other hand, in modern scholarship the question of a Patristic 

philosophy of language has not been answered in a satisfactory way. With the 

exception of Origen, Augustine, Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nyssa, there 

are only a few works that one way or another attempt to scrutinise the subject. 

One should point out, however, that for Patristic studies our problem is even 

more important for several reasons. In the first instance, the question of the 

nature of human language is central in discerning the nature of theology, to what 

extent human words can describe the divine reality, to what extent an 

expression or comparative parallel is correct13, why one word fits the profession 

of faith better that another, etc. Whichever Trinitarian or Christological question 

was the focus of the disputes, it should be noted that the main preoccupation of 

the Fathers was often not simply with some specific terms, but with language in 

general. Nevertheless, the question of language was often ignored in 

monographs on the philosophical ideas of Patristic literature14 as well as in 

special investigations relating to apophatic theology15. Therefore, the 

dissertation is conceived as a contribution to the study of the Greek Patristic 

philosophy of language; for the sake of focus and precision, I shall not address 

the question of how exactly the philosophical attitude to language was reflected 

elsewhere, for example in Christology, Eschatology etc., except where I find it is 

too relevant to omit. 

13As, for example, the notorious Gnostic parallel between the johannine Logos and 6 A6yoc as a 

word of man's language. 

'4 e. g. H. Wolfson, Philosophy of the Church Fathers (Cambridge, Massachusetts 1956). 

1s e. g. R. Mortley, From word to silence: the way of negation, Christian and Greek, 2 vols (Bonn 1986). 
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