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SELF-KNOWLEDGE BY PARTICIPATION:
HUGH OF ST. VICTOR ON SELF-KNOWLEDGE

BORIS HENNIG

1. Preliminaries

I want to know what kind of knowledge self-knowledge is. In the initial
phase of this project, I am looking for outliers in the wide spectrum of
views that are held, or have been held, about self-knowledge. In order to
leave ample space for such views, I will keep the notion of knowledge as
wide as possible: There shall be knowledge that something is the case,
knowledge of why something is the case, knowledge of how to do or make
something, knowledge of a place or person, knowledge of what something
is, who someone is, and so on. Within this broad range, there seems to be a
main division between theoretical or descriptive knowledge on the one
hand, and practical or somewhat normative knowledge on the other. In this
paper, | will ask whether self-knowledge is a species of either of these, or
perhaps rather a third kind of knowledge, distinct from and on a par with
theoretical and practical knowledge. More specifically, while there may
well be theoretical and practical self-knowledge, my question will be
whether there is a kind of self-knowledge that is neither theoretical nor
practical.

Given this task, we should begin by asking what all kinds of knowledge
have in common. I will highlight only a few select things. First, all
instances of knowledge are the successful exercise of a capacity, exercises
of which may also be unsuccessful. Second, in many cases of knowledge,
success seems to involve the fitting of one item to another one. Third, all
knowledge is knowledge of something. These three general characteristics
need not add up to anything like a definition of “knowledge”. However,
reflecting on them may well enable us to distinguish between different
kinds of knowledge. There may be different ways in which claims to
knowledge succeed, different ways of fitting one thing to another one, and
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different ways for knowledge to have an object. Let me say a couple more
things about the latter two.'

For many kinds of knowledge, success seems to be a matter of fitting an
account to an item, or an item to an account. To know what a thing is, for
instance, is to be in the possession of something like a specification or
description of this thing, such that this specification or description fits the
thing. To know how to make a thing is to have some sort of blueprint in
one’s mind, and to be able to shape certain materials such as to fit this
blueprint.” These two kinds of knowledge are often thought to differ in
their “direction of fit” (as popularized by John Searle, Expression and
Meaning, p. 3).

An attempt to classify self-knowledge in terms of this distinction,
however, immediately leads to a dead end. As Kim Frost points out, the
idea of a direction of fit naturally comes with the assumption that
theoretical and practical knowledge involve the very same relation R,
which is supposed to apply in two different directions: either R(a,b) or
R(b,a) (Very Idea, p. 444). This implies that there can only be two
directions of fit among two items. Therefore, if self-knowledge has a
direction of fit, it cannot differ with respect to it from both practical and
theoretical knowledge. Again, in self-knowledge, the knower coincides
with the known, so that both directions of fit would seem to take the same
form: either the self fits the self, or vice versa. The upside of this is that we
might be able to classify self-knowledge as the kind of knowledge that has
no direction of fit. Still, this would tell us almost nothing about what self-
knowledge is.

What about the object of self-knowledge? Elizabeth Anscombe urges us to
not distinguish between theoretical and practical knowledge in terms of the
object known (Intention §32). She points out that when I successfully do
what I intend to do, I may have two different kinds of knowledge of the
very same thing. “I do what happens”, as she puts it (§29). I know what I
am doing in a practical way, as the exercise of my capacity to act
intentionally. But I may also know what I am doing in the way in which I
know what happens: by observing how my body moves while I move it.

'For the first, see Hennig, Self-Knowledge as Knowledge of the Good.

’In the above two cases, I think, the notion of a direction of fit is actually helpful.
Anyone who is tempted to put it to more extensive use, e.g. in order to distinguish
beliefs from intentions, should read Frost’s recent and important paper, “On the
Very Idea of Direction of Fit.”
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Something similar should apply to self-knowledge. I may know myself
from the inside, as it were, but I might also know the very same thing,
myself, by observing how I appear in the public sphere. It is true that the
label, “self-knowledge”, picks out this kind of knowledge in terms of what
it is knowledge of, namely the self, but this object might still be known in
many different ways, and one may want to refer to only one of them as
self-knowledge proper. Self-knowledge, then, will not be unique with
respect to its object, since other kinds of knowledge can have the same
object.

Still, there 1s a distinction that remains of interest: the one that Michael
Dummett draws between immanent and transcendent objects of knowledge
(More about Thoughts, p. 17). To consider knowledge in terms of this
distinction is not the same as defining it as knowledge of a certain sort of
object, because objects are immanent or transcendent only with respect to
certain instances of knowing them. A leap, for instance, is an immanent
object of an act of leaping (cf. Frege, Negation, p. 126 n.), but the very
same leap might will be a transcendent object of my act of watching
myself leap. So the question, whether the self is an immanent or a
transcendent object with respect to self-knowledge, should still be raised.

So much for my general agenda in search of self-knowledge. I will not
pursue the above issues by directly presenting thoughts and arguments of
my own. Rather, I will engage with the writings of a twelfth-century
mystical theologian, Hugh of St. Victor. I do this, first, because self-
knowledge occupies a central place in Hugh’s thought, and second,
because his idea of self-knowledge is distinctive in a way that might
introduce unfamiliar thoughts into a contemporary debate. It is always
good to be inspired by competent but, from our perspective, odd thinkers.
More specifically, Hugh is interesting because he has some things to say
about (what I call) immanent objects of knowledge. He also has a strong
taste for trinitarian schemes, which may come in handy when attempting
to carve out a place for self-knowledge as a third kind of knowledge,
separate from but on a par with both practical and theoretical knowledge.
As Frost notes, not many philosophers attempt to do such a thing (Very
Idea, p. 442).

The latter is important because I suspect that our understanding of self-
knowledge is impeded by our otherwise healthy tendency to think in terms
of binary distinctions. This tendency seems to be stronger under the
influence of Aristotle. This, in turn, adds to the above reasons for turning
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to Hugh, because he writes in a time that is relatively free from
Aristotelian influences (cf. Dillard, Foundation, p. 2). Also, as Foucault
notes, Aristotle is not particularly concerned about self-knowledge and self-
care (Herméneutique, p. 18-19 / 17). I suspect there are systematic reasons
why Aristotle and his followers neglect the topic of self-knowledge. Before
I turn to Hugh, I want to show this by illustrating the impact of binary,
Aristotelian thinking on two 13th century debates, one concerning moral
conscience, the other the status of theological knowledge.

2. Some Aristotelian Thinking

The topic of moral conscience, or conscientia, is clearly related to our
main topic, self-knowledge. Moral conscience is almost universally
considered to be a kind of self-awareness.” As Aquinas has it, conscientia
is an act of applying knowledge to one’s own action. His discussion of
conscientia 1s of particular interest in the present context because he
distinguishes three ways of applying such knowledge. First, to be conscius
1s to know what one has done. Second, to be conscius 1s to know what one
ought to do. Third, it is to know the moral value of what one has done
(Summa Theologiae 1a 79,13). Two things should be noted here.

The first is that comscientia (cuveidnoig) is not an Aristotelian notion.
Aquinas finds it in writers such as St. Paul and Augustine, and he is trying
to find a place for it in an otherwise fairly complete Aristotelian theory of
agency. He does this by turning conscientia into something like a shadow
image of practical reasoning. Practical reasoning proper is an application
of knowledge that leads to an action. Conscientia, in contrast, does not
lead to the action it is about (cf. De Veritate 17,1 ad 4). It applies the same
kind of knowledge that is also involved in practical reasoning to a given or
planned action, with the three kinds of result that Aquinas lists: an
awareness of what is done, of what ought to be done, and of the value of
what is done.

The second thing to note is that although Aquinas distinguishes three ways
of applying knowledge to a given action, he still operates with a binary
distinction. The third kind of conscientia is simply a combination of the
first two: I know the moral value of what I did by (1) knowing what I did
and (2) knowing what I ought to do (or ought to have done).

3The exception being writers that take conscientia to be God’s knowledge about us
(Hennig, Conscientia bei Descartes, p. 122-26).
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The first kind of conscientia, the knowledge of what I did, is something
that most of Aquinas’ contemporaries would not be willing to call
conscientia at all.* Franciscans, in particular, draw a very similar
distinction, but they do not frame it as a distinction between three kinds of
conscientia. Rather, they situate conscientia in between two other kinds of
knowledge with different names. Alexander of Hales, for instance,
distinguishes between purely cognitive and purely practical knowledge,
and then describes conscientia as a kind of knowledge that is not only
cognitive but also makes us inclined to act (Summa Halensis 1V, 1, 11, q.
3,4,2, cap. 1; p. 498). Abstracting from the terminological differences, the
picture is the same as in Aquinas. There is a third kind of knowledge
beyond purely theoretical and practical knowledge, but it turns out to be a
mix of the first two. Bonaventure seems to turn conscientia into something
slightly more practical, when he describes it as a habitus of our
understanding that is practical and governs our actions (/n II Sent 39,1 q. 1
conclusio). He does not think, however, that our conscientia makes us act,
except in the way in which a judgment about what we did in the past might
make us avoid or repeat this kind of action in the future (39,1 ad 4).

We see, in this instance, that while Aquinas, Alexander, and Bonaventure
are on their way towards a threefold distinction of kinds of knowledge,
they end up characterizing the third kind as a mix of the first two.
Something similar happens in discussions of the status of theology, as they
came to be customary in the prologues to Sentence Commentaries. In this
context, medieval theologians will certainly try to avoid reducing theology
to a species of theoretical knowledge (such as physics or metaphysics), or
a species of practical knowledge (such as ethics and politics), nor will they
want it to be a mere mix of these two. They will try to establish theology
as a third branch of knowledge that is higher or more fundamental than the
other two. Bonaventure, for one, distinguishes three kinds of knowledge in
this context: (1) contemplation or speculative knowledge, (2) practical or
moral knowledge, and (3) “a habit that occupies an intermediate position
between purely speculative and practical [knowledge], and which
embraces both” (In Sent. procemii q. 3). This third kind of knowledge is
theology, the kind of knowledge that Peter Lombard conveys in his
Sentences. It may not be a mix of theoretical and practical knowledge in
the sense that it results from a combination of these two. Still,

*For instance, Walter of Bruges, Quaestiones Disputatae 10, s.c., p. 94: “si
conscientia est actus applicativus non erit nisi scientiarum quae de bono fidei vel
morum sunt.”
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Bonaventure says that it embraces both, so that conversely, the other two
kinds of knowledge can be seen as derived from it, or as emerging out of
it.

On the other hand, theology certainly has its own distinctive flavour.
Bonaventure describes it as wisdom, sapientia, and he follows Alexander
in associating the latter with taste, sapor (In 1 Sent. procemii q. 3,
conclusio). Alexander had contrasted knowledge secundum visum with
knowledge secundum gustum (Summa Halensis, tract. intro. cap. 1, solutio;
p. 2-3), and Bonaventure turns this into a threefold distinction by
distinguishing both speculative and gustative knowledge from practical
knowledge (In Sent. procemii q. 3; Kopf, Anfinge, p. 203). Theology is
thus affective knowledge, as opposed to observational and prescriptive
knowledge. This, of course, is only the beginning of a possible account.
One will want to know how exactly tasting differs from observing and
acting. Bonaventure is still struggling to distinguish theology from both
theoretical and practical knowledge. Initially, he still describes it in terms
of these two, as in between and embracing both of them.

This issue, I think, is that Aquinas and Bonaventure have a clear
understanding of what theoretical and practical knowledge are, and
although they occasionally try to make room for a third kind of
knowledge, they fail to give an equally clear account of it. They tend to
describe it in terms of the two kinds of knowledge they understand.

A very similar pattern can be seen in a recent book on self-knowledge. In
Socrates and Self-Knowledge, Christopher Moore writes:

... self-knowledge is effected with a double attention, to the ideal and to the
actual. ... It is also effected with a double judgment, of the theoretical and
the practical. Self-knowledge coincides both with the discerning
(theoretically) of one’s level of goodness and with the (practical)
application of the skill of discipline or improvement. (238)

Moore, too, has a clear understanding of two kinds of knowledge:
descriptive knowledge of the actual and prescriptive knowledge of the
ideal. And he attempts to capture self-knowledge by combining these two,
such that self-knowledge, like conscientia in Aquinas, is somehow both
observational and evaluative.

One possible explanation for the emergence of “double attention” views of
self-knowledge is that the authors who arrive at them think of the
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distinction between theoretical and practical knowledge in terms of their
direction of fit. There can only be two directions of fit, after all, so there
can only be two main kinds of knowledge. If this is so, self-knowledge
will have to fall under one of these kinds or be some sort of mixture of
them.” However, that this would explain “double attention” views should
not mislead us into thinking that everyone who holds a “double attention”
view must do so because they distinguish the theoretical from the practical
in terms of the distinction between two directions of fit. Frost’s criticism
of the latter distinction, after all, ultimately rests on Anscombean and thus
Thomistic thought.

However this may be, we should feel free to look for alternatives to
“double attention” views, and the Franciscans point us to an author who
might be able to show us one of them. This author is, of course, Hugh of
St. Victor.

Before I move on, I need to ask the reader to bear with me while I go into
details of theories that are either obsolete, or rest on Christian doctrine, or
both. The views I am going to sketch will provide the background for the
ideas that I am going to develop; not the premises from which they follow.
There will be no need to accept them as true, only to understand their
significance. The reader will not need to be an extramissionist or a
Christian in order to appreciate the thought that comes out of the following
considerations.

3. Hugh of St. Victor

When referred to Hugh in the present context, two things come to mind.
The first is Hugh’s distinction between three ways of reading the Bible:
historical, allegorical, and tropological (Didascalicon V 2, 789C, p. 120).
Historical knowledge is factual knowledge, and tropology concerns what
one ought to do. The allegorical way of reading sits in the middle between
these two as a third option, and one would like to know what kind of
knowledge corresponds to it.

>Here is a more complete list of options. (1) Self-knowledge could be a subspecies
of theoretical knowledge or (2) a subspecies of practical knowledge, (3) a mixture
of both, or (4) there might be two different kinds of self-knowledge, each being a
subspecies of one of the two main genera. Or (5) self-knowledge could be a higher
kind of knowledge, of which theoretical and practical knowledge are subspecies.
Finally, (6) self-knowledge might be both theoretical and practical at once. The
final option will make an appearance later on in this paper.
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The second thing that comes to mind is Hugh’s image of the three sets of
eyes that humans had before the fall (De Sacramentis 1 10,2, 329C-D, p.
167). This is not only because each pair of eyes represents a kind of
knowledge, but more importantly because the second pair of eyes, the one
in the middle, is the one by means of which Eve and Adam knew
themselves.

Unfortunately, we cannot simply put these two trinities together, so that
self-knowledge ends up in between theoretical and practical knowledge. In
the three ways of reading, we do get a hint at a kind of knowledge in
between theory and practice, but this knowledge is not clearly identified as
self-knowledge. In the picture of the three eyes, on the other hand, we
have self-knowledge in the middle, but it is sitting in between the
knowledge of bodily things and the knowledge of God.

Still, the three ways of reading and the three eyes are related to one
another in an interesting way. Roughly, Hugh wants us to practice the
three ways of reading the Bible, beginning with the historical one, as part
of an attempt at restoring within ourselves what we humans have lost
through the fall. What we have lost is, in terms of the three eyes passage, a
clear knowledge of ourselves, and all direct knowledge of God. The
second pair of eyes is impaired, the third blind. So the three ways of
reading are ways of improving our self-knowledge, and means for
ultimately regaining direct knowledge of the divine.

In Hugh, our overall path towards the restoration of our true selves
consists in a nested sequence of patterns, each of which starts with some
kind of factual knowledge. According to the picture that he suggests in
Didascalicon V, the first step is to acquire plain historical knowledge, in
the traditional sense of factual knowledge about physical objects, plants,
animals, people, places, and the like. The second step is to read the Bible
and the third is to act on it. The same pattern reoccurs within the second
step, in the form of the three ways of reading the Bible. We read the Bible,
first, as an account of historical events, then we pay attention to the
spiritual meaning of this account (allegorical reading), and finally we draw
lessons from it for our own life (tropological reading). A similar pattern
occurs, again, within tropology (V 9, 797A-798A, p. 132-33; Rorem,
Hugh of St. Victor, p. 36-37). We apply the lessons we learned by doing
what we ought to do: reading and meditation, then prayer, then action, and
finally contemplation. This last sequence looks like the other ones, with
theory, something in between, and practice. However, Hugh appends a
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further step, contemplatio, as the culmination of the entire series. Also, in
the middle between the theoretical and the practical, he now locates
prayer. This is Hugh’s way of saying, at this point, that one cannot proceed
from meditation to practice and contemplation without divine assistance.

Given this sequence of tasks to be performed in order to restore our self-
knowledge, what is self-knowledge for Hugh? The three eyes passage
places self-knowledge in the middle between the empirical knowledge of
bodily things and the contemplative knowledge of God. This is, for one
thing, simply a hierarchical ordering. As humans, our proper place is in
between the physical and the divine (positus est in medio: De Sacramentis
I 2,1, 205C, p. 28). Bodily things are inferior, and God is superior to our
selves. For another, self-knowledge is something like our gateway to God.
For, as Augustine has it, we ultimately find God in ourselves, if at the
same time far above ourselves (e.g. Confessiones VII 10,16). For Hugh,
our path to God leads, on the one hand, through self-knowledge. On the
other hand, it leads through the Bible, prayer, and good works. We will see
whether, how, and why these two paths can be the same.

4. Bodily Vision

It is significant that the three eyes passage depicts self-knowledge and
knowledge of God as kinds of vision. One might think that when Hugh
uses the image of visual perception, he insinuates that self-knowledge and
knowledge of the divine are observational and receptive kinds of
knowledge. And by doing so, he might seem to miss an important point.
Alexander, after all, will contrast knowledge secundum visum with
knowledge secundum gustum, the latter being knowledge of the divine.
However, Alexander’s generation no longer thinks about vision in the
same way as Hugh.

As Margaret Miles reminds us, St. Augustine accepts an extramission
theory of vision, and this has important consequences for his idea of
intellectual vision (Vision, p. 127).° The same holds true for Hugh, the
“second Augustine”. Hugh does not actually go into much detail about
how vision works, but what he says in passing is clear enough. He says, in
one place, that vision differs from all other senses in that it goes outwards,
towards the object seen (De tribus diebus 1 7,3, 818A, p. 68). In another

°0On Augustine, see also Miles, “Augustine on the Body,” ch. 2; Smith, From Sight
to Light, ch. 4 sect. 3.
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place, he says more specifically that vision occurs when the eyes emit a
“ray of vision,” which hits upon an object, takes on the visual form of this
object, and then bounces back to the eye (De unione 287B). According to
this view, as Miles puts it, “[t]he object does not ‘catch the eye’: The eye
catches the object” (Image as Insight, p. 45).

The underlying theory of vision had been clearly stated in Plato’s Timaeus
(45b-46c¢), the relevant portion of which was available to Hugh in a
translation with a commentary by Chalcidius. We can fill in some more
details by looking at two of Hugh’s contemporaries, Adelard of Bath
(Quaestiones Naturales #23-30) and William of Conches (Dragmaticon
VI 19-20). The gist of their account is that the eyes emit a certain fiery
substance, which is not quite the same as light because it is not itself
visible. In any case, this substance is a physical, material thing. According
to William, the fiery substance can travel only in the presence of
brightness, so that it needs ambient light as its medium. The visible object,
on the other hand, emits its own kind of light, which explains how the
object can inform the fiery substance once the two meet. After taking on
the form of the visible object, the fiery substance returns to the eyes and
travels beyond them into a certain cavity in the brain, at which point the
soul takes over. As both Adelard and William emphasize, all this has to
happen incredibly fast, since we are able to see very distant stars. For this
to be possible, the fiery substance must be able to travel to a distant star
and back before we can even blink (because otherwise it might be left
floating around, unable to re-enter the eye).

One thing to note at this point is that both Adelard and William treat
extramission as a purely physical movement. That the eyes emit rays has
no implications for the question of how active the mind is. Since the mind
is not a bodily object, it cannot travel through physical space. The mind
itself, therefore, cannot reach out towards the object of sense perception.
All it can do is to wait for bodily images to come in. In this sense, all sense
perception is passive (as Hugh says in De unione 287D-288A). In another
sense, however, the mind is purely active. Since, again, it is not a bodily
thing, it cannot be acted on by any bodily thing, a fortiori not by a fiery
substance in a brain cavity. In order to process any perceptual information,
it has to actively and freely emulate it. The mind has to apply a form to
itself, which it finds within its own depths, such as to match the bodily
image that has reached the cavity in the brain (Adelard, Quaestiones
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Naturales #28, p. 150/51).” The downside of this is that we cannot ever
perceive anything radically new. And, although the mind is indeed active,
this has nothing to do with the extramission theory of vision. The mind is
no less active when it comes to olfactory or auditory perception. So much
for bodily vision.

5. Intellectual Vision

Intellectual vision, as Hugh describes it, differs from bodily vision in a
couple of important respects. The objects of intellectual vision are
incorporeal: the soul, its attributes or contents, and God. No ontological gap
separates the eye of the mind from its object. The mind does not need to
fashion a mental copy of the object of its intellectual vision. It can act on its
object and its object can act on it. The mind itself can reach out and “catch”
the object of its vision,® and the object itself can enter the mind. This also
means that in intellectual vision, the mind can experience something
genuinely new. The eyes of the mind, says Hugh, can penetrate into their
object, and they can see the past and the future (De vanitate 704B, p. 158).

Moreover, the mind’s eyes emit no physical substance, and whatever else
they might emit will not travel through physical space. This is,
presumably, why Hugh says that bodily vision is comparatively slow
(703C-D), and that intellectual vision does not depend on anything like
ambient light (704B). We may safely suppose that intellectual vision
happens instantaneously. Now, since extramission has to do with the way
in which the space in between the eye and a visible object is traversed, it
does not seem to make a difference if there is no such space. So if there is
any sense in which an extramission theory applies to intellectual vision, it
is rather like the smile of a vanishing Cheshire cat.

We should keep in mind, however, that we are dealing with metaphorical
eyes and metaphorical space. If there is a metaphorical sense in which the
eyes of the mind can reach out towards their object and catch it, rather

7 Adelard is presenting and approving of what he takes to be Plato’s theory of
innate ideas: “Cum itaque nova ad presens forma visibilis insignitur spiritus,
anima statim non illam set similem explicans, non corpoream set intelligibilem
ostentans, sue habundantie exprimit qualitatem, indeque ad iudicium irritatur.
Cum igitur ... nec etiam formarum traditio obsit, auctor huius divine rationis Plato
simul cum suis celebretur, ametur.”

Adelard firmly rejects this option in the case of bodily vision: Quaestiones
Naturales, #23, p. 136/7.
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than merely being affected by it, there will still be a meaningful difference
between extramission and its opposite, intromission. Abstracting from the
physical story behind bodily extramission, this distinction seems to
concern the direction of fit. Fitting, after all, need not be a physical
process. For instance, there may be a fit between a number and a
mathematical property, such that there still is a distinction between (a) the
property fitting the number and (b) the number fitting the property. In this
sense, intellectual vision might still exhibit a distinctive direction of fit.

Upon consideration, however, the direction of fit involved in both bodily
and intellectual vision turns out to be complex. Both involve an active and
a passive element. When the bodily eyes catch their object, they do
something in order to get something. They act in order to passively
receive. This should also be true of intellectual vision.

In intellectual vision, there is one further twist. Usually, when we do
something in order to get something, doing and receiving are distinct
moments of a complex movement. When I go upstairs to fetch my camera,
I do something and I get something, such that what I do is not what I get.
The same is true for bodily vision. What I am doing is to make my eyes
emit the fiery substance, what I am getting is something different, namely
a copy of the form of a visible object.

In intellectual vision, in contrast, there is a sense in which I am doing and
getting the very same thing. There is, to begin with, a sense in which the
mind does something and receives something. Before we can direct our
attention towards an intellectual object (be it a thought, an idea, or a
memory), we need some preconception of what to consider, or at least
some framework within which we can locate it.” We “cast” the object of
our intellectual vision as fitting a certain description, in order to bring it
into view.'® In this sense, the mind can be said to “reach out” towards the
object of its intellectual vision. Once we attend to this object, we receive
further information about it. The gaze of our mental vision is informed by
the object and returns to the mind. Now the important point here is that in
intellectual vision, the thing done and the object received are ultimately
the same. In order to see this more clearly, we will need to recall the
distinction between immanent and transcendent objects.

’As Augustine emphasizes in Confessions X 18,27-23,34, one cannot search for a
thing that one does not at all know. The ultimate source for this is, of course, Meno
80d.

For “casting,” see Austin, “How to Talk”, p. 140.
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The point to note here is that in intellectual vision, there is no need for the
mind to emulate and thus duplicate the form of the object seen. As
Augustine says in Confessions X, immaterial objects can directly enter the
mind. His examples are our knowledge of grammar (X 9,16) and
mathematics (X 12,19). If these things require no mental counterpart in
order to be understood, then the act of “seeing” them does not involve two
items, such that one represents the other one. In order to understand
intellectual vision, then, we need to understand non-representational
knowledge."'

6. Knowledge by Participation

To perceive a bodily object is to represent it, to understand an intellectual
object is not to represent it. In a passage in the Didascalicon, Hugh writes
that when the mind achieves “pure understanding, it becomes more
blessed through participating in intellectible essence” (II 3, 753D, p. 64)."
We might thus say that generally, our understanding of intellectual objects
1s knowledge by participation, as opposed to knowledge by representation
(cf. Dillard, Removing the Mote, p. 206-211).

Presumably, when the mind understands, it participates in intellectible
essence in the sense in which people might participate in a dance.
Participating in a dance is the same as dancing it. The dancer performs the
dance itself, not a mental counterpart of it, and their knowledge of how to
dance need not involve any such mental representation. If intellectual
vision is knowledge by participation, what it understands will likewise be
what it performs by understanding it. In Dummett’s terms, then, the object
of intellectual vision will be an immanent object with respect to
intellectual vision.

Dummett introduces the distinction between immanent and transcendent
objects in order to maintain that the act of thinking may be said to have a
thought as its object, while at the same time registering the difference
between thinking a thought and perceiving an object (More About
Thoughts, p. 17). If thoughts are objects of the act of thinking them, they
are not transcendent objects of this act. That is, they are not on the other

"'Cf. Annette Baier’s important paper, “Intention, Practical Knowledge, and
Representation.”

"2Taylor has “intellectible substance”; but “substance” in a 12th c. writer often
means the same as “essence”.
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side of an ontological gap, so that the mind would have to represent them
in order to deal with them. We can think a thought without fashioning a
mental representation of it, because the thought can be a direct, immanent
object of our thinking.

There are thus two ways of describing how non-representational knowledge
works. First, we may say that it is knowledge by participation. To know a
thing without representing it is to actually be part of it, rather than
fashioning something in the mind that corresponds to a part of it. Second,
we may say that the object of non-representational knowledge is
immanent, rather than transcendent, with respect to this knowledge. Both
descriptions amount to saying that in intellectual vision, the object seen is
the same as the act of vision by which it is seen.

We should keep in mind, though, that Hugh does not draw a terminological
distinction between knowledge by representation and knowledge by
participation. He does not have a theory of “knowledge by participation”.
We can see this conception at work without it being labeled, and when
Hugh contrasts sense perception with pure understanding in Didascalicon
IT 3, he associates the latter with “participating in intellectible essence”.
But he does not usually use this term, “participation”, in connection with
knowledge. There are a couple of passages where he speaks of participating
in something inferior, for instance when he raises the question whether
God participates in evil (De Sacramentis 1 4,13, 239D, p. 67), and when he
argues that the soul, not only the body, participates in original sin (I 7,34-
35, 302D-303D, p. 138-39). In the Didascalicon, he also says that humans
participate in mutability (I 7, 747A, p. 54). In the majority of cases,
however, he speaks of participation in God (e.g. I 2,3, 207D, p. 31), in
future redemption (I 11, 8, 347A, p. 186), in the spirit of Christ (Il 2,2,
416D-417A, p. 254-5), and in the sacraments (De archa noe 1V 8, 674B,
p. 141). On the face of it, these instances of participation are not cases of
knowledge. Hugh does point out that those who “eat the body of Christ”
without the right mindset do not thereby merit “spiritual participation in
Christ” (De Sacramentis 11 11,11, 498B, p. 344). So a certain mental
attitude seems to be involved in proper participation. On the other hand,
however, he says that whereas many people participate in the Church, not
all of them are faithful, and he draws this contrast by distinguishing those
who merely participate in the house of God from those who actually are
the house of God (De archa noe 1 2, 621B, p. 49). When we contrast
knowledge by participation with knowledge by representation, we are
therefore extrapolating quite a bit on the basis of one passage in the
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Didascalicon. In this passage, Hugh is talking about participation in God’s
essence, and we have generalized this to participation in the essence of
incorporeal objects in general.

We might also be stretching Dummett’s distinction between immanent and
transcendent objects beyond its intended use here. For Dummett, the act of
thinking a thought has two objects: an immanent and a transcendent one.
When Hugh says that the mind participates in intellectual essence,
however, I do not take him to merely be saying that the mind’s activity is,
in some sense, the immanent object of the mind. He is saying that what the
mind’s activity is about is its immanent object, too. When intellectual
vision succeeds, it has no transcendent object.

This being said, let us stipulate that the object of intellectual vision is an
immanent object with respect to intellectual vision, and that to “see” it is
to participate in it. If this is so, the movement by which the mind reaches
out towards its object and the thing that it gets as a result of this movement
are one and the same. In this sense, we are doing and receiving the same
thing in intellectual vision: to receive an intellectual object into one’s mind
is the same as participating in it, that is, engaging in it.

Let us now apply this result to self-knowledge. We can, of course, know
ourselves by representation. More interestingly, however, we may also
know ourselves by participation, as an immanent object. The latter kind of
self-knowledge will be non-representational. When we know ourselves by
participation, we do so by participating in our own essence, that is, by
participating and engaging in what we are. This is to say that when we
know ourselves by participation, we know ourselves by simply being
ourselves, in the sense in which the truly faithful participate in the house
of God by being the house of God. To know oneself, in a non-
representational way, is to be oneself.

This result ought to give us pause. On the one hand, Hugh seems to claim
that we know ourselves by simply being what we are. On the other hand,
he claims that self-knowledge is restorative. How is this possible? It seems
that no one can restore themselves by simply being what they are.

7. Restoration by Self-Knowledge

Let us retrace our steps. When we perceive bodily things, two things
happen. First, as we have seen, our mind shapes itself, or a part of itself,
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such as to match this bodily thing. All such knowledge involves
assimilation. Now according to Hugh, bodily things are ontologically
inferior to us. Therefore, whenever we know bodily objects by
representation, our soul will have to give itself, or part of itself, an inferior
form (cf. Ostler, Psychologie, p. 137). The result will be a kind of
pollution of the mind.

The second thing that happens, says Hugh, is that our mind “rushes out”
towards bodily things (Didascalicon 11 3, 753C-D, p. 64). This is not a hint
at Hugh’s extramission theory of bodily vision. As we have seen, this
theory does not actually imply that the mind itself moves anywhere in
physical space. Rather, Hugh suggests that the mind, when it pays
attention to bodily things, directs its mental energy, its attention and
awareness, towards what it is not. At least, it will invest its energy into
emulating something that is ultimately alien to it. As a result, the mind will
become dispersed, weaker, and less focused (cf. Miles, Vision, p. 128).
Quite generally, therefore, knowledge of bodily things threatens to alienate
the soul from itself.

None of this needs to happen in intellectual vision. Suppose the soul sees
itself or its own attributes (concepts, thoughts, memories, character traits,
and the like). By doing so, it will not assimilate any part of itself to what it
is not, and its energy will not be dispersed. It will remain focused (Miles,
Vision, p. 133), and may even consolidate its focus, by being “gathered to
itselt” (ad se ipsum colligitur: De archa noe 111 2, 648A, p. 95). This will
of course also depend on what the concepts, thoughts, and memories are
about. Even when the mind knows intellectual objects other than itself, it
need not represent these objects in order to know them, since these objects
will directly enter the mind. The mind will participate in them. When this
happens, the mind will still shape itself, or be shaped, such as to
participate in the essence of what it knows. As Hugh sees it, however, this
will never be a bad thing. The object of intellectual vision is either the soul
itself, or some attribute of the soul, or something ontologically superior to
it. The more such things the soul participates in, the more incorporeal it
will become. Intellectual vision is thus the antidote to alienation.

The point of self-knowledge is, then, to direct the energy of the soul
towards what it is, and thus expend less energy towards what it is not. The
intended result 1s a fortification of the soul. Also, because the soul is
incorporeal, for it to know itself is to know something incorporeal. And
since all knowledge involves assimilation, the knowledge of immaterial
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things will turn the soul into something more immaterial. This is supposed
to purify the soul.

Will this work? Suppose that my soul is thoroughly corrupted. Not only is
it burdened by the original sin, so that my second eyes are impaired and
my third eyes are blind. In addition, my soul is attached to many bodily
things. I know, desire, and fear many of them. As it stands, my soul is
alienated to a considerable extent. When Hugh now asks me to purify
myself, I may have two worries, one motivational, the other practical.
First, it may seem that by attempting to purify myself, I throw out the child
with the bath water. Foucault brings up this issue:

A fundamental element of Christian conversion is renunciation of oneself,
dying to oneself, and being reborn in a different self and a new form
which, as it were, no longer has anything to do with the earlier self in its

being, its mode of being, in its habits or its éthos. (Herméneutique, p. 203
/211)

Hugh would of course reply that we are not asked to renounce our selves.
We are asked to renounce only and exactly that within ourselves which is
alien to ourselves. But who is to say that anything of value will be left
once we have done this? And if so, will there be any continuity, will I still
be in any sense the same person? There are reasons to think that the thing
that Hugh marks as alienated is actually the best self I can be. After all,
when [ abstract from all my bodily attachment, there might be nothing
distinctive about who I am.

I think there is something important to Foucault’s complaint, but I will set
it aside for now. I want to address the second, practical worry. Supposing
that I see some value in purifying myself and I want to do it, how can I
achieve this by looking at my present self, which is not yet pure? I
understand that by turning to myself, I somehow consolidate my mental
energy; even though I am not quite sure what this means in less
metaphorical terms. What I might not understand as readily is how, in this
situation, I can become more purified by knowing myself. If knowledge
works by assimilation, to know something pure will be to assimilate
myself to something pure, and thus become purer. But I am not pure to
begin with, and when I assimilate myself to myself, nothing much
happens.

This is, presumably, what the third pair of eyes used to be good for. If only
I could see God, I would be able to know something that is superior to my
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own soul, and since knowledge involves assimilation, my soul could
actually become better than it was before. Also, given that we find God
within ourselves, knowledge of God will not force the soul to rush
outwards towards the object of its knowledge. Further, as we may see our
bodies in a mirror, we may see ourselves by looking at someone who is
looking back at us. As Socrates says in Plato’s Alcibiades, we might then
see ourselves, in God, like in a mirror (133c; cf. Soliloguium 953D-954A,

p. 15).

However, as Hugh tells us, our third pair of eyes is in fact blind. We
cannot use it in order to restore our true self, because the only way to cure
its blindness is to restore our true self. We seem to be trapped. In order to
become better, we need to know something that is superior to our soul, and
for this, we need the third pair of eyes. But as long as we are as corrupt as
we are, our third eyes will remain blind.

There is thus a sense in which self-knowledge is far from trivial. It may be
easy to know one’s self in its current state, if this amounts to simply being
this self. It seems impossible, however, to know one’s true self, the self
one would be when all of it is fully restored, before already being restored.
The reason is, again, that the sort of self-knowledge in question amounts to
being what one knows. If we know ourselves by being ourselves, the
object of our self-knowledge cannot be better than we already are.

There are a couple ways of gradually getting off the ground, however
(paulatim: De vanitate 714B, p. 175-76). First, there are certain images
that we can put before our bodily eyes. He goes through a number of such
images in De vanitate, and the lesson there is that all we see is vain (705C-
712A, p. 160-170). Note that the vanity in question is the vanity of the
human condition. For the world is, as such, beautiful. What is mutable and
thus imperfect is the human life in it (705A, p. 159). These images
therefore invariably culminate in the judgment: “Of what quality is this
work of man? It is vanity, and vanity of vanities” (e.g. 706B, p. 161). The
idea is that we may begin to improve ourselves by realizing how deficient
we are.

On the other hand, there are images that may edify our souls in a more
direct, positive way. In bodily vision, as we have seen, the mind actively
emulates the image that reaches the brain. When confronted with the
appropriate visual stimulus, it may therefore assimilate itself to something
good (foris uidebit oculus tuus, ut ad eius similitudinem intus fabricetur
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animus tuus: De archa noe 1 3, 622B, p. 52). Such a positive image is, for
instance, the elaborate mental diagram that Hugh describes in the Libellum
de formatione arche. When we engage our attention to look at such things,
says Hugh, “we may be getting ever nearer to some semblance of true
stability” (De archa noe 1V 2, 666A, p. 126).

Further, there are other selves that we might know, in whatever imperfect
way. We may improve our own selves by knowing others who are better
than we are (De laude caritatis 973A, p. 15). As Socrates puts it, we may
be able to know our better selves by looking at the best in another person
(Alcibiades, 133b). Hugh, however, warns us to not place our trust and
hope in other humans (De substantia dilectionis 18A, p. 190). Further,
there are reasons to suspect that we might not even be able to see the best
in another person without also exemplifying it, for the same reasons for
which we cannot understand the thoughts of other people without in some
way thinking them. If I know the good by participation, I will not be able
to know it unless I actually participate in it. For a Christian thinker like
Hugh, there is of course one human being that we may always look at in
order to discover our own best self, namely Jesus Christ. This very fact,
however, will be something we need to accept as given. When we imitate
Christ, we treat Christ as a paradigm, which means that we cannot apply
our own standards beforehand, in order to determine whether we should
follow him or not. Our faith will have to come before our understanding.

As St. Paul puts it, faith is the substance of things to be hoped for (Hebr.
11,1). Hugh explains this as follows: the things we hope for may already
subsist in us, if only on the basis of our faith (fide sola subsistunt in nobis:
De Sacramentis 1 10,2; 329A, p. 166). Faith itself is something we can
practice and comprehend. We practice faith, however, in order to achieve
something that we cannot yet practice or comprehend. The faith we have
thus signifies something that is not in our mind, but it does this neither by
representation nor by participation (cf. 328D-329A, p. 166). By faith, we
can establish a relation to God while remaining blind (De archa noe IV 3,
667D, p. 129). And this relation will help us eventually overcome our
blindness. As Hugh puts it, “there are some who begin to taste what they
believe through faith™ (gustare incipiunt quod fide credunt: De Sacramentis
I 10,4, 332D, p. 170)." Here, “tasting” seems to stand for knowledge by
participation.

BWe see a connection to the Franciscans here; as also in De archa noe 111 1, 647A,
p. 94: gustando autem cognoscimus.
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Then there are the sacraments. Sacraments are visible signs of an invisible
content (De Sacramentis 1 9,2, 317D, p. 155). By performing certain
rituals, for instance, we prepare the ground for God’s cooperation and thus
for our restoration. Hugh emphasizes that these rituals need to be performed
with the right mindset. The actual rituals might be indispensable in certain
contexts, but they are in principle neither necessary nor sufficient.
Baptism, for instance, will remain ineffective without faith in the Trinity,
and where this faith is clearly present it does not actually matter whether
the ritual is performed exactly according to rule (I1 6,2, 447C, p. 288).

8. Self-Knowledge Without Representation

So there are certain steps that we can take in order to know our better
selves and thus be restored. This makes restorative self-knowledge look
like a kind of practical knowledge. It is a knowledge that restores what it
knows, and thus it is “the cause of what it understands” (Anscombe,
Intention §48). There is in fact a kind of fitting involved: In restorative
self-knowledge, we fit our current selves to our better selves.

However, there are two important differences between practical knowledge
and restorative self-knowledge. The first is fairly obvious. Practical
knowledge is the knowledge of how to do or make something, where the
thing done or made is something other than the doer or maker. In
restorative self-knowledge, the thing known and restored is the subject of
knowledge, that which does the knowing and restoring. The knower is the
known. This turns restorative self-knowledge into what Foucault brings
under the heading of spirituality. It is a kind of knowledge that is achieved
by a “certain transformation of the subject; not of the individual, but of the
subject himself in his being as subject” (Herméneutique, p. 18 / 16). That
is, I take it, the transformation is achieved in the self as the subject of selt-
knowledge, not in the self as an object of self-knowledge.

The other important difference between practical knowledge and restorative
self-knowledge is the following. Whereas in practical knowledge, we start
out with a plan, however vague, of what we want to achieve, and then
measure the result of our endeavours by comparison with our plan, we do
not actually have any such plan before we begin to know our true selves.
This 1s Foucault’s point, referred to earlier, about renouncing the self.
Before we are our better selves, we cannot possibly have any idea of what
we will end up being as a result of knowing our better selves. This is the
force of the claim that restorative self-knowledge is non-representational:
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it does not involve having any plan whatsoever of what to become. For all
we know, this sort of knowing ourselves might well amount to a
renunciation of our current selves. And Hugh is rather honest about this.
He says that when we give up all attachment to worldly things, we are
initially left without anything to cling to (our soul will be omnino a
delectione aliena), so that God will have to step in and refill our hearts
with “spiritual joy” (De archa noe 111 3, 648C, p. 96).

So before we know ourselves by participating in our true essence, we
cannot have any plan of how this will work out. It takes a leap of faith to
know yourself, and faith is the operative word here. As we have seen,
Hugh puts prayer in between us and our better selves: after reading and
meditation, he tells us to pray, so that we will have the strength to perform
the good works that will eventually enable us to reach the stage of
contemplation (and the third eye is the eye of contemplation). This prayer
1s a request for assistance. Prayer is a form of doing something in order to
get something, with the important addition that the doing is ours, but the
getting is beyond our control. God has the plan of the self that we do not
have. When prayer succeeds, God will work through us, for to will
according to grace is to will because God wills (De Sacramentis 1 6,17,
274A, p. 106).

Restorative self-knowledge thus differs from practical knowledge in that it
1s not a matter of fitting our own self to anything that we already
comprehend. The fit in question is rather achieved by a cooperation
between us and something that is beyond our control, of which we will
only know more once we have relied on its support. Once our true selves
are restored, we will properly know ourselves. Our second pair of eyes
will be cured. The kind of endeavour that will lead to this, however, is not
yet knowledge in the sense of hitting a mark or succeeding at something. It
is a quest for knowledge.

9. Conclusions

Predictably, an engagement with Hugh of St. Victor’s account of self-
knowledge has landed us deeply in the middle of Christian doctrine. I
think, however, that our discussion has raised issues and introduced ideas
that are relevant to anyone’s understanding of self-knowledge. Our
guiding question has been whether self-knowledge might conceivably be a
third kind of knowledge, separate from but on a par with theoretical and
practical knowledge. There is, of course, such a thing as the theoretical
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knowledge of who I am or used to be, and there might be practical self-
knowledge in the sense of having a specific understanding of what to do in
order to become someone different. Hugh, however, points us to a kind of
self-knowledge that is neither theoretical nor practical. This kind of self-
knowledge sits in the middle in between theoretical and practical
knowledge, without either being a mixture of them or embracing both of
them. One reason why this is so is that, as we suspected, it has no direction
of fit. This point is interesting in its own right. Hugh describes it as a kind
of vision. Bodily vision is an instance of doing something in order to get
something, and is thus both spontaneous and receptive. Self-knowledge by
participation, however, is intellectual knowledge, such that the doing and
the getting coincide. When we understand a concept, we understand it by
conceiving it, and this is to say that our understanding is the same as what
it understands. The object of such an understanding is an immanent object,
it is known by participation rather than representation. Further, self-
knowledge is a special kind of intellectual knowledge in that the self is
both the knower and the known. The self i1s what it knows, and if the
object of intellectual knowledge is the performance of the act of knowing
it, we get the peculiar result that in self-knowledge, the self is all of the
following three: the knower, the known, and the act of knowing.

Because of the identity of knower, known, and act of knowing, the kind of
self-knowledge that Hugh points to is similar to divine knowledge, as
Aquinas describes it (Summa Theologiae 1a 1,5 c.a.). Aquinas argues that
theology has features of both theoretical and practical knowledge because
it receives its first principles from God’s knowledge. This latter knowledge is
at the same time theoretical and practical, since God knows himself and
what he creates by the same knowledge, he creates by knowing, and he
knows by creating. Divine knowledge is thus not a mixture of theoretical
and practical knowledge, it is rather a case where both coincide." Tt is,
actually, a case where all three kinds of knowledge coincide: theoretical
knowledge, practical knowledge, and self-knowledge. Or, alternatively, it
is a case where the distinction between these kinds of knowledge does not

apply.

To be sure, human knowledge cannot at the same time be knowledge of all
creation. At least, however, it is knowledge of what it restores, it restores
what it knows by knowing it, and what it thus knows and restores is itself.
In its own limited way, it is divine. “Divine,” here, can be given a very

"This is option (6) in fn. 5 above.
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precise meaning: knowledge is divine when the knower, the act of
knowing, and the object of knowing are one and the same. Not all self-
knowledge is of this kind. We may know ourselves by having a
representation of ourselves, and we may have practical self-knowledge, in
the sense of having a specific plan of who to become. Hugh, however,
points to a third kind of self-knowledge, which is neither theoretical not
practical, and is in this sense a species of divine knowledge. It is a
knowledge that humans had before the fall, which they can aspire to
achieve, a knowledge that coincides with the knower and the known. We
postlapsarian humans lack this sort of self-knowledge. Now if the
knowledge we lack is divine knowledge, our lack of it cannot simply be a
matter of there being something that we fail to know. Since the knower
and the known in divine knowledge are the same, it must at the same time
be a matter of not being the sort of knower that it takes. We don’t merely
fail to know who we are; we fail to be who we would know if we knew
who we are. This is, again, the idea that Foucault illustrates in so many
ways in the Hermeneutics of the Subject, which he however fails to render
precise. It can be stated concisely in three steps: (1) Self-knowledge is a
sort of knowledge that coincides with both the knower and the known. (2)
To lack this kind of knowledge is to fail to be the knower as well as the
object known. Therefore, (3) to acquire it must consist in a transformation
of the subject of knowledge as such.

That the kind self-knowledge in question is knowledge by participation,
rather than by representation, distinguishes it from both theoretical and
practical knowledge in a further respect. It implies that although we may
improve ourselves by knowing ourselves, this cannot proceed according to
any sort of preconception of our future selves. Any such preconception
would be a representation of what one is to become, and self-knowledge
by participation does not involve any such representations. In the absence
of representations, we need to rely on hope, faith, and guidance. This is
why Hugh can replace self-knowledge, the knowledge that leads us from
historical knowledge to contemplation, with prayer and work. To know
oneself by participation is to improve oneself, relying on faith, hope, and
trust in others, rather than on a prior understand of who to become. And
the faith involved need not be a faith of any particular brand. All it needs
to be is something like the substance of things to be hoped for, anything
that grounds our hope that we may eventually become the knower that it
takes.
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