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            Introduction
 
          
 
          
            Scope of the investigation
 
            Humankind has crafted and used symbols of all sorts for millennia. It is not surprising that the concern towards the study of the concept of the sign cuts across the entire history of humanity, drawing criticisms and appraisals in a debate that is as fascinating as it is complex. The study of the notion of the sign has deep and ancient philosophical roots, to the extent that it is addressed in many branches of human knowledge—from Hippocratic medicine to classical rhetoric—yielding results often intertwined in a concordant or discordant way. However, it is possible to trace time periods in the history of Western thought in which the subject has been addressed organically and in greater depth.
 
            Fundamentals of semiotics are found, genuinely, already in Hellenism (particularly in Stoicism, where can be found a highly sophisticated theory of meaning) and the Middle Ages—especially in relation to the interpretation of the Scriptures. The history of the concept of the sign and the history of semiotics do not always overlap. While the historical overviews of semiotics often begin with John Locke, Charles Sanders Peirce, and Ferdinand de Saussure, some interpreters believe that this history is still incomplete, as Charles William Morris states in his work Signs, Language and Behaviour (1946). Yet the fundamental innovations of the subject matter are already in the works of Augustine of Hippo (354 – 430 AD), inheritor of the studies undertaken in the previous centuries.
 
            As the historian Robert A. Markus (1996, 1) has noted, “some of the Christian fathers devoted explicit and sophisticated discussion to signs and the way in which they signify. Of these the most notable is Augustine of Hippo […] who has even been seen by some modern writers as a father of semiology”. The aim of the present study is to present, as far as possible, a general description of the theory of the sign and signification in Augustine of Hippo. The underlying aspiration is that such an endeavour will prove to be useful to the scholars of Augustine’s thought as well as to those with a keen interest in the history of semiotics and philosophy.
 
            Indisputably, Augustine’s theory of signs was highly influential in medieval semiotics and became a point of reference for the theories of signification in the succeeding centuries. Augustine explicitly formulated a definition of signum—“A sign is a thing which causes us to think of something beyond the impression the thing itself makes upon the senses” (Signum est enim res praeter speciem, quam ingerit sensibus, aliud aliquid ex se faciens in cogitationem venire)1 —that became canonical. The echo of Augustine’s scholarship was felt for many centuries.2 The numerous references to Augustine’s theory of signs made in Anselm’s Dialogues Concerning Truth, in Peter Abelard (1079 – 1142), in John of Salisbury (c. 1115 – 1180), in William of Sherwood (c. 1205 – 1267) and in Peter of Spain (1215 – 1217) evidence Augustine’s influence in the eleventh, twelfth and thirteen centuries (Scott 1972, 29 – 31).
 
            The particular significance that the concept of “sign” (signum) has for Augustine is beyond doubt. For Augustine, signum is a term that is as general as to encompass a plethora of phenomena: miracles and wonders (Markus 1957), sacraments (sacramentum as signum), traces (vestigia), gestures, images, signal signs (as, for instance, military signs), and spoken and written words are all grouped under one single head, namely, signs (signa).
 
            Before we begin, it behoves us to make a terminological clarification. In many of his works, Augustine used extensively the Latin term signum. However, there is no English word which adequately represents the nuance of this word. In fact, the semantic field covered by the Latin signum does not map neatly onto that of the English “sign” or “symbol”, despite some commentators maintaining the contrary (Markus 1957; Chydenius 1960). Although there have been attempts to make Augustine’s vocabulary overlap with a more contemporary terminology, such a juxtaposition that equates the Latin signum to the English “sign” or “symbol” ultimately alters Augustine’s original terminology. Thus, the title selected for the present study—Augustine’s theory of signs, signification, and lying—should not mislead the reader. The author is fully cognizant of the semantic gulf that exists between the Latin signum and the English “sign” that cannot be bridged so easily and must be always kept in mind while discussing Augustine’s approach to the topic of signs.
 
            As Barbara Cassin and colleagues aptly pointed out
 
            
              Although it is frequently said that Augustine’s signum absorbed the values of the symbol […], there has never been an inquiry into the philosophical or theological consequences of the fact that in Augustine’s text, we are dealing at this juncture with only one term, namely, signum. (Cassin et al. 2014, 983)

            
 
            However, because this book has been written in English, it seemed appropriate to keep the main title in English, too. Moreover, considering the academic context in which the research has been conducted— semiotics as an academic field—it is a custom to employ the English term “sign” as an umbrella term.
 
            The Latin signum ties in with a manifold of meanings and the study of its etymology has generally been a very hard nut to crack.3 Emanuele Dettori ([1997] 1999, 216 – 220) outlined five main meanings of signum on the basis of the analysis of the most ancient Latin texts: 1) “image” (cut, curved, or painted); 2) “insignia”; 3) “stars or heavenly body”; 4) “trace”; 5) “signal, password”. In Augustine, too, signum is a term that reaches a very high degree of generality so much so as to encompass under the same genus a wide range of signs that were previously considered as separate phenomena. In fact, it has been often argued that the significance of Augustine’s theory of the sign lies in the coexistence of two matrices that are for the first time grafted one upon another. In other words, Augustine’s concept of signum encapsulates both an “inferential” model of the sign—based on the Stoic tradition of the sign as inference—and an “equational” model shaped on a linguistic conception of the sign as equivalence (Manetti 2010; 2013).
 
            The literature on Augustine is extensive. Augustine’s theory of the sign has been the subject of an increasing number of studies that have addressed this issue from different perspectives. To mention just a few, theology (Duchrow 1965; Johnson 1972a; Johnson 1972b; Martinez 1976), contemporary linguistics and semantics (Baratin and Desbordes 1982; Simone 1969; Kelly 1975; Piacenza 1992; Vecchio 1994), philosophy (Bettetini 1996; Colish 1983b [1968]; Jackson 1967; 1969; O’Daly 1987; Ripanti 1980; Todisco 1993) and semiotics (Deely 2009; Manetti 1987; Todorov 1977). However, accurate studies for subject, discipline, and significance have not yet given an organic and systematic vision of Augustine’s theory of the sign.4
 
            The first study conducted on the subject is, to our knowledge, Karel Kuypers’s Der Zeichen-und Wortbegriff im Denken Augustins (1934), who already underscored the significance of Augustine in regard to his theory of signs. His work, however, focused prominently on Augustine’s De magistro. There are numerous studies that have focused on individual works of Augustine touching upon his theory of the sign (Connaghan 2004; Daniels 1977; Palmisano 1998; Engels 1962; Pépin 1976; Ruef 1981; Toom 2002) or on the influence that the Stoic theory of meaning exerted on Augustine’s understanding of words and signs (Barwik 1957; Pinborg 1962; Baratin 1981; Colish 1985). Cornelius Petrus Mayer has provided an outstanding study of the Augustinian corpus through a statistical methodology which includes the analysis of the occurrence of signum throughout the corpus (Mayer 1969, 1974). We will provide a detailed overview of the relevant literature in the course of this book because much of the secondary literature on the subject relates either to specific works of Augustine or to specific corners in the interpretation of his works.
 
            In regard to Augustine’s theory of the sign, the De doctrina christiana has especially proved to be fruitful. Indeed, this work has generated considerable recent research interest. The four books forming the treatise have been typically studied as independent subjects. Book IV has been generally regarded as “the first manual of Christian rhetoric” (Sullivan 1930, iii) and, in virtue of such a key feature, has been widely studied (Conroy 1933; Guenther 1945; Paternostro 1950; Pizzolato 1995; Sullivan 1930). Book I, in contrast, has received relatively little attention. Gérard Istace, who conducted a systematic study on the first book and considered it as “une unité littéraire bien définie” (Istace 1956, 290), is one of the rare scholars who ventured into such an enquiry.
 
            Books II and III, in turn, have been discussed in relation to the theory of signs and its antecedents (Grech 1995; Jackson 1969; Markus 1957; Pizzani 1995). Yet Eugene Kevane (1966, 122) remarks that the studies that focused on one single book of the treatise, considered as an independent research unit, “overlook the masterful and brilliantly unified plan of composition that Augustine had in mind for the work as a whole”. However, resorting to the words of Augustine himself proves that the treatise could also be read in parts: “This book has turned out longer than I wished, and longer that I had thought it would be. But to that reader or listener to whom it is pleasing it is not long. He who finds it long and wishes to know about it may read it in sections”.5

           
          
            A theory of semiotics ante litteram?
 
            In addition to theologians, historians, and philosophers, the De doctrina christiana has also held a special fascination for scholars of semiotics, so much so as to be regarded as Augustine’s “central treatise”, such that “the text [that] has a better claim than any other to be considered the first semiotic work” (Todorov [1977] 1982: 40).
 
            Indeed, Augustine’s approach to signs is always dual and instrumental. Numerous authors share such a thesis (Deely 2009, 9; Jackson 1967, 2; Ripanti 1980, 29; Simone 1969, 89 – 90; Todorov 1982, 46).
 
            Among those who identified in Augustine a semiotics ante litteram (Deely 2009; Manetti 1987; Simone 1969; Todorov 1982), we include Umberto Eco, who, in connection with the development of the field, referred to it as “the history of an ostracism” (Eco 1987, 109). He pointed out that despite its very ancient origins, semiotics has encountered a difficult process of institutionalization that has hampered its development and diffusion. For Eco (1987, 109), semiotics, from its very inception, has been an ostracized disciplinary field, and as such, it has constantly been in search for its own reason d’être.6 This hindrance has led semiotics to struggle to identify a unified disciplinary object. From here stems the hypothesis glimpsed by Eco that “the entire history of philosophy could be re-read in a semiotic perspective” (Eco 1987, 109).
 
            According to Eco, semiotics turned out to be a discipline disguised in various “applied” studies, abandoning the particular purpose of a “general semiotics”—that is, the philosophical problem of the sign.7 Eco, in fact, presumed that the scope of semiotics is to find some general coordinates that would account for the variety of phenomena that constitute the object of study of semiotics as a disciplinary field. Considering the “theoretical and methodological possibility of a unified historical approach to a supposedly identifiable Semiotic Thought”, Eco (1979a, 75) suggested three plausible hypotheses that could be used as a roadmap to trace the history (or histories) of semiotics: a first, “restricted” hypothesis (which exclusively considers semiotic theories that were formulated explicitly), a second “moderate” hypothesis (which factors in implicit or “repressed” semiotic theories, too), and a third “encyclopedical” hypothesis (according to which certain practices are thought of as significant for a general theory of signs and, therefore, should be the subject of specialized studies).
 
            According to Eco’s threefold proposal for a history of semiotics, Augustine’s literary production would definitely fall into the first “restricted” hypothesis because Augustine employed and conceptualized notions such as signum in an explicit fashion, although he did not directly design a theory of semiotics per se:
 
            
              A history of semiotics is concerned with those who, having explicitly recognized the existence of a sign-relationship in language and/or in many non-verbal human activities, outlined a general theory of signs or even foresaw the development of such a theory as a crucial node for human sciences. For instance, Plato’s Cratylus, Stoics, Augustine, Ockham, Poinsot, Locke, Vico, Lambert, Husserl, Peirce and so on. In this perspective only authors who have explicitly used a term like “semiotics” (or its congeners), sign, theory of sign etc., ought to be passed under review. (Eco 1979a, 79)

            
 
            Undoubtedly, Augustine treats the concept of signum as an explicit object of philosophical research, and this is a good reason to devote a study ex professo to his own approach. The present work, thus, endorses the trend traced by Eco in order to reconsider and explore, from a purely semiotic angle, the fundamental structure of the sign and signification in Augustine. Indeed, this book is concerned with the clarification, analysis and systematization of the theory of the sign and signification in the work of Augustine, not so much because he directly addressed the study of semiotics, but rather because certain fundamental concepts of the discipline—first and foremost the concept of signum—are explicitly treated in his works.
 
            For understanding the particular significance of Augustine’s theory of the sign within semiotics the works of Tzvetan Todorov (1977, 1982) and, more recently, of John Deely (2009) are two essential starting points. Both scholars acknowledged that Augustine himself did not seem to be fully cognizant of his interest in the business of semiotics. Undoubtedly, the general character of Augustine’s works is essentially theological and religious. Yet, within the treatment of those issues, he nonetheless succeeded in articulating his own theory of the sign. This makes his approach to signs twofold in principle, in the sense that his theory can be studied from a theological perspective and/or from a philosophical one.
 
            This double valence, as it were, of Augustine’s theory of the sign is also reflected in the secondary literature on the subject. It is probably possible to consider Augustine as a precursor of studies on the sign and therefore as a father of semiotics. Conversely, this aspect is downplayed for the purely theological and exegetical overlay of his works that do not fully allow, without going beyond what Augustine wrote, for a full-fledged extrapolation of an organic and general theory of semiotics, especially if considered for its own sake. In point of fact, the two perspectives—theological and philosophical—can hardly be singled out because they are interlocked.
 
            There has been a lot of debate over whether Augustine’s theory of the sign was a novelty or whether he paid tribute to the preceding tradition and to what extent this intellectual trajectory is a rupture or a continuation in regard to the past traditions. Todorov, in his study Théories du symbole (1977), suggests two main features to be at the basis of the semiotics of Augustine: eclecticism and psychologism. For Todorov, the originality of Augustine’s thought lies in fact almost entirely in his synthetic ability. Probably this faculty leads him to the first formulation in the history of Western thought of what deserves the name of semiotics: he in fact appears to be the founder of a “unified” theory of the sign. In this regard, Todorov (1982, 25) marked the “birth of occidental semiotics” with Augustine.
 
            Along the same lines, John Deely went so far as to argue that Augustine marks the beginning of “semiotic consciousness” and the so-called “protosemiotic” development (Deely 2009, 3 – 7). In doing so, Augustine seems to having limited himself to re-conceptualizing ideas and notions that were rooted in different theoretical horizons. Todorov has argued that the fundamental operation that Augustine performed was the grafting of two distinct traditions, both concerning the sign, that became synthesized and united into one single theory. The development of a theory of the “word” in the rhetorical and semantic domain was kept distinct from a parallel theory of the “sign” rooted in the realm of logic. Augustine seems to have adopted what was previously attributed to words and to have extended it onto the general level of signs. As will be seen in what follows, in his “doctrine of signs” (doctrina signorum), words will come to occupy only one place among other kinds of sign. The doctrine of the verbal sign (symbolon), which harkens back to Aristotle, is thus subjected to a theory of the logical sign (semeion)—a model, this second one, which Augustine presumably derives from the logic of a propositional-implicative type of Stoic origin. The complete welding together of a theory of sign and a theory of language in Augustine is therefore based on the incorporation of the Stoic theory of meaning. Except that, for the Stoics, only non-verbal signs were considered as signs (semeia). Augustine will exceed this perspective with decisiveness: words are thought of as signs on the same terms as non-linguistic signs.
 
            Those studies on the subject conducted within semiotics, however very influential, have often been quite selective in focusing on individual works of Augustine. Deely’s Augustine and Poinsot: The Protosemiotic Development (2009) deals almost exclusively with the second book of Augustine’s De doctrina christiana, whereas in Todorov’s study (1977), certain relevant sources such as the De dialectica and the De magistro play only an ancillary role, if not at all dismissed. Hence, the need to fill in a gap in contemporary research on Augustinian semiotics. To this end, we have included in the selected corpus of sources both the De dialectica as well as the De magistro, to which we devote a close examination. Our contention is that both works show a profound semiotic awareness and provide outstanding clues for reflection.
 
            Moreover, studies on Augustine conducted within semiotics have generally focused on the Augustinian theory of signs severed from the context in which the theory initially originated. Arguably, this seems a rather artificial and ad hoc divorce, and whether it is intentional or not, it could substantially dilute or distort Augustine’s own thought. By contrast, the present study privileges the facets of the theory that were previously neglected within semiotic research by contextualizing Augustine’s theory of signs within the overall structure of the works under scrutiny.
 
            We shall support this contention by looking at numerous illustrations. The universe, for Augustine, is divided into “things” (res) and “signs” (signa). It will be seen that one reflection of the general tendency described above is discussing Augustine’s concept of signum in isolation, irrespectively of the relation that this concept entails with the notion of “thing” (res). This order of approach must be reversed. At the cost of demythologizing the concept of the sign—undoubtedly, a pervasive notion in contemporary semiotics—we spell out the necessity of a discussion of the philosophical concept of res as a background for conceptualizing the definition of signum. At any rate, as will be shown in Chapter 3, the concept of res plays a crucial role in the overall structure of the De doctrina christiana, and it is essential for conceptualizing the notion of the sign. Moreover, the doublet res/signum constitutes the backbone of Augustine’s theory and is persistent throughout his literary career.
 
            Another specimen of this naivety is the division between “natural signs” (signa naturalia) and “given signs” (signa data), which Augustine sets forth in Book II of the De doctrina christiana. This is an additional example of how Augustine’s notions took a life of their own. Unhappily, the division natural/ given signs has been the object of systematic distortion and was generally presented in ways that do not overlap with Augustine’s vision. We will discuss both issues in due course.

           
          
            Setting the significance of Augustine’s works for the present research
 
            Our first task is clearly a justification of the significance of the subject matter for the present research. Augustine’s semiotic thought has to be mined, as it were, from the abundant deposits, which we find in his many writings on language and communication and in his philosophical works.8 The present study will be confined to the writings in which the theory of signs is treated ex professo—as for instance in Book II of the De doctrina christiana—and the works in which Augustine deals with the analysis of words as signs or treats the question of communication and acquisition of knowledge through signs.
 
            Interesting causes for reflection on the subject are found primarily in the De dialectica (“On Dialectic”), De magistro (“The Teacher”), De doctrina christiana (“On Christian Doctrine”), and in De trinitate (“The Trinity”), even though these works have other functions and purposes. Nonetheless, the corpus of the selected texts does not completely exhaust the thought of Augustine on the subject. Thus, for the interpretation of certain particular passages or concepts, we will resort to other additional sources within the Augustinian corpus that are tangentially concerned with the subject treated in the present dissertation.
 
            The present study focuses on the following works that, for the sake of clarity, are arranged in a chronological order:
 
            
              De dialectica (387)
 
              De magistro (389)
 
              De mendacio (395)
 
              De doctrina christiana (Books I–III 25,36) (396)
 
              Contra mendacium (420)
 
              De doctrina christiana (Books III–IV) (426 – 427)

            
 
            In order to circumscribe the limits of the present enquiry, the study focuses, for the most part, on the first decade of Augustine’s literary production. We have chosen his juvenile treatise, the De dialectica, written as early as 387, as the terminus ad quo and the De doctrina christiana, penned in 397, as terminus ad quem of the study. Within this span of time, it is our intention to focus this study even more by concentrating our analysis on the De dialectica, the De magistro, and the De doctrina christiana, each of which will be discussed in separate sections of the dissertation.
 
            In addition to the works just mentioned, we included a study on the subject of mala fide communication, unravelling Augustine’s doctrine of the lie (mendacium). It is our contention that a semiotics of lying is of pivotal importance. Augustine set forth the fundamentals of this issue primarily in two treatises: De mendacio (“On Lying”) and Contra mendacium (“Against Lying”), although the themes of mendacity and falsehood run throughout numerous other works. We hold that the subject of lying is intimately interconnected with the subject of signs and how signs are used by interpreters for specific purposes. For this reason, it is our contention that the issue of lying should be treated in tandem with Augustine’s theory of signs. Thus, it enters in its own right as a sub-topic in the present research. This is a somewhat untraditional approach to the study of the lie in Augustine, which was often confined within the realm of ethics and moral theology. We shall see that Augustine in his analysis is very cognizant of the power of words and how false signs affect sign-receivers.
 
            Moreover, there is an obvious reference that bonds semiotics with the topic of lying, namely, U. Eco’s famous definition of semiotics as the study of anything that can be used in order to lie (Eco 1975). This celebrated, yet paradoxical, formulation should be corrected because the definition of the sign as something that could be used in order to lie is too restrictive. Eco himself recanted his own stance (Eco 1997, 37). It would be more appropriate to say that semiotics is a theory of erroneous inference. This would allow us to extend the proprium of semiotics not only to sign situations where a lie may manifest, but also to include parallel phenomena of erroneous inference—for instance, a mistake—that may occur in a sign situation, and that, strictly speaking, cannot be regarded as lies. We will see that the difference between a lie and an erroneous inference was already stated with lucidity in Augustine’s De mendacio.
 
            There are numerous valid reasons supporting the choice of texts mentioned above. Undoubtedly, Augustine’s treatise De doctrina christiana is a central text in respect to the theory of signs. Thus, it is not surprising that, in contrast to other Augustinian sources, this treatise has probably received more attention than others, especially among the community of interpreters within semiotics. On the contrary, the De dialectica and the De magistro, not to mention the De mendacio and the Contra mendacium, have not had such a fortune. Thus, in comparison with previous studies on the subject conducted within semiotics, the present study attempts to expound Augustine’s theory of signs as presented not only in the second book of the De doctrina christina but also in other of his works. Because the De doctrina christiana has received more attention in regard to the theory of signs than have other works, we will place emphasis also on the De dialectica and the De magistro, being somewhat less-travelled albeit fundamental cornerstones for the Augustinian theory of signs. Despite the fact that the De dialectica was for a long time considered as a spurious work, it is now acknowledged as a genuine text of Augustine. The De dialectica is particularly significant to the present study because it clearly shows a rich and sophisticated theory of signification, whose outlook echoes the ancient Stoic theory of meaning.
 
            Many of the themes already treated in the De dialectica are taken up and amplified in succeeding works, and yet this early treatise lays the foundation of Augustine’s approach to signs. Thus, not only the need for our enquiry to follow a chronological design—the De dialectica being the earliest text under scrutiny—but also the theoretical depth and clarity within this early work have led us to place it at the outset of our enquiry. Furthermore, the paucity of studies conducted within semiotics specifically devoted to Augustine’s De dialectica fully supports such a choice. There is also a very practical reason to delimit the object of study in a way that allows it to be dealt with within the time span of a monographic treatment.
 
            The De magistro is the lengthiest study of signs in antiquity after Plato’s Cratylus. However, despite the dialogue presenting, for the most part, a minute, thorough and illuminating disquisition of signs, the De magistro has been generally conceived as a theologically oriented work. The conclusion of the dialogue, where Augustine emphasized the role of divine illumination in human thought (only God can teach us), led the majority of commentators towards such an interpretation. However, after a detailed analysis of the form and content of the work, we contend that the dialogue is grafted upon a division based on signs which is the heart of the book.
 
            As we will see in detail, Augustine’s real concern in the De magistro was the problem of the conditions of the possibility and communicability of knowledge itself. As numerous studies have shown (Cloeren 1984; Madec 1975, 71; Manfredini 1960, 17 – 27; Parodi 1996, 9; Pépin 1950), the problem of the acquisition of knowledge and the possibility to convey it by means of language or other sign systems, is key to the dialogue. Moreover, in order to discuss these problems, Augustine examined a series of issues that today are certainly catalogued under the rubric of semiotics. Indeed, Eugenio Coseriu (1969, 108), Robert Markus (1957, 65), and Umberto Eco (1984) all claim that the De magistro is among the greatest contributions to semiotics from antiquity. Commenting in a similar way, Guzzo (1927, 114) states that the treatise established the science of expression and general linguistics.
 
            Nevertheless, not all studies were able to grasp this aspect of the work. Even among scholars overtly engaged with the “doctrine of signs”, such a profound study of signs and signification as the De magistro does not find the place that one would expect it to have. Although John Deely refers to the dialogue in his seminal study Four Ages of Understanding (2001), his enquiry devoted ex professo to the semiotics of Augustine and Poinsot (2009) is focused mainly on Augustine’s De doctrina christiana, referring to the De magistro only in passing. In the same vein, for Todorov (1977) and Ripanti (1980) the De magistro is of secondary importance.
 
            Like the other works that the present study aims to discuss, the theory of signs set forth in the De doctrina christiana emerges, too, against the background of a broader thematic horizon. Indeed, the book’s main thrust is interpreting the Bible and communicating the truths identified in it. Thus, Augustine’s discussion of the subject of signification is grafted within a theological-hermeneutical context. Undoubtedly, the De doctrina christiana is a chief source of knowledge because it discusses organically and systematically the theory of signs—focusing especially on written words—and the interpretation of texts in the light of patristic exegesis.9 Yet Augustine’s enquiry is neither an abstract theory nor a semiotics per se. On the contrary, his undertaking shows a pragmatic and applied approach because he intends to formulate a method for studying the Sacred Scriptures and to pass it down to posterity. Thus, the sign theory of Augustine is always instrumental; it is the means to an end.
 
            This point is essential. There is a particular difficulty that because Augustine was one of the most influential fathers of the Church, he had a special inclination to the Christian religion, and for this reason, it is hardly feasible to isolate with precision and certitude his philosophical or, as it were, his “semiotic thought” from his theological commitment and from the context in which his doctrine was deeply rooted. Thus, any investigation on Augustine’s theory of signs must come to terms with the fundamentally exegetical nature of his enquiry. Disentangling such a theory is a real challenge because the subjects of signification, interpretation, and exegesis are in fact almost inseparably interwoven throughout the pages of the De doctrina christiana as well as in other works. Nonetheless, outstanding inquiries have quite successfully ventured into the study of the “doctrine of signs” formulated in this treatise and considered independently from the application of the theory to the interpretation of the Bible (Deely 2009; Jackson 1967; 1969; Markus 1957; Simone 1969; Todorov 1977). However, it is all too easy to dismiss Augustine’s theory of signs for his theological overtones. His thought was profoundly philosophical as well as theological, and it is worthy of close scrutiny also prescinding from the theological implications of his works.

           
          
            Methodology
 
            The present study is interpretative of Augustine’s works. The theory of the sign is expounded on the basis of the interpretation of Augustine’s texts. Thus, the methodology employed throughout the present dissertation is based on textual interpretation. Augustine’s works are interpreted through close scrutiny of the selected corpus of texts that form the primary sources for the enquiry.
 
            In this work, we have attempted to pursue two objectives: (1) to extract from Augustine’s writings a theory of signs and (2) to appraise the theory thus obtained against the background of semiotics. On certain occasions, Augustine’s topics, concepts, and terminology are assessed against the background of the theories of other authors. The aim is to primarily clarify Augustine’s position and also to emphasize the legacy and implications that such concepts and ideas have had or might have for the general study of signs. Moreover, hindrances and shortcomings that some accounts on Augustine’s theory of signs and signification naturally may display are pointed out, and some solutions are offered.
 
            The reader will notice that, sometimes, we privileged Augustine’s own words over our own speculations on the subject treated. This is not accidental nor the result of a naivety, but a feature that results from a deliberate and well-pondered choice. Many of the concepts, formulas and arguments that Augustine recurred to in his works are not as straightforward as one would have liked them to be. First, the most obscure or difficult notions are identified, analysed, and discussed. We have often taken into account numerous additional Augustinian sources that encourage the elucidation, interpretation, and expansion of the subject. In other cases, we have preferred to describe Augustine’s concepts and theories and compare them to certain modern semiotic theories, for the sole purpose of cultivating the comprehension of the concepts under scrutiny in a contemporary key. Because Augustine’s intention was not to outline a theory of signs for its own sake, our task is to connect the dots within his theories of the sign, and this is, inherently, a step forward in the interpretation of Augustine’s approach to the problem of meaning. Our selections are choices that involve an interpretation, and as such, this is already our own contribution and should be taken as such—not simply as Augustine’s own thought.
 
            However, one could too easily fall into the temptation of superimposing his or her own ideas in order to fit the disciplinary background one belongs to. The terminology Augustine employed is peculiar to his era, and thus, any bold extrapolation or speculation should be treated with the due care. Our inclination is to give priority to the interpretation of the text in order to explicate and expound it as clearly as possible. Once this task is sufficiently carried out, there is an avenue to factor in and discuss the significance of Augustine’s disquisitions of signs for the contemporary semiotic reader. We truly hope that we have achieved a balanced stance in such an endeavour.
 
            Finally, a word of explanation is due to the reader for what concerns the practice and style of quotations. At the risk of rendering the corpus of the thesis somewhat heavy with citations, we have opted for including both the original quotation in Latin, as well as an English translation. Although this is not the custom, we believe that this solution offers to the scholar of Latin the possibility to rely on the original source and it provides the chance to reveal its content also to those who are not well versed in Latin. We have also made use of several translations and commentaries that have helped with the interpretation (whose list is in section B of the bibliography).

           
          
            Outline of the book
 
            The division of the book is into four general chapters. In Chapter 1 it is argued that the first work where Augustine explicitly discusses at length the subject of words as signs and signification is the De dialectica. We begin by describing the structure of the treatise. We show that Augustine develops a vocabulary to describe the process of signification with words. This model is tetradic and includes verba, dicibilia, dictiones, and res. We argue that although the treatise was interrupted in the midst of an important discussion on the technical terms he employed, the tract is of pivotal importance. It is shown that Augustine used a rather sophisticated theory of signs that has evident Stoic roots. An additional characteristic feature of Augustinian semiotics is that it is chiefly geared towards the problem of communication. Next to such a semiotics of communication, it also presents a concern toward the issue of the designation of words thought of as signs.
 
            Chapter 2 examines the dialogue of the De magistro, whose main protagonists are Augustine and his son Adeodatus. We dwell at length on the genesis of the dialogue as well as on the much-debated question of the form and structure of the De magistro. We examine the interpretations proposed in secondary literature and argue that the bifurcation Augustine makes on signs and things is key to the overall logic of the text. It is argued that despite the dialogue’s purpose being to assert that Christ is the only teacher for men, the great majority of the work deals with a theory of signs that is often neglected but is yet worthy of study. This account shows that Augustine used and envisaged not only a theory of signs but also a theory of showing (ostension), which provides unseen implications for semiotics.
 
            Chapter 3 pursues the enquiry into the De doctrina christiana. The treatise is explored in reference to the theory of signs and contemporary semiotics. Specific attention is given not only to the second Book of the tract, which is devoted to the “doctrine of signs” (doctrina signorum), but also to Book I where Augustine discusses the “doctrine of things” (doctrina rerum). We single out and discuss four key issues within this work: 1) the definition of signum against the background of the concept of res; 2) the division between signa naturalia and signa data; 3) the role of intentionality in the theory of signs; 4) the various divisions of signs.
 
            Chapter 4 delves into the subject of falsehood and deception by discussing two works of Augustine that are relatively less known: De mendacio and Contra mendacium. Our analysis will show that a semiotics of lying is of pivotal importance. It also argues for the view that Augustine’s stance on the matter is more nuanced and subtle than is often portrayed. After a detailed analysis of Augustine description of the nature of the lie we challenge the traditional definition of the lie—Mendacium est quippe falsa significatio cum voluntate fallendi (“A lie is a false signification told with the desire to deceive”)10—an offer an alternative reading based on a contextual reading of the Augustinian doctrine of the lie.
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