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Abstract:

Peter Abelard’s Treatise on 

Understanding is the first work in 

the Latin medieval tradition on the 

philosophy of mind, and perhaps 

the first work ever written in the 

Western philosophical tradition that 

is expressly and exclusively 

dedicated to the topic of human 

understanding. Abelard’s theory is 

original and highly sophisticated. It 

anticipates several developments 

even in contemporary philosophy 

of mind and psychology. 

In this work, Abelard distinguishes understanding from other cognitive 

activities, and then carefully delineates the characteristics of 

understanding (how they come to be, how they can be judged to be 

sound, and either true or false). I will show how Abelard’s novel theory of 

cognitive unity was developed as a critical response to the leading theory 

of meaning in his day. This treatise was written a century before 

Aristotle’s On the Soul was available, and deserves to be recognized for 

its ingenuity.

Acknowledge: “Peter Abelard, with Heloise, miniature portrait by Jean de Meun, 14th century; in the Musée Condé, Chantilly, France.”


