
Medieval Language Theories 
 
Dear Students; 
 
We’re going to have a slight pause in our examination of particular pieces of medieval 
literature to start putting all of the pieces together.  In order to do this, we need to 
consider the way in which language was used in the middle ages, and what theories of 
language informed the writing of medieval literature. 
 
As part of our study of the medieval use of language, we will be doing 3 things: 
 

1. What is the medieval theory of language? 
2. What examples of metaphor and allegory can be found in Chaucer? 
3. Why are there SO many pictures in medieval art of knights fighting...snails?  

 
Some of these theories are quite complex and subtle.  I am also providing a couple of 
video lectures this week focussed on this issue, and we will use the forum to develop 
our understanding of these theories. 
 
In a nutshell, words are signs of some reality.  For example, as you are driving along the 
Coquihalla Highway, and you see a sign that says, “Vancouver - 200km”, the words are 
a sign that point to a reality (the city of Vancouver).  The word “Vancouver” on the sign 
is not Vancouver itself, but it does point to something that is real.  So the sign has 
meaning, even though the sign itself is not the thing it points to. 
 
But how do we use words to point to something outside of our experience?  We have 
seen how apophatic language in medieval literature attempts to do this, and so it’s time 
to go a little deeper now. 
 
What is language? Medieval View 
 
Most people today would, if asked to explain language, suggest that language is a tool 
for communication.  This is certainly true; but the medieval thinker goes a bit further 
than this characterization: for the medieval, language is not only a means of 
communication, but primarily a means of reasoning.  In fact, language is the first sign of 
reason, and so we have to ask rather than “what is language” the more appropriate 
question, “what is reason”? 
 
We’ve seen already that medieval literature is concerned with the nature of the person 
in the context of natural and supernatural and preternatural life. 



 
“Natural” describes what is evident in nature; not just physical things like trees, animals, 
and elements, but also “natural” in terms of what reason can know.  For example, 
knowledge of the existence of God was believed to be “natural” insofar as you don’t 
need any special revelation to know that God, whatever the Divine nature might be, 
exists. 
 
You could not know however, that God is “Triune” (Trinity: Father, Son, Holy Spirit). 
This could only be revealed supernaturally to humans. 
 
The word “supernatural” therefore exclusively applies to things to do with God. 
 
“Preternatural” are things beyond nature, which nevertheless do not rise to the level of 
the divine.  For example, if you had super powers, such as flying, this would be 
“preternatural.” Or, if you saw a ghost, or met someone who was possessed by a 
demon, this would be “preternatural”: 
 

 
For this reason, a medieval person would say that “Superman” should actually be called 
“Preterman”!  Or in movies like “Paranormal Activity” where strange events are called 
“supernatural”, they should rather be called “preternatural” manifestations of ghosts and 
malevolent spirits. 
 
It will be important to keep these distinctions in mind as we start delving into the 
preternatural world of medieval literature next week. 
 
Reasoning then was a process of understanding the relationship between nature, 
preternature, and supernature. 
 
Analogical Language 
 
Because of these layers of existence (natural, preternatural, and supernatural), the 
medieval thinker developed theories of language that handled different aspects of 
reasoning about the world. 

NATURE Trees, plants, people, animals, figuring things out using 
observation, mathematics, science, etc. 

PRETERNATURE Unusual human powers that seem to come from somewhere 
else, magic, demons, created spirits, etc. 

SUPERNATURE Things to do with God, or which come from God alone. 



 
The three key ones are: univocal, equivocal, and analogical language. 
 
Univocal language most closely resembles those things in the natural order.  If I say, 
“Hercules is strong” and “A hippo is strong”, I am using the word “strong” in the same 
sense as it relates to Hercules and the hippo. In fact, we could speculate about who 
would win a fight between Hercules and the hippo.  Univocal language is on scale; so a 
strong ant is strong, but not at the same level as a lion is strong; but the word strong in 
both cases means the same thing. 
 
Equivocal language is the use of words in a way that is totally different or unrelated. 
 
Consider for example, my beautiful stick drawing below: 

 
This is clearly a very skilled picture of a man wearing his 
summer shorts.  And you can tell he’s happy.  So if 
someone asked me, “what is your picture”?  I could tell 
then, “it’s a man.”  And they would nod in appreciation and 
wonder at my artistic skill. 
 
But it’s not really a man.  In fact, it has nothing in common 
with a man at all.  It’s just a scribble on a piece of paper.  It 
might make us think of a man going for a swim, but it is no 
more a man going for a swim than a peanut butter and jelly 
stain on the carpet. 
 

The difference between my drawing of a man, and an actual man, is equivocal.  The 
drawing might make us think of a man, but it is not a man (I am confident that you are 
all going to be able to identify different tropes in literature that would be called equivocal 
v univocal). 
 
Finally, there is analogical language.  Analogical language are words which are not 
univocal or equivocal.  The word is related to the thing it points to, but only by analogy. 
 
A famous example from the middle ages that you would probably have heard in a 
medieval school, was the word “healthy”. 
 
Consider a dog with a beautiful coat of hair, full of vitality and bouncing happily all over 
the place.  We would say this dog is “healthy.”  Why is the dog so healthy?  Because 



you feed him lovely food: T-bone steak with vitamins and nutrients.  The dog is healthy 
because his food is healthy. 
 
Notice we call both the dog and the food “healthy.”  But in the case of the food, it is the 
CAUSE, whereas the case of the Dog is the EFFECT. 
 
Analogical language links the cause to the effect, and uses the same word to describe 
this relationship. 
 
Notice how analogical language is NOT univocal: healthy does not apply to healthy food 
in the same way that it applies to a healthy dog. 
 
Nor is it equivocal: healthy food and healthy dog are not unrelated.  There is a relation: 
but it is neither univocal or equivocal. 
 
This may all seem very complex and abstract for a literature review!  But once we get 
our heads around these distinctions, we will begin to see how this theory of language 
informs the medieval literature we are coming to know and love! 
 

 
Have a think about these terms and let them swill about for a bit.  We will explore them 
in the forum, and hopefully you will be able to identify statements of each kind in the 
quiz! 
 
Once you have gone through the material on language, put your thinking caps on!  I 
want to hear your theories about why there are so very, very, many pictures in medieval 
art of knights fighting...snails! 
 

Univocal Language strong horse = strong building (cataphatic)  

Equivocal Language face on the moon v face on my head (unrelated) 

Analogical Language Healthy food ↔ healthy person (cause to effect) 


