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ABSTRACT: The article analyzes Anselm of Canterbury’s development of three meanings 

of “nothing” in the Monologion, and a fourth in three later works: De casu diaboli, one of his 

letters, and his Incomplete Work. By focusing exclusively on the points where the meaning 

of nothing is fi rst presented and then successively redefi ned, we can see that Anselm rejects 

the idea of creation ex nihilo by arguing that the things created by God had some form of 

existence before they were created, and that creation refers not to coming into existence 

but to coming into being. In the three later works Anselm extends the meaning of nothing 

to show that it has a surprisingly positive content, since it is a term of negation that has 

meaning only in terms of what it excludes or negates. Anselm’s analysis of nothing seems 

to presage many modern discussions this subject.

THE FIRST NINETEEN CHAPTERS of the Monologion, in which Saint Anselm 

is said to have set forth his chain of many connected arguments to prove the 

existence of God, seem to be “much ado about nothing.” The word “nothing” appears 

124 times between chapters 3 and 19, an average of more than 7 times per chapter. 

The concept of nothing1 fi gures prominently in many of his arguments, including how 

the supreme essence is to be conceived (chapter 6), and how both living beings and 

the material world are created out of nothing (chapters 7–9). In chapter 19, Anselm 

reaches a crucial point where he stakes everything on arriving at a new concept of 

nothing. Gregory Schufeider, for example, writes that much of the early discussion 

in the Monologion “revolves around the topic of nothing.”2

Why is nothing so important to Anselm? Actually, it appears to be one of his 

most fundamental concepts—if one can call “nothing” a concept. Nevertheless, 

Anselm makes as much of it as he can by fi nding in it more facets and meanings 

than one would have thought possible and by resting the entire edifi ce of his “many 

arguments” upon it.

The Monologion is the fi rst place where Anselm tackles the concept of nothing 

by successively deriving from both its familiar and ambiguous usages new bases 

to conceive the one highest nature whose existence he sets out to demonstrate. But 

Anselm does not stop there. The implications that he derives from nothing appear 

prominently in the Proslogion, De conceptu virginali et de originali peccato (On 

the Virginal Conception and on Original Sin), De veritate (On Truth), and De casu 
diaboli (The Fall of the Devil). Of all the letters collected in the three volumes of 

his correspondence, this is the only purely philosophical issue to which he devotes 

1The word “nothing” is used in several senses in the text of this article. In many cases the term “nothing” 

is italicized in quotations by the translator.
2Gregory Schufreider, Confessions of a Rational Mystic (West Lafayette IN: Purdue Univ. Press, 1994), 

p. 41.
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a letter. Finally, in another work only discovered in the twentieth century by F. S. 

Schmitt,3 Anselm is found to address the same subject. In the latter three cases (De 
casu diaboli, his letter to his fellow monk and friend Maurice, and the Incomplete 
Work) Anselm extends the concept of nothing even further than in the Monologion 

by fi nding in it a surprisingly positive content.

The fi rst part of this article traces Anselm’s development of the concept of nothing 

in the Monologion and follows its implications into the Proslogion. The second part 

reviews its further development in the three works mentioned above. The results 

of this study can help us to see Anselm’s project in the Monologion differently and 

can shine new light on its connection to the Proslogion, for it leads unavoidably to 

the hypothesis that the Monologion is not about proving the existence of God but 

about defi ning his being—a quite different matter.

I. THE THREE MEANINGS OF NOTHING IN THE MONOLOGION

In this fi rst part, I shall not attempt to reconstruct Anselm’s entire set of arguments, 

but will simply direct the reader’s attention to three critical points where Anselm 

introduces the concept of nothing or alters its meaning. At each point, he presents 

it either as fundamental to his argument or as a stumbling block to its further de-

velopment, which then calls forth a new idea of nothing in order to reconcile his 

earlier understandings.

First Meaning of Nothing

Anselm’s fi rst mention of “nothing” occurs in chapter 3, where he is arguing that: 

“not only are all good things such through something that is one and the same . . 

. but whatever is, is seen to be through something that is one and the same.”4 His 

fundamental premise is this:

3Ein neues unvollendetes Werk des hl. Anselm von Canterbury (called in English his Incomplete Work). 

Originally published in Latin by F. S. Scmitt in Beiträge zur Geschichte der Philosophi und Theologie 
des Mittelalters 33 / 3 (1936): 23–48; and translated into English by Jasper Hopkins and Herbert W. Rich-

ardson in The Complete Philosophical and Theological Treatises of Anselm of Canterbury (Minneapolis 

MN: Arthur J. Banning Press, 2000), pp. 390–414. This work may also be found (along with many other 

translations of Anselm’s works) on the personal website of Jasper Hopkins at: http://cla.umn.edu/sites/

jhopkins/PhilFragments.pdf.
4All quotations from the Monologion, unless otherwise noted, are from S. N. Deane’s easily available 

translation in St. Anselm: Basic Writings, second edition (Chicago IL: Open Court, 1962. 24th printing, 

2005). No further citation shall be given where the chapter number is clear in the text. However, some quo-

tations are modifi ed as follows: (1) where the Latin verb esse and its various forms is sometimes translated 

by some form of “to exist,” I translate it by a corresponding form of the verb “to be”; (2) where quiddam or 

aliquid are translated as “a being,” I translate both more simply and literally by an indefi nite “something” 

or “whatever”; and (3) where summus (-a, -um) is translated as “supreme,” I translate it as “highest.” The 

reasons for these changes are twofold. First, Anselm’s exclamation in chapter 65: “For what sense have I 

conceived of in all these words that I have thought of, except the common and familiar sense? If, then, the 

familiar sense of the words does not apply, then whatever I have thought is not pertinent.” The simple fact 

is that we ordinarily say “How are you?” rather than “How do you exist?” Second, it is my contention that 

Anselm in the Monologion is not talking about existence, but being. This becomes clearer when Anselm’s 

words are translated in their simplest, most ordinary, common, and familiar usages—as he himself insists 

they should be.
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For everything that is, is either through something or through nothing. But nothing comes 
from nothing. For it is altogether inconceivable that anything should be unless through 

something. Whatever is, then, is not except through something (emphasis added).

The signifi cant phrase here is “nothing comes from nothing,” which seems to be a 

thoroughly unexceptional proposition, even though it will later provide the spring-

board for his developing idea of nothing. Nevertheless, at this point there is no hint 

of any problem. Chapter 6, which is dedicated to explaining how the one nature can 

be conceived to be (since it does not arise with the help of any external cause nor 

does it arise from nothing), involves a lengthy discussion of nothing that does not 

deviate from his initial concept that “nothing comes from nothing.” He continues on 

this fi rst understanding up to chapter 7, which concludes with an entirely orthodox 

statement of creation ex nihilo:

Since, then, it is most patent that the essence of all things that are, except the highest 

essence, was made by that highest essence, and does not derive from material, doubtless 

nothing can be more clear than that this highest essence nevertheless produced from noth-
ing, alone and through itself the world of material things (emphases added).

The key phrase is “produced from nothing.” But what happened to “nothing comes 

from nothing”? While the reader may have forgotten it, Anselm has not.

Rejecting the First Meaning of Nothing

Beginning in chapter 8 this orthodox idea of nothing is challenged. The title of this 

chapter (“How it is to be understood that this nature created all things from nothing”) 

hints that some change is in the air, and in the very fi rst sentence Anselm questions 

the orthodox meaning of nothing: “But we are confronted with a doubt regarding 

this term nothing” (emphasis by Deane).

The issue, of course, is the confl ict between the simple statement of chapter 3 

that “nothing comes from nothing” and the conclusion of chapter 7 that the one 

nature or highest essence produced everything from nothing (i.e., ex nihilo). Anselm 

describes the problem this way:

For, from whatever source anything is created, that source is a cause of what is created 

from it, and, necessarily, every cause affords some assistance to the being of what it ef-

fects. . . . Accordingly, if anything was created from nothing, this very nothing was the 

cause of what was created from it. But how could that which had no being [esse], assist 

anything in coming to be? If, however, no aid comes to something from nothing, who 

can be convinced, and how, that anything is created out of nothing?

Anselm is deliberately challenging one of the strongest dogmas of faith, namely, 

that God creates ex nihilo. Reason, Anselm argues, shows that this is impossible, 

because

nothing either means something, or does not mean something. But if nothing is something, 

whatever has been created from nothing has been created from something. If, however, 
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nothing is not something; since it is inconceivable that anything should be created from 

what does not exist; nothing is created from nothing; just as all men agree that nothing 

comes from nothing. Whence, it evidently follows, that whatever is created is created 

from something; for it is created either from something or from nothing.

His conclusion is simple: one can say that God creates ex nihilo if and only if noth-

ing is something. But, if nothing is not something, then God did not—and could 

not—create the universe out of nothing, because the nothing of which he is said to 

have created it is not anything out of which anything can be created.

The result is that, by the middle of chapter 8, Anselm is forced to admit: “But, 

if this is posited as truth, then it is so posited in opposition to the whole argument 

in the preceding chapter.” Anselm recognizes that he faces a dilemma that he can 

escape only by discarding all his prior reasoning, or by redefi ning what he means 

by nothing.

Second Meaning of Nothing

The remainder of chapter 8 is devoted to redefi ning the meaning of nothing, which 

Anselm accomplishes by exploring three common and ordinary usages of the 

word “nothing” and by searching for one that might reconcile the contradiction 

between the conclusion of chapter 7 and the objections raised to it at the beginning 

of chapter 8.

Anselm illustrates the fi rst common usage of the word with the question: Of 

what does the dumb (or mute) man speak? Anselm answers: “of nothing, that is, he 

does not speak at all.” Thus, the fi rst, common, and ordinary meaning of the word 

“nothing” is nullity or naught. Applying this to the one nature or highest essence as 

producing everything from nothing, Anselm writes that whoever enquires regard-

ing “what never has been and does not exist at all, as to whence it was created, the 

answer, ‘from nothing’ may properly be given; that is, it never was created.” Of 

course, he adds, this tells us nothing about those things that actually were created, 

but this is the point of his enquiry.

Since this is not at all helpful, Anselm moves to the second ordinary use of the 

term “nothing,” which he admits is:

capable of supposition, but it cannot be true; namely, that if anything is said to have been 

created from nothing, it was created from nothing itself (de nihilo ipso), that is, from what 

is not, as if this very nothing were something from which something could be created 

(parenthetical by Deane).

Obviously this is impossible. For, if it is true that nothing comes from nothing, 

then, according to Anselm, an “irreconcilable contradiction necessarily follows” 

from the statement that the highest essence produces everything from nothing. 

Thus Anselm’s reasoning clearly seems to be contrary to Thomas Aquinas’s later 

arguments on creation ex nihilo.

Instead of these two unhelpful or untenable usages, Anselm proposes a third 

possible usage of the word as a way of resolving the dilemma:
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There is a third interpretation, according to which a thing is said to be created from 

nothing, when we understand that it was indeed created, but there is not anything from 

whence it was created. Apparently it is said with like meaning when a man is affl icted 
without cause, that he is affl icted “over nothing” (emphasis supplied).

The italicized sentence is critical and, although it may seem opaque in Deane’s trans-

lation, its nuances become clearer in other translations. In Latin it reads per similem 
signifi cationem dici videtur, cum homo consistratus sine causa dicitur contristatus 
de nihilo. This is translated by Jasper Hopkins as: “The signifi cation is seen to be 

similar when of a man who is saddened without reason we say, ‘He is saddened 

over nothing.’”5 The translation by Simon Harrison is similar: “This is like using the 

expression ‘sad about nothing’ of someone who is sad without a reason.”6 Thomas 

Williams, however, translates it: “It seems we use a similar meaning when we say 

that someone who is upset for no reason is upset about nothing.”7

More modern examples of this usage might include the following. Suppose 

that a colleague comes to work one day with a slight cold or a sniffl e and seems 

out of sorts. Someone asks him or her: “What’s the matter?” The person might 

reply: “Oh, it’s nothing.” Or, imagine that one does something of benefi t to an-

other, who then approaches his or her benefactor to say “Thank you.” Does it not 

often happen that the benefactor replies: “Oh, it’s nothing” or “Think nothing of 

it”? This is the usage of the word “nothing” to which Anselm points in order to 

escape the dilemma.

Is it not almost breathtaking to see how Anselm takes a usage of the word “noth-

ing”—which is at once so completely familiar and ubiquitous but to which little 

attention has ever been given—and invests it with metaphysical meaning? Look 

now at how Anselm employs this usage to reconcile his arguments that the highest 

essence created all things out of nothing, although there was nothing from which 

they could be created. Anselm writes:

If, then, the conclusion reached in the preceding chapter (creation ex nihilo) is understood 

in this sense, that with the exception of highest being all things have been created from 

nothing, that is, not from anything; just as this conclusion consistently follows the preced-

ing arguments, so from it nothing inconsistent is inferred (parenthetical supplied).

Thus the highest substance creates ex nihilo only in the sense of one who is saddened 

or upset “over nothing”; or when one has a slight cold or sniffl e, one says, “Oh, 

it’s nothing”; or when one thanks another who replies, “Think nothing of it.” If the 

reader fi nds this an extraordinary turn of argument as well as a dramatic twist on 

the ordinary meaning of the word “nothing,” the two examples that Anselm offers 

to explain it will be found no less extraordinary. I quote the passage in full:

5Jasper Hopkins, A New, Interpretive Translation of St. Anselm’s Monologion and Proslogion (Minneapolis 

MN: Arthur J. Banning Press, 1986).
6Simon Harrison, Monologion, in Anselm of Canterbury: The Major Works, ed. Brian Davies and G. R. 

Evans (Oxford UK: Oxford Univ. Press, 1998), pp. 5–81.
7Anselm: Monologion and Proslogion, trans. Thomas Williams (Indianapolis IN: Hackett, 1996).



310 BEN NOVAK

What has been created by the creative substance was created from nothing in the way one 

frequently says a rich man has been made from a poor man or that one who has recovered 

health from sickness; that is, he who was poor before, is rich now, as he was not before; 

and he who was ill before, is well now, as he was not before.

How shall we understand this? Anselm is obviously not talking about “existence.” 

For both the sick man and the poor man exist before recovering from illness or be-

coming rich. Rather, Anselm is applying his new and different—though completely 

familiar—concept of the meaning of nothing in order to explain how, even though 

each may have existed previously in one sense, nevertheless, they were nothing in 

another sense. To make sure his meaning is clear, at the end of chapter 8 Anselm 

repeats and expands on his second example (a poor man becoming a rich man):

For so, beholding a man of very lowly fortunes exalted with many riches and honors by 

someone, we say, “Lo, he has made that man out of nothing”; that is, the man who was re-

puted as nothing is now, by virtue of that other’s making, truly reckoned as something.

Thus, a man may be reckoned as nothing, and even consider himself to be nothing, 

even though he exists. If this interpretation seems strange or unlikely, one need only 

proceed to chapter 9, whose title explicitly addresses the question: “Those things 

that were created from nothing had an existence before their creation.” In the text 

he explains that all created things “were nothing before their creation, to this extent, 

that they were not what they now are, nor was there anything whence they should 

be created, yet they were not nothing.”

According to Anselm’s redefi nition of “nothing,” the only interpretation that 

makes sense is that creation ex nihilo does not involve bringing things into existence. 

Rather, as all his examples indicate, they have existence of some sort before they 

are “created.” Creation out of nothing therefore seems to mean bringing things that 

already exist into a new or different form of being, i.e., changing them from some 

form of mere existence into something else.8

Preparing for the Next Turn in the Meaning of Nothing

For the next nine chapters (10–18), Anselm continues his arguments on the basis 

of this second idea of nothing. But in chapter 18 he raises a question that will (in 

chapter 19) not only shake all the arguments that he has made so far but will cause 

him to reconsider, quite dramatically, the meaning of “nothing” that he presented 

in chapters 8 and 9. Let us fi rst review the issue raised in chapter 18.

This chapter’s title is: “It is without beginning or end.” Anselm approaches estab-

lishing this proposition, not by arguing that the one Nature is eternal and deducing 

the conclusion from the word—that would be too simple—but by arguing again 

from the meaning of “nothing.” Thus, he proposes as the initial question: does the 

highest essence or substance have a beginning or end? The logic is simple: if it has 

8In chapter 28 Anselm argues that only Spirit (highest Essence) is, and that “all other beings are almost 

non-existent, and hardly exist at all,” and that whatever does not exist in the same sense as Spirit “may be 

rightly said to be in some sense non-existent.”
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a beginning or end, then nothing precedes and follows it. But this only makes room 

for nothing to be something. How can this be?

Considering a beginning fi rst, Anselm argues that, if it had a beginning, this 

could only occur if: (1) it brought itself into being; (2) it was brought into being 

by something else; or (3) it came into being from nothing. Based on his previous 

arguments in chapters 6 and 7, however, all of these are impossible.

Nor can it be said to have an end, because it could only cease to be either “will-

ingly” or “unwillingly.” But both of these are also impossible, he argues, because 

the highest essence would not voluntarily will its own non-existence and, if it is 

highest being, nothing else would be powerful enough to take away its existence 

involuntarily.

These assertions about the “willingness” or “unwillingness” of the highest being 

are easy enough to make, but how can one conceive what highest being is willing or 

unwilling to do or to be? Anselm suggests that this can be understood analogously 

to truth. His argument is worth quoting in full because (a) Anselm himself quotes 

it in full in another work (De veritate), (b) later philosophers often quote it, and (c) 

it directly leads into the dramatic objection of the next chapter:

Then, let him who can conceive of a time when this began to be true, or when it was not 

true, namely, that something was destined to be; or when this shall cease to be true, and 

shall not be true, namely, that something has been. But, if neither of these suppositions is 

conceivable, and both these facts cannot be without truth, it is impossible even to conceive 

that truth has either beginning or end. And then, if truth had a beginning, or shall have 

an end; before it began it was true that truth was not, and after it shall be ended it will be 

true that truth will not be. Yet, anything that is true cannot be without truth. Therefore, 

truth was before truth was, and truth will exist after truth shall be ended, which is a most 

contradictory conclusion. Whether, then, truth is said to have, or understood not to have, 

beginning or end, it cannot be limited by any beginning or end. Hence, the same follows 

as regards highest nature, since it is itself highest truth (emphasis by Deane).

In this light, it is inconceivable that highest truth can “will” itself not to be. Thus, it 

can easily be conceived that highest being is without beginning or end in the same 

sense that truth is always true. In other words, he argues, since one cannot think of 

any time when truth was not, is not, or will not be true, one can conceive highest 

being similarly. Note, however, that Anselm only establishes an analogy that makes 

it possible to conceive how highest being might possibly be without beginning or 

end. It is this analogy that sets the stage for Anselm’s third concept of nothing.

Third Meaning of Nothing

Chapter 19 is undoubtedly the most dramatically-worded chapter of the entire Mono-
logion. It begins: “But here we are again confronted by the term nothing” (emphasis 

by Deane). The word “again” refers back to the fi rst sentence of chapter 8, where 

Anselm fi rst expressed doubt about the meaning of nothing and then redefi ned it in 

an unusual way. In chapter 19, however, he appears to be playing for higher stakes. 

Let me quote the passage in full:
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But here we are again confronted by the term nothing, and whatever our reasoning thus 

far, with the concordant attestation of truth and necessity, has concluded nothing to be. 

For, if the propositions duly set forth above have been confi rmed by the fortifi cation of 

logically necessary truth, not anything existed before the highest being, nor will anything 

exist after it (emphasis by Deane).

The problem, Anselm suggests, is that the term “not anything” appears at this stage 

to be synonymous with “nothing.” This leads him into another quandary because, if 

they both mean the same, then it follows that “nothing existed before, and nothing 

will exist after.” Anselm explains the dilemma:

Hence, nothing existed before, and nothing will exist after, it. For, either something or 

nothing must have preceded it; and either something or nothing must be destined to follow 

it. But, he who says that nothing was before it appears to make this statement, “that there 

was before it a time when nothing was, and that there will be after it a time when nothing 

will be.” Therefore, when nothing was, that being was not, and when nothing shall be, that 

being will not be. How is it, then, that it does not take inception from nothing or how is 

it that it will not come to nothing? If that being was not yet, when nothing already was; 

and the same being shall no longer be, when nothing shall be.

The fi rst of two problems seems to lie in positing a time for either “not anything” 

or its synonym “nothing.” If there is a time when nothing was before the highest 

being, then nothing at some time was; and if there is time after, then there shall be 

a time when nothing shall be. Logically, then, nothing is co-equal with being. This 

presents an obvious dilemma, against which Anselm eloquently protests:

Of what avail is so weighty a mass of arguments, if this nothing so easily demolishes their 

structure? For, if it is established that highest Being succeeds nothing, which precedes it, 

and yields its place to nothing, which follows it, whatever has been posited as true above 

is necessarily unsettled by empty nothing (emphases by Deane).

Thus once again, as in chapter 8, Anselm sees all his arguments undermined by 

a concept of nothing, and once again Anselm’s reasoning forces him to struggle 

against it, for it threatens to unsettle everything he has previously argued. Against 

the force of the contradiction, he exclaims:

But, rather ought this nothing to be resisted, lest so many structures of cogent reasoning 

be stormed by nothing; and the supreme good, which has been sought and found by the 

light of truth, be lost for nothing (emphases by Deane).

Anselm’s fi rst response is both a cry of the heart and a fi at—a declaration that it 

simply cannot be so:

Let it rather be declared, then, that nothing was not before the highest being, and that 

nothing will not be after it, rather than that, when a place is given before or after it to 

nothing, that being which through itself brought into being what was nothing, should be 

reduced through nothing to nothing.
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But neither a desperate cry of the heart nor an arbitrary fi at is consistent with the pur-

pose of the Monologion, which is an investigation into the rationale of faith. Anselm’s 

emotional and even vehement language, therefore, ought not to be read as a denial of the 

logical consequences of his reasoning, but rather as a signal to the reader of the crucial 

importance attached to escaping the horns of this dilemma. Indeed, Anselm seems to be 

saying to his reader-student-meditator that, if he does not solve this problem, everything 

he has said so far—all his “cogent reasoning”—is reduced to nonsense.

Let us, therefore, follow Anselm’s reasoning to see how he once again opens up 

the idea of nothing to fi nd a way out. He does this by another exploration (as he did 

in chapter 8) of the ordinary usage the word “nothing”:

For this one assertion, namely, that nothing was before highest Being, carries two mean-

ings. For, one sense of this statement is that, before the highest being, there was a time 

when nothing was. But another understanding of the same statement is that, before the 

highest being, not anything was (emphases supplied).

This brings the second problem into view: Is there a distinction between the mean-

ing of “nothing” and “not anything,” which earlier in this chapter he had treated as 

synonymous? Once again, as in chapter 8, Anselm resorts to examples from ordinary 

usage, but this time by exploiting an ambiguity in their usage:

Just as, supposing I should say, “Nothing has taught me to fl y,” I could explain this as-

sertion either in this way, that nothing, as an entity in itself, which signifi es not anything, 

has taught me actually to fl y—which would be false; or in this way, that not anything has 

taught me to fl y, which would be true (emphasis by Deane).

Let us dwell on Anselm’s reasoning for a moment, for it will carry us to the apex 

of his thought in the Monologion about the concept of nothing. At the beginning of 

chapter 19, Anselm was concerned because the terms “not anything” and “nothing” 

appeared to be synonymous. Now, however, he argues that they are not, by offering 

a sentence with an ambiguous use of the word “nothing.” In his fi rst example, “noth-

ing has taught me to fl y,” the conclusion is false if the statement is taken to mean: 

I can fl y, because nothing (which is something although I reckon it as nothing) has 

taught me. But the same sentence can be read in an opposite sense: I cannot fl y, 

because not anything (as in what does the mute man say?) has taught me. It is this 

latter interpretation of “not anything” that Anselm adopts to solve the dilemma of 

the difference between it and nothing. For, he writes, it “unites in perfect consistency 

with the foregoing arguments, and which, from the force of their whole correlation, 

must be true.” Thus, there was not “any time when that being was not, and nothing 

was,” because “before that being, there was not anything.”

In summary, Anselm resolves the dilemma facing his arguments up to chapter 19 

by distinguishing between different senses of “nothing” and “not anything.” While 

“nothing” may mean something (as in the poor man who was nothing until the rich 

man made him something), “not anything” means utter nullity (as in what does the 

mute man say?)
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Attempting to Follow Anselm’s Third Concept of Nothing

Recall that the question that Anselm is addressing is: Does It have a beginning or 

end? If we understand It as highest being, or simply being (in the sense of being 

as different from existence or existents), then the question can be interpreted as: 

How can one conceive of what comes before or after being? Interpreted in this 

light, three understandings of what Anselm is saying—logical, conceptual, and 

metaphysical—are possible:

Logical: If being is isness, then to assert a time when nothing is, is to give isness 

or being to nothing. It is simply an irreconcilable contradiction to say that 

there is a time when being is not but nothing is.

Conceptual: Time and space are impossible to conceive in the absence of being. 

Therefore, one cannot conceive of anything before or after being, because 

one cannot conceive of nothing in the absence of time and space.

Metaphysical: If being brings time and space into existence, then when and where 

being is not, time and space cannot be. Therefore, there is no time or space 

before being for nothing to be.

Based on any these understandings, Anselm can logically conclude:

If, then, this interpretation of the term nothing . . . is carefully analyzed, most truly neither 

something nor nothing preceded or will follow the highest being, and the conclusion is 

reached, that nothing was before or will be after it. Yet, the solidity of the truths already 

established is in no wise impaired by the emptiness of nothing (emphasis by Deane).

Of the three possible ways of understanding suggested above, however, the second 

and third relating to time and space seem to direct the path that Anselm follows 

in the next fi ve chapters of the Monologion, whose content is indicated by their 

chapter titles:

20: “It is (sit) in every place and every time.”

21: “It is (sit) in no place or time.”

22: “How it is (sit) in every place and time, and in none.”

23: “How it is better conceived to be (esse) everywhere than in every place,”

and

24: “How it is better understood to be (esse) always than at every time” (emphases 

in Deane).

Each of these titles addresses how “it” (unlike all existents) is not constrained by 

time and space (or place). Based on Anselm’s resolution of the ambiguity in usage of 

the terms “nothing” and “not anything” in chapter 19, therefore, and the inferences 

that follow in Chapters 20–24 regarding time and space, it becomes clear that: (a) 

while all existent beings or things exist in some particular time and place, the “it” 
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that Anselm is talking about does not; and (b) time and space are concomitants of 

existence, but not of what Anselm is talking about. Thus it appears that the second 

concept of nothing presented in chapter 8 can be reconciled with the third meaning 

of “nothing” as “not anything” in chapter 19 in terms of the relation of being to 

time and space.

Confi rmation in the Proslogion

That this understanding is correct is confi rmed in three chapters of the Proslogion. 

In chapter 13 (now addressing “it” in the second person as “You”) Anselm writes:

All that which is enclosed in any way by place or time is less than that which no law of 

place or time constrains. Since, then, nothing is greater than You, no place or time confi nes 

You but You exist everywhere and always.9

And again in chapter 19:

You were not, therefore, yesterday nor will You be tomorrow, but yesterday and today and 

tomorrow You are. Indeed, You are absolutely outside all time. For yesterday and today 

and tomorrow are completely in time; however, You, though nothing can be without You, 

are nevertheless not in place or time (emphasis by Charlesworth).

Thus, Anselm fully incorporates into the Proslogion the second and third understand-

ings mentioned above concerning time and space, together with all the inferences 

that he draws out in chapters 20–24 of the Monologion.

However, in chapter 20 of the Proslogion, Anselm seems to bring together all 

three of the understandings suggested above, including the logical understanding as 

one that involves a contradiction based on ascribing being or is-ness to nothing. It 

is entitled “That he is before and beyond even all eternal things.” Anselm writes:

You therefore permeate and embrace all things; You are before and beyond all things. You 

are before all things of course since, before they came to be, you already are.

Hence, to restate the fi rst suggested understanding: If “before they [existing things] 

came to be, you already are,” then being and is-ness always were, and nothing (which 

is the absence of being and is-ness) could not have been.

In summary, Anselm’s argument about “nothing” and “not anything” in chapter 

19 of the Monologion, in which he eliminates the possibility of nothing either before 

or after the highest being, seem to be fully incorporated into at least three chapters 

of the “one single argument” of the Proslogion.10

9All quotations from the Proslogion are from M. J. Charlesworth’s translation in St. Anselm’s Proslogion 

(Notre Dame IN: Univ. of Notre Dame, 1979), pp. 101–55. No further citation shall be given where the 

chapter number is clear in the text.
10That is, assuming that the phrase “one single argument” as Anselm uses it in the preface to the Proslogion 

applies to the entire work, and not simply to the ontological argument said to reside only in chaps. 2–4, an 

assumption that, strangely, few philosophers seem to accept.



316 BEN NOVAK

II. A FOURTH, POSITIVE MEANING OF NOTHING

In the De casu dioboli (The Fall of the Devil), a dialogue in which Anselm is 

explaining to a student interlocutor how it was that Lucifer, although created a 

perfect spirit by God, could sin, Anselm makes the argument that sin and evil are 

not anything, but rather are deprivations or absences of what ought to be present, 

and therefore nothing. However, by chapter 11 the student protests:

I don’t know what this nothing is. So since the question before us is the nature of evil, 

which you say is nothing, you must fi rst teach me what nothing is (emphasis by Hopkins 

and Richardson).11

Anselm does not immediately answer the question, but instead responds with another 

question: “Since ‘to be nothing’ and ‘not to be something’ mean the same thing, 

then how can we say that anything which is ‘not something’ is?”12 In answer, the 

student responds with a long disquisition on the fact that the word “nothing” is a 

name (i.e., noun), and the function of a name is to signify something:

If something is not signifi ed by the name “nothing,” then nothing is meant by it. But if 

nothing is meant, then “nothing” is not a name. But it is a name. Yet although no one 

would say that nothing is something, and although we are always compelled to say that 

nothing is nothing, nevertheless, no one can deny that the name “nothing” is signifi ca-

tive. . . . So we come to this problem: how can the word “nothing” signify (by its form) 

not nothing, but something; and how can it signify (by its meaning) not something but 

nothing? (parentheticals supplied).

In response, Anselm makes the apparently contradictory suggestion: “Perhaps 

‘nothing’ and ‘something’ are not opposed in signifi cation.” Anselm then explains 

how “nothing,” though it signifi es nothing secundum rem (in fact), can nonetheless 

signify something in two other ways: fi rst, secundum formam (according to form); 

second, according to its unique function.

First, of course, according to fact (in rem), the terms “nothing,” “not anything,” or 

“not something” always mean nullity or naught. This is their “constitutive” sense.

But, in regard to form, Anselm explains that there are many other nouns that 

refer to “not something.” For example, one may say that a man “has blindness” or 

“suffers from blindness.” Yet, blindness is not something; it is rather the absence of 

something, namely, eyesight where eyesight should be. Further, not even this “should 

be” is important, because lack of sight is not more in the eye, where it ought to be, 

than in a stone, where no sight is expected to be. Thus, according to form, Anselm 

11All quotations from De casu diaboli are taken from Anselm of Canterbury: Truth, Freedom, and Evil: 
Three Philosophical Dialogues, trans. Jasper Hopkins and Herbert Richardson (New York NY: Harper & 

Row, 1967), chap. 11.
12Note the similarity between the opposition here (“nothing” versus “not something”), and the previous 

opposition in chapter 19 of the Monologion (“nothing” versus “not anything”). Although these appear to 

mean, and in fact do mean the same thing in one sense, Anselm will now seize upon the former to draw out 

a new sense of all three concepts—nothing, not anything, and not something. But this is jumping ahead.
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hints that there are many other examples of nouns that seem to signify something 

(e.g., poverty, impotence, cowardice, nakedness, lameness, deafness, muteness, 

etc.), but in fact refer to the absence of something.

Having disposed of the student’s principal objection (i.e., that a noun, which is 

signifi cative by nature, cannot refer to nothing or not something without apparent 

contradiction), Anselm is now prepared to offer a new conception of the unique 

function of the words “nothing,” “not anything,” and “not something.”

Up to this point I have been quoting or summarizing from De casu diaboli. But 

Anselm gives a shorter and clearer exposition in his letter to his fellow monk and 

friend Maurice that he sent to him as a further explanation along with a copy of De 
casu diaboli. In this letter Anselm explains that, while there is no difference between 

the words “nothing” and “not something” in fact, or as far as their signifi cation goes 

(and hence are synonyms in this respect), nevertheless:

Nothing is more obvious than that this word “not something” signifi es in its utterance that 

entirely everything, and whatever is something, is to be set aside from the understanding 

and that nothing whatever, not anything at all that is something is to be posited. But since 

the exclusion of a thing cannot be signifi ed at all except by way of the very thing whose 

removal is signifi ed, it is necessary that the word “not-something” in excluding what is 

something, signifi es something.13

Thus Anselm fi nds a surprisingly positive meaning in the idea or concept of “not 

something,” which also applies to “not anything” and “nothing.” For, they cannot 

help but signify what they are excluding. In this manner Anselm solves the dilemma 

quoted above from De casu diaboli: “Perhaps ‘nothing’ and ‘something’ are not op-

posed in signifi cation.” “Thus for these different reasons,” he writes to Maurice,

this word “not-something” to some extent signifi es a reality and a something, and [equally] 

does not at all signify a reality or something. For it signifi es by way of negation; it does 

not signify by way of affi rmation. For this reason the word “nothing” which excludes 

whatever is something, in its eliminative role signifi es not nothing but something, but in 

its constitutive role signifi es not something but nothing (brackets by Frölich).

The example that Anselm gives in chapter 11 of De casu diaboli is “not-a-man,” “for no 

one knows what ‘not-a-man’ means except by knowing what a man is.” Thus, Anselm 

is pointing out that nothing can never be spoken of without excluding something, and 

thus always has a positive connotation by reference to what it excludes or negates.

In his Incomplete Work, Anselm shows the same for evil and injustice, which, 

even though they “are not concepts in our minds,” nevertheless, can be understood 

through what they negate:

Indeed, to admit of being understood (constituere intellectum) and to be something in the 

intellect are not the same. For “not man” admits of being understood, because it causes 

13The Letters of Saint Anselm of Canterbury, Vol. I, trans. Walter Frölich (Kalamazoo MI: Cistercian 

Publications, 1990), Ep. 97, pp. 242–45.
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the hearer to understand that the concept “man” is not contained in the signifi cation of 

this utterance, but is removed. But there is not something in the intellect which is the thing 

signifi ed by this utterance; however the utterance “man” does determine and signify a 

concept in the mind. So, “injustice” signifi es the removal of justice where justice ought to 

be, and it does not determine something in the mind; and “nothing” signifi es the removal 

of something and likewise does not determine something in the mind.14

Thus, from one of the senses in which “not something” is used, Anselm derives 

a new dimension for the meaning of nothing and not anything, just as earlier in 

chapter 19 he derived another dimension of nothing from an ambiguity in the usage 

of “not anything.”

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Anselm draws at least four different senses or dimensions of the meaning (the con-

cept? the idea?) of nothing; the fi rst three in the Monologion and a fourth in three 

later works. The fi rst, employed in chapters 3–7, is of “nothing” in its traditional 

meaning as nullity or naught. The second, developed in chapters 8–9, is of nothing 

as something which, though it may exist, is reckoned as nothing, but is then brought 

into being by being changed from whatever it was before (i.e., mere existence) into 

something else (i.e, with being). It is only in this sense, Anselm argues, that creation 

from nothing (ex nihilo) may be conceived. In chapter 19 Anselm plays with the 

term “not anything” to draw out a third meaning of nothing in relation to time and 

space, such that without being there is no time and space in which nothing can be. 

The implications of the latter meaning of “nothing” appear to be drawn out in the 

fi ve succeeding chapters of the Monologion (20–24) and incorporated into chapters 

18, 19, and 20 of the Proslogion.

In the three later works, De casu diaboli, his letter to Maurice, and his Incomplete 
Work, Anselm continues his exploration of the meaning of “nothing,” this time in 

relation not to God but to sin, evil, and injustice. In this light, Anselm investigates 

another way to understand nothing, namely as not-something, and draws out a 

fourth and surprisingly positive dimension of nothing, which is that “nothing” and 

its synonyms “not anything” and “not something” do have meaning in relation to 

what they exclude or negate. Hence, just as “not-a-man” is meaningless without a 

concept of “man,” nothing is incomprehensible in the absence of being.15 From this 

analysis and summary the following observations arise.

First, the concept of nothing is fundamental to Anselm’s concept of God. Indeed, 

the last chapter of the Monologion states his fi nal conclusion in terms of it: “It ap-

pears, then—nay, it is unhesitatingly declared that what is called God is not nothing; 

and to this highest Essence [i.e., whatever is not nothing] the name God is properly 

14Hopkins and Richardson, pp. 165–66 n11; citing F. S. Schmitt, Ein neues unvollendetes Werk des hl. 
Anselm von Canterbury (Münster, 1936).

15Thus Anselm hints at another basis, which we might call existential (in addition to the logical, concep-

tual, and metaphysical bases listed earlier), why nothing cannot precede or come after being: since nothing 

is an act of negation, it is dependent upon, and only possible in the presence of, being.
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given” (bracket added). Hence, for Anselm, God (i.e., being) is defi ned and known 

in reference to the idea or concept of Nothing.

Second, this analysis of the various senses, meanings, or dimensions of nothing 

that Anselm derives, especially in the Monologion, suggests that this work is not 

concerned with existence but with being, and that all attempts to discover proofs of 

existence in it will be futile. Fortunately for this hypothesis, there is not a large body 

of scholarship in opposition. Rather, the Monologion has been largely ignored by 

philosophers. As Gregory Schufreider observes in his magisterial Confessions of a 
Rational Mystic, “Anselm’s fi rst attempt philosophical writing remains among the 

many unread texts of medieval philosophy.” Indeed, Schufreider goes on to suggest, 

few students of philosophy “have ever read a word of the Monologion.”16

Additionally, although few philosophers have followed his lead, this position 

fi nds strong support from Anselm’s most respected modern biographer. Richard 

W. Southern has long dissented from the dogma held sacred by philosophers that 

Anselm’s fi rst two works are about proving God’s existence. “It is a simplifi cation,” 

Southern writes, “to say that the Proslogion aimed at proving the existence of God.”17 

And again: “It is only in a careless way that Anselm’s proof can be called a proof 

that God exists.”18 Instead, Southern suggests, the Monologion “put forth an entirely 

new argument about the being of God.”19

Third, in reading Anselm’s development of the concept of nothing, one cannot 

help considering Anselm’s place in the historical discussion of this topic. Throughout 

most of the history of philosophy, philosophers had very little to say about nothing. 

This stemmed from Parmenides’s arguments twenty-fi ve centuries ago that one 

could only speak of “what-is” and that nothing could be said about “what-is-not.” 

However, in the nineteenth century G. W. F. Hegel reopened the subject by arguing, 

in the Science of Logic, that being and nothing were conceptually identical. In the 

twentieth century, major philosophers such as Martin Heidegger and Jean Paul Sar-

tre have based entire philosophies on the concept of nothing. In his 1929 inaugural 

lecture at the University of Freiburg entitled “What is Metaphysics?” Heidegger 

argues that various meanings and experiences of nothing constitute the proper fi eld 

of metaphysics. In Being and Nothingness Sartre explores various dialectical and 

phenomenological concepts of nothing and negation in order to present a new basis 

for understanding being. One will fi nd echoes of Anselm’s investigations of the 

concept of nothing throughout these works.

Finally, it is hoped that this analysis will spur greater interest in Anselm’s fi rst 

work. After all, as Richard W. Southern notes, the Monologion is “the most rigorously 

planned of all his investigations.”20 Southern describes the Proslogion, which has 

been the subject of literally thousands of books, articles, dissertations, and mono-

graphs, as no more than “an appendix to the earlier Monologion” by explaining that 

16Schufreider, p. 18.
17Richard W. Southern, Saint Anselm: A Portrait in a Landscape (Cambridge UK: Cambridge Univ. 

Press, 1990; reprint 1991), p. 117.
18Ibid., p. 132.
19Ibid., p. 127.
20Ibid., p. 122.
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it was in the earlier work that “the data for philosophical inquiry have been displayed 

and the necessary procedures for developing them brought into use.”21 Thus, this 

study only plucks the fi rst ore from the surface of a previously untouched fi eld. It is 

hoped that many other students will join in mining the rest of the Monologion.

21Ibid., p. 125.


