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INTRODUCTION: THE MAN WHO
DARED TO QUESTION

In the bustling intellectual landscape of
12th-century  Paris,  few  figures  cast  as
long  a  shadow  as  Peter  Abelard.
Philosopher,  theologian,  and  logician,
Abelard  remains  one  of  the  most
controversial  and brilliant minds of the
medieval  period.  Among  his  many
contributions  to  Western  thought,  one
work  stands  out  as  part icular ly

revolutionary: Sic et Non (Yes and No).
This text, often described as a precursor
to the scholastic method, fundamentally
reshaped  how  scholars  approached
truth,  authority,  and  reason.
For  anyone  s tudy ing  med ieva l
philosophy,  theology,  or  the  history  of
logic, understanding Peter Abelard Sic
et Non  is essential. It is not merely a
collection  of  contradictory  quotations
from  Church  Fathers;  it  is  a  bold
intellectual tool designed to sharpen the
mind and uncover deeper truths through
rigorous debate. In this article, we will
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explore the background of Abelard, the
structure and purpose of Sic et Non, its
controversial  reception,  and  its  lasting
influence on education and theology.

WHO WAS PETER ABELARD? A
BRIEF BIOGRAPHY

Peter  Abelard was born in  1079 in  Le
Pallet, a small village in Brittany, France.
Unlike many scholars of his time, he was
not content with simply memorizing and
repeating  authoritative  texts.  He
possessed an insatiable curiosity and a
sharp,  often  combative,  intellect.  He
studied under the most famous teachers
of  his  day,  including  Roscel in  of
Compiègne and William of Champeaux,
but he frequently challenged their ideas
and  developed  his  own  distinctive
approach  to  logic  and  philosophy.

Abelard's  career  was  marked  by
dramatic  successes  and  devastating
failures. He established his own school in
Paris,  attracting  students  from  across
Europe. His fame grew, but so did his
enemies. His controversial teachings on
the Trinity led to condemnation at the
Council  of  Soissons in 1121. His tragic
love  affair  with  Héloïse,  which  ended  in
castration  and  forced  monastic  life,
added  a  legendary  dimension  to  his
story.  Yet,  through  all  this  turmoil,
Abelard  continued  to  write  and  teach,
producing  works  that  would  influence
generations  of  thinkers.
Among  his  most  important  works  are
Logica Ingredientibus,  Ethica  (Know
Yourself),  and,  of  course,  Sic et Non.
The  latter,  written  around  1120,
represents the culmination of his method
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of dialectical reasoning.

WHAT IS SIC ET NON? THE
STRUCTURE OF A
REVOLUTIONARY TEXT

Sic et Non (Yes and No) is a compilation
of  158  theological  questions,  each
presented with seemingly contradictory
quotations  from  the  Bible,  Church
Fathers, and other authoritative sources.
Abelard  did  not  provide  answers.
Instead, he arranged the material so that
the reader would be forced to confront
the contradictions, analyze the context,
and use reason to resolve the apparent
conflicts.
The work opens with a famous prologue
in which Abelard outlines his method. He
writes, "By doubting we come to inquiry,

and by inquiry we perceive the truth."
This simple statement encapsulates the
purpose  of  the  entire  project.  For
Abelard,  doubt  was  not  the  enemy of
faith; it was the engine of understanding.
Each question in Sic et Non  follows a
consistent  pattern.  First,  Abelard
presents  the  arguments  in  favor  of  a
proposition (the "Sic" or Yes side). Then,
he presents the arguments against (the
"Non" or No side). The reader is left to
weigh  the  evidence,  consider  the
authority of each source, and arrive at a
reasoned  conclusion.  This  dialectical
structure became the foundation of the
scholastic  method  used  in  medieval
universities.
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Examples of
Questions in Sic

et Non
To fully appreciate the ambition of this
work,  consider  a  few of  the  questions
Abelard posed:

That faith should be based on
reason, and that it should not.
That God is one, and that God is
not one.
That sin is committed by will, and
that it is not.
That marriage is good, and that it
is not good.
That human beings have free will,

and that they do not.

These  were  not  trivial  puzzles.  They
were  central  to  theological  and
philosophical  debates  of  the  12th
century.  By  presenting  both  sides,
Abelard was implicitly arguing that truth
emerges  from conflict,  not  from passive
acceptance.

THE DIALECTICAL METHOD:
DOUBT AS A PATH TO TRUTH

At the heart of Peter Abelard Sic Et
Non  is a method that modern readers
might  recognize  as  a  form  of  critical
thinking. Abelard believed that we must
examine texts carefully, considering the
context in which they were written, the
audience  they  addressed,  and  the
specific  meaning  of  the  words  used.  He
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encouraged  readers  to  distinguish
between the literal and figurative senses
of Scripture and to recognize that even
the greatest  authorities  can appear  to
contradict  themselves  when  their
statements  are  taken  out  of  context.
This method had profound implications.
By placing contradictory statements side
by  side,  Abelard  effectively  dethroned
authority  as  the  sole  arbiter  of  truth.
Reason became a necessary companion
to  faith.  This  was  not  a  rejection  of
tradition  but  a  call  to  engage  with  it
more deeply.

The Prologue: A

Manual for
Inquiry
The  prologue  to  Sic  et  Non  is  often
studied as a separate masterpiece. In it,
Abelard  provides  a  list  of  rules  for
resolving contradictions. He advises the
reader to consider:

The authenticity of the source1.
– Is the text genuinely from the
author attributed to it?
The context of the statement –2.
What was the author trying to say
in that specific passage?
The audience – Was the author3.
addressing a specific group with
specific needs?
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The meaning of words – Could a4.
word have multiple meanings?
The possibility of error – Could5.
the manuscript have been
corrupted or misinterpreted?

These guidelines show that Abelard was
not  merely  a  provocateur.  He  was  a
careful  scholar  who  understood  the
complexity of interpreting ancient texts.
His  approach  anticipated  many  of  the
principles  of  modern  textual  criticism
and hermeneutics.

CONTROVERSY AND
CONDEMNATION: WHY SIC ET
NON WAS DANGEROUS

Not  everyone  appreciated  Abelard's
approach.  His  critics,  most  notably
Bernard  of  Clairvaux,  accused  him  of

undermining  faith  and  promoting
skepticism.  They  argued  that  by
h igh l ight ing  cont rad ic t ions  in
authoritative  sources,  Abelard  was
encouraging  doubt  and  weakening  the
foundations of Christian doctrine.
In 1140, at the Council of Sens, Bernard
successfully  had  Abelard  condemned.
Some of his works, including parts of Sic
et  Non,  were  ordered  to  be  burned.
Abelard  was  forced  into  silence  and
spent his final years under the protection
of Peter the Venerable at Cluny Abbey.
He died in 1142.
The  irony  is  that  Abelard  was  not  an
unbeliever.  He  was  a  deeply  religious
man  who  believed  that  reason  could
strengthen  faith.  He  saw  no  conflict
between logic and revelation. But in an
age  when  au tho r i t y  was  o f ten
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considered  absolute,  his  willingness  to
question  even  the  greatest  figures  was
seen  as  a  threat.

THE LEGACY OF SIC ET NON:
BUILDING THE FOUNDATIONS OF
SCHOLASTICISM

Despite the condemnation, the influence
of Peter Abelard Sic Et Non cannot be
overstated. The text became a model for
later  scholastic  thinkers,  most  notably
Thomas  Aquinas.  Aquinas's  Summa
Theologica  uses  a  similar  dialectical
structure,  presenting  objections  to  a
thesis  and  then  providing  a  reasoned
resolution. Without Abelard's pioneering
work,  it  is  difficult  to  imagine the shape
that  medieval  education  would  have
taken.

The  method  o f  s ic  et  non  a l so
influenced  the  development  of  the
disputatio  (disputation)  in  medieval
universities.  Students  were  trained  to
debate  both  sides  of  a  question,
sharpening  their  logical  skills  and
learning to think critically. This emphasis
on reasoned argument became one of
the  defining  features  of  Western
education.

Modern
Relevance:
Abelard in the
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Age of
Information
Today,  with  the  internet  providing
instant  access  to  an  overwhelming
amount of information, Abelard's method
is  more  relevant  than  ever.  We  are
constantly confronted with contradictory
claims from experts, news sources, and
social  media.  The  ability  to  evaluate
sources,  consider  context,  and  resolve
apparent  contradictions  is  a  skill  we
desperately need.
Sic et Non teaches us that doubt is not
the opposite of truth; it is the path to it.
Abelard  understood  that  intellectual
growth  requires  discomfort.  When  we
encounter  a  contradiction,  we  have  a

choice: we can ignore it, or we can use it
as  an  opportunity  to  deepen  our
understanding.

KEY THEMES IN SIC ET NON

To fully appreciate the richness of this
text, it is helpful to explore some of the
recurr ing  themes  that  Abe lard
addresses.  These  themes  reveal  the
breadth of his intellectual interests and
the  range  of  problems  that  occupied
12th-century thinkers.

Faith and Reason
One of the central questions in Sic et
Non  is  the  relationship  between  faith
and reason. Abelard was convinced that
reason  could  serve  faith,  helping  to
clarify  doctrines  and  defend  them
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against  objections.  He  did  not  believe
that reason could replace revelation, but
he did believe that it could illuminate it.
This position put him at odds with those
who  insisted  that  faith  should  be
accepted  without  question.

Ethics and the
Will
Abelard  was  also  deeply  interested  in
ethics.  In  Sic  et  Non  and  his  other
works,  he  explored  questions  about
intention, consent, and the nature of sin.
He  argued  that  sin  is  not  merely  an
external act but a matter of the will and
intention.  This  emphasis  on  interiority
was groundbreaking and influenced later
developments in moral theology.

The Nature of
God
Unsurprisingly, many of the questions in
Sic et Non deal with the nature of God,
the Trinity, and divine attributes. Abelard
was no stranger to controversy on these
topics, and his willingness to apply logic
to mysteries of faith earned him many
detractors.

HOW TO READ SIC ET NON
TODAY

For  those  interested  in  exploring
Abelard's work, Sic et Non is available
in  Latin  editions  and  partial  English
translations. It is not a light read; it is a
dense,  demanding  text  that  requires
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patience  and  careful  reflection.  But  for
anyone interested in the history of logic,
theology,  or  education,  it  is  a  truly
rewarding experience.
When  reading  Sic  et  Non,  consider
approaching  it  not  as  a  finished
argument  but  as  a  tool  for  your  own
thinking. Pick a question that interests
you, read the arguments on both sides,
and try to arrive at your own resolution.
This is exactly what Abelard intended.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
POWER OF YES AND NO

Peter Abelard Sic Et Non is more than
a historical curiosity. It is a testament to
the power of critical thinking, the value
of intellectual honesty, and the courage
to question authority. Abelard lived in a
world that often demanded conformity,

yet he dared to say, "Let us doubt, so
that we may inquire; let us inquire, so
that we may perceive the truth."
His legacy is not a set of answers but a
method  for  finding  them.  In  an  age  of
polarization  and  information  overload,
the spirit of Sic et Non reminds us that
truth  is  not  fragile.  It  can  withstand
scrutiny.  In  fact,  it  demands  it.  The
greatest  thinkers  are  not  those  who
accept  everything  they  are  told,  but
those who have the courage to say both
"yes"  and  "no"  as  they  search  for
understanding.
For students of philosophy, theology, or
intellectual  history,  the  study  of  Peter
Abelard  and  his  revolutionary  work
r e m a i n s  a n  e s s e n t i a l  s t e p  i n
understanding the origins of the Western
intellectual  tradition.  His  voice,  though
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silenced in his own time, still speaks to
us  across  the  centuries,  urging  us  to

think, to question, and to seek the truth
with all our minds.


