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THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE SIXTEENTH AND SEVENTEENTH CENTURIES


INTRODUCTION


DURING THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY, the very foundations and structure of the medieval intellectual world of western Europe were shaken and to a large degree destroyed. Some of the forces producing this tremendous intellectual change also brought with them new ingredients from which thinkers living through the Reformation, the Renaissance, and the Counter Reformation would produce a new world view. The period encompassed in this volume covers what has been called “the making of the modern mind.” This, of course, does not mean that, prior to around 1500, western Europe was totally of one intellectual pattern and thereafter totally of another. The revolutionary change, swept on by the dynamic outburst of humanistic scholarship, religious fervor, national and secular interests, radical scientific discoveries, and hitherto unbelievable feats of exploration and expansion, had its roots in various medieval views, and these views continued to be expressed in various forms well into the seventeenth century, although often modified by the enormous innovations in thought and understanding going on throughout the learned world.

The sixteenth century was ushered in by a series of waves of discovery and rediscovery about the nature of our cosmos and the nature of our cultural heritage. Perhaps the most striking of these were the voyages of exploration emanating from Portugal and Spain. The Christian kings, after the reconquest of Spain, preserved and extended the geographical and astronomical learning that had been accumulated by Jewish and Moslem thinkers during the heyday of Moorish domination. Alfonso the Wise had Jewish and Moslem scholars work out the Alfonsine Tables of astronomy, which remained the summit of man’s knowledge of astronomy until replaced by Johannes Kepler’s Rudolphine Tables. Early in the fifteenth century, Prince Henry the Navigator (of Portugal) established his institute for geographical and navigational research at Cape St. Vincent and brought the most learned cartographers mathematicians, and astronomers from all over Iberia to apply their wisdom to expanding man’s knowledge of the surface of the earth. This high degree of technical skill, together with the rich economic resources of Portugal, led rapidly to a series of amazing discoveries, such as that of the lands along the African coast and the Azores; it inspired the quest for a sea passage to India that culminated in Bartholomeu Dias’ rounding the Cape of Good Hope, Vasco da Gama’s arrival in India, and, finally, Ferdinand Magellan’s circumnavigation of the globe. Of course, the voyages that startled and forever changed man’s picture of his world were those initiated by Christopher Columbus in 1492. Columbus, the mysterious figure of the Age of Discovery (even to this day, it remains somewhat of a mystery whether he was Spanish or Italian and whether the motive for his voyages was theological, economic, or what), set sail westward just as the Moors, with the fall of Granada, lost all political strength in Spain and just as the large, ancient, and influential Jewish community of Spain was driven from its ancestral land. The order for Columbus’ voyage was issued from the Alhambra Palace, recently captured from the Moors, and the voyage began the day following the expulsion of the Jews. Columbus returned with fantastic news and findings but with a complete misunderstanding of where he had been. Until his dying day, he still saw his Indies as part of the Indies and his accomplishments as part of a theological drama leading to the establishment of the Messianic Age. (See, for instance, his Book of Prophecies, written to convince Queen Isabella of the need for a fourth voyage.)

The intellectual impact of these discoveries was not just the effect of the immense wealth gathered by the Spaniards in Mexico and Peru or by the Portuguese in India, Africa, and Brazil; nor was it the effect of the now preposterous division of the world between Spain and Portugal. The greatest consequence of the discoveries was the radical new interpretation of what had been discovered, made famous by Amerigo Vespucci—the notion of the New World. Vespucci, raised in Florence, the center of Italian humanism, and involved through his family in many of the artistic, literary, and philosophical changes then being wrought, was the first to realize the import of what had been found. Having none of Columbus’ theological preconceptions nor his views about the passage to India and having a more humanistic background than the great early Portuguese and Spanish explorers, he quickly saw that all previous pictures of the world were false, that previous science and philosophy could not be relied on, and that the newly discovered lands to the west were new in a most radical sense—they had none of the moral and religious traditions and foibles of Christian Europe. The inhabitants of the new lands were people living according to nature and living, in some ways, a better life than that of the “civilized” Europeans. Vespucci’s letter of 1503 so excited the European imagination and so affected everyone’s conception of the world that the New World quickly became known as “America” rather than “Columbia,” in recognition of the fact that the understanding and interpretation of what had been discovered was accomplished by Vespucci.

If a new world had been revealed by the explorers that showed that previous comprehension of the nature of our earth was wrong and that a world existed outside of Judeo-Christian history (later attempts were made to put it inside this history, culminating in the thesis of the seventeenth-century Amsterdam rabbi, Menasseh ben Israel, that the Indians were the Lost Tribes of Israel), other shocking “new” worlds—or newly rediscovered worlds—appeared on the scene. The humanists rediscovered the ancient world, with its riches of literatures, philosophies, and theologies and its wealth of insights with which to replace the sterile ones of Scholastic thought.

Desiderius Erasmus, although neither the greatest scholar nor the most original mind of the period, soon became the dean of all humanists and the most influential figure of his age. Among his many, many achievements, his edition of the Greek text of the New Testament and his work on the Church Fathers revealed in most shocking fashion the new perspectives that could be opened up by abandoning the entire Scholastic way of understanding and replacing it by pious humanistic study. Following up the documentary studies of the Italian humanist, Lorenzo Valla, Erasmus showed that the crucial line in the Vulgate edition of the Gospel according to St. John justifying the doctrine of the Trinity was not in the oldest known Greek manuscript and was not cited by the early Greek Church Fathers. Further, Erasmus showed that the Christianity of the early Church was far removed in spirit, if not in doctrine, from the highly sophisticated, highly organized, and immensely wealthy and powerful Church of his day. Rather than draw the inferences that his scholarship and that of others seemed to entail about the incorrectness of the views of the Church of Rome circa 1500, Erasmus ridiculed the whole intellectual and moral world built up to support Christendom. His inordinately popular and influential work, In Praise of Folly, written in a witty and engaging Latin in contrast to the dry Scholastic tract style, was like The Emperor’s New Clothes. The intellectual world of Christendom, from this new perspective, suddenly appeared grotesque and ridiculous—so ridiculous, in fact, that it would be hard for anyone to take it seriously thereafter. Erasmus had not undermined the Scholastic world by disproving its tenets. He had made it appear so silly that to this day, it is his picture of Scholasticism that we have in mind when we imagine bizarre intellectuals debating such questions as, “How many angels can stand on the head of a pin?”

Erasmus proposed to replace this farcical enterprise with “pious study,” the spirit of early, unintellectualized Christianity, and patient, careful, critical, humanistic study of the Greek, Hebrew, and Latin past. Erasmus was not a philosopher or theologian, but actually a very learned, wise, witty anti-intellectual who saw the whole world of theorizing as sterile and empty. His attitude led future generations of intellectuals to fiercely devote themselves to scholarship and to radical innovations in theology (that he, cautious to the end, would not endorse). Although, as the saying goes, “Erasmus laid the egg that Luther hatched,” Erasmus himself seems to have hoped for a revitalized simple Christianity within the Catholic Church rather than a genuine revolution against it and an attempt to replace it with another kind of Christian movement.

The success of Erasmus both inspired and popularized the humanistic rediscovery of the past. Scholars, especially at first in Italy, reveled in the rediscovery of “the glory that was Greece and the grandeur that was Rome.” They learned Greek; they made Latin a real language again; they searched for manuscripts; and they edited and re-edited the classics, shorn of any Scholastic interpretations. Plato, Plotinus, and Aristotle rose again as genuine Greek thinkers, not as materials for Christian theological debates. Stoicism, Epicureanism, and Skepticism, heretofore not known outside of the Islamic world, re-entered Europe as exciting, inspiring ways of dealing with man’s knowledge of the cosmos. Classical mathematical and scientific works, hardly known in medieval Europe (although known to Jewish and Moslem thinkers in Spain and Baghdad) were rediscovered, and the enormous achievements of the Greek mathematicians, especially Archimedes, once more appeared on the center of the intellectual stage to inspire Nicolaus Copernicus and Galileo Galilei.

Along with avid work on Greek and Latin sources, there was an equally eager quest into the so-called “Oriental languages”—Hebrew, Arabic, Syriac, Aramaic, and so forth. The combination of humanist zeal to recapture the premedieval past and the entry into Europe—because of Spanish Christian persecutions—of a large number of Hebrew and Arabic scholars led to a rapid exploration in depth of Semitic literature. Pico della Mirandola, in Florence, had six Hebrew teachers so that he could look into this humanistic dimension. Johann von Reuchlin (1455-1522), in Germany, prepared the first Hebrew grammar. Bomberg, in Venice, established his great Hebrew press and published the Bible, the Talmud, and other crucial Hebrew sources. Reuchlin and Agrippa von Nettesheim publicized the importance of cabala, that enormous treasury of Jewish esoteric, mystical-mathematical lore developed in Spain in the thirteenth century, which proposed that the secret key to the universe was to be found in a magical comprehension of the shapes, frequencies, and symbolism of the Hebrew letters. Scholars, mainly in Italy, put out new editions of the Arabic and Jewish medieval thinkers, such as Averroës and Maimonides.

Universities were challenged to teach and study the riches available in Greek, Hebrew, Arabic, and Latin. Such new avant-garde institutions as Louvain in Belgium quickly established professorships of Greek and Hebrew, and, gradually, all of the others had to follow suit and recognize the humanistic dimension of man’s knowledge. Figures like Peter Ramus in Paris forced the reconsideration of the entire curriculum. Under the aegis of Cardinal Ximines in Spain and the flourishing university at Alcala, Greek and Hebrew scholars edited the Polyglot Bible, giving the text, established by the most careful study, in many ancient languages.

The Erasmian spirit turned humanistic scholarship into a crucial discovery of a “new world,” that of the wisdom of the ages by-passed or ignored by the Scholastics. The Erasmian spirit also quickly inspired and encouraged another revolutionary spirit—religious reform. Very early in the sixteenth century, Erasmus became the hero of the liberal, humanistic theological movement in Spain, and he was invited to accept a professorship at Alcala (which, he told a friend, he was refusing because Spain had too many Jews). The Spanish theologians, mainly forced converts from Islam and Judaism, admired the spiritual rather than doctrinal interpretation Erasmus gave of Christianity and the anti-Trinitarian implications of his thought. In 1524, the Inquisition succeeded in condemning Spanish Erasmianism and forcing its adherents either underground or abroad. Some, like Juan de Valdes, fled to Italy and spawned various left-wing movements of the Reformation; others, like Miguel Servetus, fought against orthodox Christianity and finally perished as enemies of both Catholicism and Protestantism. The last remnant of Spanish Erasmianism flourished as the Socinian (Unitarian) movement in Poland and Roumania.

Erasmus’ critique of the opulence, corruption, and humanistic illiteracy of the Church of Rome quickly gained adherents both within the hierarchy of Catholicism and in the opposition movements. Figures like Cardinal Reginald Pole pressed for reform from within, in recognition that Christianity could be based only on faith, not on Scholastic reason. Rebels, like Martin Luther, moved rapidly from pressing for institutional reform to pressing for complete overthrow of the Church of Rome.

Throughout the Middle Ages, radical reform movements had risen and been destroyed—the Bogomils in the Balkans, the Albigensians in southern France, the Flagellants in central Europe, the Wycliffe movement in England, and others. The Hussites had raised a basic challenge in Bohemia during the fifteenth century. But it was Luther’s success in gaining powerful political support and a vast popular following in Germany rather than his innovations or theories, that produced the complete shattering of European Christendom. Even before Luther, the Church of Rome had never succeeded in being the monolithic controller of Europe, contrary to the picture we are usually given, since all through the Middle Ages it had had to struggle against non-Christian religions—Judaism, Mohammedanism, the remnants of paganism, and waves of popular heretical forces. But the Church had managed to hold a world together until Luther survived the making of his heretical utterances at Leipzig and at the Diet of Worms. Thereafter, Europe was rent asunder by the religious rebellions not only of Luther, but also of John Calvin, Huldreich Zwingli, and others, thus ending the ideal of a unified Christendom.

Luther initiated this great upheaval by a simple challenge about certain Church practices, in particular those concerning the sale of indulgences. The zeal of some local authorities quickly pushed him from the position of complainer to that of rebel. Luther had tried to keep his complaints within the framework of institutional Catholicism, but he was pressed by the theologian, Johann Eck, at the Leipzig disputation, until he announced that, even if his views were contrary to those of Popes and Councils, he and heretics like Huss could be right and the Church wrong. From Leipzig onward, Luther moved further and further away from accepting the Church’s criterion of religious knowledge and truth towards a subjective criterion of conscience and private interpretation of Scripture.

The massive popular response to his rebel’s cry as well as (and, probably, more importantly) the imminent danger of the conquest of Europe by the Ottoman Turks, saved Luther’s life and unleashed the Reformation. In Germany, Switzerland, southern France, the Lowlands, and England, a vast wave of anti-Roman enthusiasm set off varying forms of Reformation. But, when Charles V had to decide between crushing Luther or stopping the Turks at Vienna, he, rightly or wrongly, decided that the Turks were the greater menace. When the emperor had saved Vienna and turned back to Luther, it was already too late. The religious wars in France, Germany, Holland, and other places could only determine where each world would be, but could no longer reestablish the domination of the Church of Rome.

The Counter Reformation, the powerful reform movement within Catholicism that revitalized the Church and made it able to survive the rebellion, was partly a continuation of certain late medieval trends and partly a new and often mystical movement; it was inspired by fervent Spanish religious figures like Ignatius Loyola and Teresa of Avila. The militancy, zealousness, and total obedience of Loyola and his army of Jesuits breathed new life into a seriously wounded Catholicism, led it through the Council of Trent to define the key principles on which it would stand, converted millions in Asia and the New World, and built up troops of intellectuals to oppose the heretics, new and old. The mysticism of Santa Teresa and of San Juan de la Cruz, although originally strongly opposed by the Inquisition, restored Catholicism as living and dynamic a religion, as were the popular movements of the Reformation.

A further effect of some of these tidal waves of discovery, rediscovery, and religious change that were sweeping Europe was the beginnings of new scientific activity, breaking with medieval Aristotelianism and the Arabic theories that had dominated the scene. Magical and alchemic theories became the rage. Cabalism tempted many to look for the secret key to the universe. Doctor Faust types appeared everywhere. In the midst of this outburst of a new kind of experimentation and theorizing, certain developments occurred that we can now see as the road to the scientific revolution. Servetus and Vesalius, in medicine, made world-shaking discoveries through anatomical dissections that showed the unreliability of centuries of medical theory and practice. The strange Renaissance figure, Paracelcus, rejected the whole tradition of drug chemistry and, with his strange potions, began a new era. Copernicus, looking into the classics, found the heliocentric theory that was to revolutionize our whole way of thinking about the universe. And Kepler, from the wealth of bizarre Renaissance theories of numerology, Pythagoreanism, cabalism, and the like, and the enormous observational data collected by Tycho Brahe and himself, presented the most revolutionary insight of all: that the book of nature is written in mathematical characters by God, the Great Geometer, and, thus, that the key to it all could only be found by discovering the mathematical laws of the cosmos. Kepler’s three laws of planetary motion destroyed the previously accepted Ptolemaic-Aristotelian earth-centered cosmos and replaced it with a sun-centered one, minus all metaphysical degrees of perfection, place, and motion. Kepler’s world of planets moving in elliptical orbits with alterations of velocity and describable only in mathematical terms had lost all of the perfections and purposes of the former cosmos. Kepler eliminated the notion that the heavenly bodies moved in circular and constant paths. Such kinds of motion had previously been assumed to be perfect of their kind. According to Kepler the paths of the planets could be described in mathematical formulas without regarding these movements as being directed towards some goal. Galileo, aided by such new instruments as the telescope, was able to go further and destroy all illusions about the spherical perfection of the moon (since he could see the mountains on it) and the superperfection of the sun (since he could observe the sunspots), and he could show, by a series of thought experiments, that Aristotelian physics was useless in explaining the types of motions going on in the universe. Instead, a mathematical physics, in the style of Archimedes, could yield laws of terrestrial motion, like that of freely falling bodies, and of motion on an inclined plane, as well as a Copernican system of planetary motions.

The understanding of the cosmos from Columbus to Galileo had undergone a radical transformation, and man’s beliefs about himself, his past, his present, and his place in the universe were all completely shaken or changed. This period of dynamic alteration in all directions that we call the Renaissance and the Reformation was also one of continuous attempts to understand the universe anew. Marsilio Ficino and Giovanni Pico delia Mirandola in Florence, overwhelmed by Platonism, Neoplatonism, cabalism and the like, made one attempt. Aristotelians like Pietro Pompanazzi and Giacomo Zabarella in Padua made another. Still other thinkers, using the wealth of late ancient theories, tried to develop new conceptions of nature as a dynamic living organism full of secret powers. The new theologians, both Protestant and Catholic, looked everywhere for cosmologies and philosophies to replace Scholasticism and to serve as bases or interpretations of Christianity in their changing world. In such a ferment—with the intellectual world losing its established footing on all sides and with competing claims and beliefs on all sides—the revival of ancient Greek skepticism was an attempt to focus the problems, pose a universal “skeptical crisis,” and force men like Francis Bacon and René Descartes to look for new foundations for the entire intellectual world.

In the midst of the crisis of belief produced by the shock waves of geographical, humanistic, medical, astronomical, and mathematical discoveries and the divergent claims about religious knowledge, the major texts of Greek skeptical thought—the writings of Sextus Empiricus—were rediscovered and published. They appeared in Latin translations in 1562 and 1569 and immediately reinforced certain skeptical, anti-intellectual, and fideistic tendencies of the sixteenth century, those of writers who questioned the merits of any of the new theories and instead insisted that ultimate knowledge cannot be gained except by faith. The editor of the 1569 edition of Sextus, Gentian Hervet, a leader of the Counter Reformation in France and secretary to the Cardinal of Lorraine, saw immediately that all this new skeptical argumentation could be turned against the Calvinists, by challenging their claims about religious knowledge, and could be used in favor of Catholicism, by showing that nothing could be known by rational means and that only by retaining one’s traditional beliefs through faith alone could one remain secure. Various Jesuits in France—from Juan Maldonado, the first Jesuit professor at Paris, to François Veron, a teacher at La Flèche during Descartes’ days there—used the newly rediscovered skeptical arguments to fashion a “machine of war” against the Protestants, undermining their claims about religious knowledge and insisting religion be based on faith rather than on any philosophical contentions.

The form of the “new skepticism” that was to affect the whole future of philosophy was the presentation of it by Michel de Montaigne and his distant cousin, Francisco Sanchez, professor of philosophy and medicine at Toulouse. They were both raised in the ferment of the refugee Iberian intellectuals at Bordeaux and Toulouse; both were aware of the range of new discoveries and theories of their era, and both were greatly affected by studying the skeptical arguments in the writings of Sextus Empiricus. In 1576, each wrote his version of the “new skepticism,” Montaigne, “The Apology for Raimond Sebond” and Sanchez, Quod nihil scitur (Why Nothing Can Be Known). The latter is much more didactic and systematically applies the skeptical arguments about knowledge to Aristotelianism. Sanchez argued at the end that, since nothing could be known about the absolute nature of reality, one should abandon that hopeless quest, accept religion on faith, and study the world of appearance item by item. Sanchez influenced the more theoretical spirits and was read until Leibniz’ days.

The more popular version of the problem was Montaigne’s. His long, rambling essay, “The Apology,” used the materials in Sextus to erode every level of rational belief and certainty. Montaigne stressed the vast variety of conflicting opinion on all subjects about the ancients and amongst his contemporaries. Man’s means for dealing with this, his senses and his reason, also yielded conflicting results. Man’s senses and his reason, Montaigne showed, are both unreliable measures of the world about him. Sensory data varies with differing conditions, and rational conclusions depend on premises that are open to question; we seem to be able to find no criterion for judging when we can trust either our data or our best rational conclusions. The experts, including the great scientists of Montaigne’s time, Copernicus and Philippus Paracelsus, all offer divergent and incompatible theories. The best we can do is follow the sage advice of the ancient Pyrrhonian skeptics—suspend judgment on all matters that go beyond the appearances of things and live morally by following nature and custom. To this, Montaigne added a note of Christian skepticism—purge oneself of all human opinions and accept completely the faith God gives us. This, Montaigne claimed, would keep one within Catholicism, since, to make a change, would require reasons that would always be dubious.

The skeptical fideism of Montaigne and its more didactic presentation by his disciple, the priest Pierre Charron (in De la sagesse [On Wisdom], 1603), swept the intellectual world of the day. His work and that of Charron was quickly translated into English, was read everywhere, and became the prevailing view of the avant-garde intellectuals of the early seventeenth century. In France, the court circle included a host of followers of Montaigne, Sanchez, and Charron, who coupled their philosophical skepticism with Machiavellian politics and, often, with an active interest in the “new science.”

Pierre Gassendi, a priest who was a leading experimental scientist, was one such skeptic. In his early work, Gassendi turned the arsenal of Sextus and his new followers against Aristotelianism. From the beginning, Gassendi insisted that he was not trying to destroy either religion or science, but was trying to protect them both from the effects of bad reasoning. Religion should be accepted on faith, while science should be the constructive consequence of recognizing that, in a basic metaphysical sense, nothing can be known. After one has seen this, then one can examine experience, organize it, and use it to predict the future course of events. This science, without any metaphysical foundation, could, as Gassendi’s friend and ally, Marin Mersenne, claimed, provide the “guide for life” in this vale of tears in which we cannot know the real natures of things. In the course of his career, Gassendi developed a revised form of Epicurean atomism as the middle way between complete skepticism and dogmatism (the contention that something can actually be known). Gassendi’s atomism always presented as a hypothetical way of interpreting scientific findings, organizing them, and predicting future events. For Gassendi, atomism was not a theory about the nature of reality, but only an interpretive model for the world of appearances that enabled one to utilize the “new science” without having to resolve the skeptical crisis. Each time a new dogmatist appeared on the scene to offer the way to discover the true nature of reality, Gassendi fought back with all of his skeptical weapons. He challenged the magicians, the numerologists, the cabalists, and the Rosicrucians, as well as Francis Bacon, Herbert of Cherbury, and Descartes. The constructive skepticism of Gassendi (and of Mersenne as well) provided a pragmatic and positivistic interpretation of the “new science” that was to outlast the drama of the seventeenth-century metaphysicians and would flower again in new form in the world of Newtonian science.

The skeptical crisis of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries inspired “the quest for certainty.” Unwilling to accept either the complete doubt of Montaigne or the mitigated doubt of Sanchez, Gassendi, or Mersenne, new visionaries appeared on the scene to propose new ways of finding the truth that would overcome all doubt. They insisted that, if only the right methods were employed, then one could find a secure road to certain knowledge of the real world.

One of the first to make such a proposal was Francis Bacon, combining certain elements of Renaissance naturalism with his radical methodological program. Until the present, Bacon insisted, man had sought for truth by various means—the senses, reason, philosophical and theological theorizing—but had failed to see that such attempts were doomed by the very nature of the case unless new methods could be found for overcoming the innate obstacles that stood in man’s way. The innate obstacles, which he called the four Idols, were the natural distortions in knowing the real nature of things due to (1) the weaknesses of human nature, (2) individual idiosyncrasies, (3) preconceptions of various theories, and (4) the problems of communication among men. Some of these could be alleviated by the use of aids or instruments—for example, eyeglasses could correct human or individual distortions. Others were endemic to the human condition. What can be done is to recognize that all knowledge is built on sense information, that the senses are in need of whatever assistance can be obtained, and that a new method is needed. Bacon’s new method is a complicated and careful inductive procedure that seeks to establish the causes of phenomena by finding unique factors present when the phenomena occur and absent when they do not. The Baconian procedures—involving the compilation of practically endless tables of common instances, controlled experiments, and the like—are supposed to lead to fairly certain knowledge of the causes or forms of things. (As Bacon indicated in his plan of the Novum Organum, the complete enterprise would just about require compiling a natural history of the universe.) Knowledge is power, Bacon insisted, and with knowledge man not only can understand, but also he can do and can change the world. Minimal as Bacon’s personal scientific achievements may have been (he died from an illness contracted while stuffing snow into a chicken during one of his experiments), he envisaged the potential of scientific knowledge and, he inspired those who would try to use it for the betterment of man’s lot and not just for passive understanding.

The Continental thinkers, like Gassendi, Mersenne, and Descartes, sneered at Bacon’s new method for solving the skeptical crisis. His admissions about the ineradicable nature of some features of the Idols and his reliance on sensory, inductive procedures left his results open to question and would thus reinforce the doubts of the skeptics without ever arriving at true and certain knowledge. Mersenne called Bacon “the ape of the Pyrrhonists” and attacked him for both doubting too much and claiming too much. If a firm, sure way to truth were to be found, it would require a much more radical method than Baconian induction and use of instruments.

The man who proposed this more radical method was René Descartes, one of the great mathematical geniuses of the scientific revolution. After achieving fame as a mathematician, Descartes visited Paris in the winter of 1628-1629 and attended a soirée at the home of the Papal Nuncio. An alchemist was speaking on the low state of human knowledge, the current doubts about everything, and the need for a new method. Everyone there except Descartes apparently approved of the alchemist’s skepticism and his empirical, probabilistic, pragmatic proposals. Descartes rose in opposition and insisted that a method was needed that would insure complete certainty; he insisted that, without such a method, the most probable truths might turn out to be unreliable, false, or dubious. He then proceeded to give the audience a living lesson in complete skepticism by showing them that, on the standards they were willing to accept, the propositions they considered most certain could be cast in doubt. After this performance, Cardinal Bérulle, the founder of the very pious Augustinian institution, the Oratory, encouraged Descartes to work out his method in such a way that it would overcome all doubt. Descartes retired to Holland (where his career had earlier begun) and proceeded tò do so.

The autobiographical sections of his Discourse on Method indicate that, in 1629, he worked out his method of doubt, of radical skepticism, doubting every proposition that, under some conceivable state of affairs, could be false. Sensory information was cast aside, since the senses are sometimes unreliable and could, perhaps, be unreliable even when they seem most trustworthy. Our whole sensory world might be the result of madness or might even be a dream. Our scientific knowledge, no matter how sound it appeared to be, might be just organized dream analysis, unrelated to any real world that might exist. (In a letter discussing Galileo, Descartes criticized the great scientist for having a good method for solving scientific problems but not having any foundation for it that would establish that these results were actually true of the real world.) Then, by pressing his method of doubt, Descartes went on to show that even mathematical propositions could be doubted, since we often make logical mistakes and cannot be sure in any given instance we haven’t made one. If elementary truths, such as “two plus three equals five” and “a square has four sides,” look impervious to this sort of doubting, Descartes then went on to the final stage of his method, introducing a more radical reason for doubting than previous skeptics like Sextus and Montaigne had ever offered—the demon hypothesis. Suppose there is some demonic force that wants to lead us astray and make us think that something is absolutely certain when it is actually false. Then, can we be sure of anything, no matter how indubitable it looks to us? Can we be sure there is a world, that there are other people, or even that we ourselves exist?

At this point, when all appears to be lost, Descartes claims that he has resolved the skeptical crisis. By carrying doubting to its extreme, beyond what any previous skeptics had been willing or able to do, an indubitable, unshakeable truth reveals itself. If I try to doubt that I exist, I am aware that I am thinking and that I do thereby exist. The famous cogito, ergo sum (I think, therefore I am) becomes the first truth that no skeptical hypothesis, even that of the demon, can make dubious. If I try to doubt it, I, by that very act, am forced to realize its truth. My act of doubting shows me that I both think and must exist. Descartes insisted (contrary to the interpretations of Hobbes, Gassendi, and other critics) that the cogito was not a form of syllogistic reasoning with the hidden unproved premise, “Whatever thinks, exists,” but was a realization or an intuition that conquered complete doubt. It rested on nothing. It was encountered by doubting, not proven by doubting. Once encountered, its indubitability presumably overwhelmed the doubter. And its full force could only be realized by the extreme process of the method of doubt.

Having found one truth that no skeptical doubt could shake, Descartes rapidly went on to build up his new dogmatic edifice that would now establish the whole realm of truths about the universe. By inspecting his one truth, Descartes found his criterion for all truths—“that whatever is clearly and distinctly conceived is true.” With this criterion, he then found the fundamental premises for establishing that God exists; that God is the cause of everything, including me and my ideas; that He is no deceiver (and, hence, there is no demon to worry about) ; that, since He makes me think that mathematical truths are certain, they are certain; and that there is a real physical universe corresponding to my clear and distinct ideas of it (that is, my mathematical ones).

The Cartesian cosmos has three basic elements: God, the Creator and Conserver of everything; mind, whose essence is thinking ; and body or matter, whose essence is extension. Our minds can gain certain knowledge about the world through our clear and distinct mathematical ideas (although not through our unclear and indistinct sensory ones). Since the essence of the material world is extension, it is through mathematical physics that the entire natural cosmos can and should be understood. The vision of Kepler and the success of Galileo are justified by Cartesian metaphysics.

This tremendous achievement, establishing an unshakeable foundation for the sciences and a resolution of the skeptical crisis, formed the pattern of philosophizing throughout the next century. But the Cartesian “way of ideas” and its metaphysical distinction between mind and matter posed problems for all ensuing theorists. Had Descartes really established much, if anything, that was absolutely certain? Had he, perhaps, unleashed such doubts that nothing, not even the overwhelming force of the cogito, could overcome them? Perhaps, this mind that knows it exists knows only this, and all else is a pipe dream corresponding to nothing. When Gassendi proposed such a possibility (which Descartes called “the objection of objections”), Descartes, the father of modern philosophy, retorted that to take this seriously would be to shut the door on reason. But maybe the very method of doubt would make us do this. Could we really know about the material world from our private (perhaps, certain) world of ideas? If mind and matter are so radically different, can mind know matter, and can they affect each other? The so-called mind-body problem posed by Descartes’ dualistic metaphysics was to haunt all later seventeenth-century metaphysicians. Descartes’ own solution, that somehow they interact in the pineal gland, was quickly found to be unsatisfactory, and Descartes himself said that this was one of those matters best understood by thinking least about it.

Descartes had proudly proclaimed himself to be the first man to conquer skepticism and the one who had offered a new philosophy to account for the new world revealed by science. Immediately, objections were posed from all sides. The set of seven objections gathered together by Mersenne and appended to the Meditations in 1641 indicated the range of criticism—from Catholic complaints that Descartes was unorthodox and maybe even heretical, to criticisms by Hobbes, Gassendi, Mersenne, and Antoine Arnauld that he really hadn’t proven very much and that there were holes and inconsistencies in his system. He might have found the type of system needed to interpret and justify the “new science,” the world seen as a mathematical machine, but a more consistent or more plausible version would be needed if the “new philosophy,” was really to be secured against skepticism and vindicated against alternative possibilities. Thomas Hobbes offered one possibility, Baruch Spinoza another, Nicolas Malebranche yet another, and Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz the final one of the great seventeenth-century metaphysical systems.

Hobbes, a close friend of Gassendi and Mersenne, proposed a kind of materialism in which mental events could be explained and interpreted as physical motions of extended bodies. Descartes had seen the entire cosmos except mind as part of a mathematical machine and, thereby, saw biology as a branch of physics. Hobbes, by construing mind as an effect of physical motions, saw that all mental processes could be understood in terms of physics and that all human and social behavior could also be thus explained, if one could discover the physical processes that moved men to think and act. The Hobbesian method was that of setting down definitions of key mental and human concepts in terms of motions of physical entities. Then, the mind could be portrayed as a kind of computer that went through a quasi-mechanical process called “ratiocination,” shuffling the definitions, combining them, and thereby making judgments. The Hobbesian vision of a world whose constituents were just God who produced it and physical bodies in motion, causing as an effect the mental and social behavior of man, involved the possibility of a physical science of psychology, ethics, and sociology. The mechanization and mathematization of nature started by Kepler and Galileo and justified by Descartes could be extended to human nature as well.

The ultimate truth of such a system bothered Hobbes far less than it did Descartes. Hobbes defined “truth,” as a human concept within his system, as the correct consequence of names or definitions. “Right reasoning” consisted of proper reckoning of the consequences of definitions. If people disagreed about who was reasoning correctly, some outside arbiter (the political sovereign) would have to decide this as a social matter. If people disagreed about what system of definitions to use, again it would be a social problem to be decided by the sovereign for maintenance of peace. The only check, ultimately, on Hobbes’ own system of definitions—besides the fact that his views were not acceptable in English society and hence led to his being in exile a good deal of the time, was that of seeing if they squared with one’s experience and made it possible to account for one’s experience. Within his system, Hobbes was happy to admit that there could be no absolute, but only conditional knowledge—that is, for example, if such and such is the definition of x and something else the definition of y, then x and y are different. Hobbes was willing to make ratiocination our way of comprehending the material world (including man, his thoughts, and his behavior), but he was not willing to make grandiose claims about the absolute certitude of the results.

Spinoza, however, following out certain implications of Descartes and certain rationalistic tendencies amongst the Jewish thinkers of his day, was willing to make human reason the sole, certain, and complete judge of the cosmos and to portray such a cosmos as an eternal set of psychophysical laws having no supernatural source and being part of no religious history. Spinoza’s total rationalism seems to have emerged, first, from certain religious controversies in the Spanish-Portuguese Jewish community of Amsterdam. Most of the members had been born and raised as Catholics in Spain, Portugal, France, or Italy, and had practiced Judaism secretly before they reached refuge in Holland. Their intellectual training was in large measure Christian. In Amsterdam, they kept up their Iberian cultural heritage and applied their intellectual training to the study of Judaism. Some found that the religion practiced in Amsterdam was incompatible with their own rational considerations on the matter. First, Uriel da Costa, originally a Portuguese priest, from about 1620 to 1640, carried on a rebellious campaign (with dire results for himself, ending in his suicide) charging that all historical religions are man-made inventions. In the 1650’s, a Spanish doctor, Juan de Prado, was excommunicated from the community for contending that the law of reason takes precedence over the law of Moses. Spinoza, a younger ally of Prado, was also excommunicated apparently for going even farther and challenging Judaism and all other historical religions as kinds of superstition, and directly attacking the Bible as a or the source of revealed truth. Others, like the French thinker, Isaac La Peyrère (Pereira) questioned whether the Bible dealt with all human history or just Judeo-Christian history. La Peyrère, a friend of Gassendi’s, shocked the mid-seventeenth-century world with his thesis that there were men before Adam and that the Mexicans, the Eskimos, the Chinese, and so forth, had developed historically independent of Biblical events.

Spinoza’s Tractatus, apparently a reworking of his original answer to the synagogue after his expulsion, analyzed the Bible on strictly rationalistic criteria, with extremely critical results. Then, employing both the Spanish Scholastic and Judaic theories he had been taught and some of the Cartesian views, Spinoza began working out his picture of the universe solely in terms of rationally acceptable premises. If reason and reason alone is the judge of truth, Spinoza found that traditional religion only made sense as the effect of disturbed human psyches. The universe that man could comprehend was logically ordered, consisting of one and only one substance, God or Nature, whose knowable attributes are thought and extension. Everything we are aware of is a mode of this one substance and is to be understood in terms of its logical relation to God or Nature. Spinoza found Cartesian dualism totally unacceptable, since, from the very definition of substance, there could be only one substance, and that one is God or Nature, Mind and matter, since they are created and are dependent on God or Nature, cannot be considered as separate substances, but only as ways of comprehending God or Nature.

Spinoza’s vision of the world seen from the aspect of eternity was pantheistic (everything is an aspect of God, and God is everything), describable in two different but compatible ways: as a mathematically related series of physical events or as a logically ordered series of ideas. These are two ways of expressing and understanding the same universe. There is no mind-body problem, since the mental and the physical are two equivalent aspects of the same thing, God or Nature. The world, understood rationally, is a set of necessary relationships, logical or mathematical, that account for why everything occurs as it does. No supernatural forces or revealed data are needed, and the alleged supernatural and revealed data of Judeo-Christianity can themselves be understood rationally as the effects of psychological and sociological forces. By pressing the logic of some aspects of the Cartesian theory, Spinoza revealed what the cosmos would look like if reason, especially as rational science, were the sole means for comprehending it. Its entire historical-religious dimension would vanish, and the world would be only a purposeless complex of necessarily acting forces. This is why Pierre Bayle said of Spinoza that he was the first to reduce atheism to a system and was thereby the first to portray what the world of modern science, shorn of all Judeo-Christian roots and aspects, would look like.

Although Spinoza made no effort to propagate or disseminate his views, preferring the quiet life of the truth-seeker to engaging in controversy, his theories were known widely, even before the posthumous publication of his Ethics, and were considered extremely shocking and dangerous. Others tried to show that a metaphysical system could be developed that encompassed the results of modern science without challenging all of the foundations of traditional belief as well.

Father Nicolas Malebranche, a scholar in the Oratory of Cardinal Bérulle, presented one possibility, perhaps the logical result of Cartesianism. Starting with his Recherche de la verité (The Search after Truth), written in 1674, Malebranche presented the theory that man knows (by divine illumination) only ideas that are located in the mind of God and that they constitute an uncreated world of intelligible extension. Besides this knowledge, essentially that of pure mathematics, which is eternal and necessary, man also has feelings, that is, sensory experiences. None of these tell him anything about a real physical world. Malebranche insisted that there can be no demonstration that there even is a physical world, since God is not required to create it. The only guarantee we have that there is such a world is the opening lines of Genesis in which it is revealed that God did in fact create heaven and earth. In the world that we are aware of, the experienced world, we can find no necessary connections between events, but only sequences. Our understanding of the cosmos consists in comprehending the world of intelligible extension and describing the world of experience. The explanation of what is going on is entirely in terms of God. He is the sole causal agent and creator of whatever exists. He creates the physical world (revealed to us by faith) and the experienced world felt by us. Since He operates by the most economical and general laws, He patterns His creations after the ideal world of intelligible extension. Hence, we can apply our mathematical understanding to the physical world. In relating this physical world to our experienced one, we can never find any necessary connections. What is going on is that, on the occasion of the occurrence of an event in one order, God causes an event in the other. Thus, there is no causal connection between the mathematically describable events of a vibrating string and the sound heard by human beings. But, on the occasion of one of these events, God makes the other occur, according to His general laws. As Leibniz described it, Malebranche’s world was like two totally separate clocks, kept in harmony by the constant intervention of the clock-maker.

Malebranche’s occasionalism and his theory that “we see all things in God,” which were to have great influence on Berkeley and Hume in the next century, represented in some ways the end of the Cartesian attempt to gain certainty about all aspects of the universe. The visible world, in Malebranche’s account, cannot be known, but only described. The existence of the physical world can only be known by faith. The explanation of all physical and experimental events is, “God so wills.” The world that we can understand through divine illumination is that of pure mathematics, and the world has no rationally discoverable, necessary connection with any other. The study of the experienced world has been made unintelligible in any rationalistic sense and can only be carried on descriptively. (To this degree, whether intended or not, Malebranche was extremely influential in separating empirical scientific study from metaphysics, by developing a theory in which one could not be explained by the other.)

Malebranche’s theory, contrary to Spinoza’s, portrayed the world as essentially a continuous, divine drama. It resolved the Cartesian mind-body problem by completely denying any connection at all between the two realms (and paved the way for Berkeley’s immaterialism by making the material world essentially unnecessary and unknowable). But it left a picture of the world that seemed to his contemporaries, like Locke and Leibniz, entirely incredible and entirely miraculous, although it claimed to be one of the most rationalistic analyses ever offered. The Cartesian dream, of explaining everything through clear and distinct ideas, seemed to have culminated in making everything a divine mystery.

Leibniz made the last great effort of the seventeenth century to develop a rational metaphysics that would explain everything. He was the universal genius of the century, knowing just about every field and every development and himself making enormous original contributions in physics, mathematics, law, logic, linguistics, history, and more (all the while holding down a full-time job as a court functionary in Germany). In the 1670’s and 1680’s, while critically scrutinizing the various metaphysical theories of the seventeenth century, Leibniz began formulating his own solution to all the problems. Methodologically, he sought a universal, mathematical language in which all problems could be stated and in which solutions worked out by calculation from definitions and first principles—for example, his law of sufficient reason, that nothing happens without a reason.

Leibniz contended that to avoid the difficulties and strange results of seventeenth-century theorizing, a new basic concept was needed. Cartesian matter was inactive and extended and could not explain why anything happens. God had to be brought in as the constant source of action. Why not, instead, make activity the basic unit and extension one of its forms? So, the theory of monads, active centers of force, was proposed. Everything was a monad or collections of monads. All the activities of monads had to have a reason; the reason had to be found in their definitions. Hence, each monad had to be a self-contained, active universe whose complete definition included all of the propositions that could ever be true of that monad. If everything that happened to a monad was true by its own definition, then no monad could influence another (since that would require affecting its fixed definition), and each was essentially “windowless.” If each monad could be understood only in its own terms and if every property of each monad was true by definition, then why does the world look as if one object influences or affects another? This, Leibniz explained, was due to the pre-established harmony. God established a world of the greatest number of compossible monads (that is, ones that would not contradict one another). Each mirrored the universe in its own individual way (that is, its definition included its relations to all of the others). Since the existing ones in this world (the best of all possible worlds, according to Leibniz) were all independent and compatible, it was their pre-established harmony that accounted for their apparent but illusory interconnection. In his clock analogy, Leibniz contended, it is as if the different clocks keep the same time, not because of constant intervention of the clock-maker (Malebranche’s view), or that they are all the same clock (Spinoza’s view), or that they are somehow connected (Descartes’ view), but that they are made perfectly in the first place.

Leibniz’s theory of active force centers, monads, appeared, as Bertrand Russell has said, to offer a marvelously consistent and yet completely incredible explanation of everything. Leibniz, in his controversies with Malebranche, Arnauld, Bayle, Locke, Clarke, and others, sought to show that other theories were full of difficulties and that his could not be disproven. Even in the Theodicy, written against Bayle to show that this is the best of all possible worlds, Leibniz insisted that all problems could be solved within his system. But, as Bayle had argued in the article in his Dictionary on “Rorarius,” although Leibniz’ theory might be the most ingenious and original of the period, it led to totally unbelievable results. If this was what a completely consistent metaphysical system looked like, then, unfortunately, one had better abandon the enterprise entirely.

Throughout the seventeenth century, the skeptics fought back against each stage of the attempt to find a new metaphysical foundation for the new world of science and belief. Gassendi had attacked Descartes. Bishop Pierre-Daniel Huet and Simon Foucher had attacked Descartes, Malebranche, and Leibniz. Pascal, at first one of the greatest scientists and mathematicians of them all, rejected the whole enterprise and insisted that faith, and faith alone, could provide any worthwhile answers to any serious questions. The coup de grâce was given by the last skeptic of the century, Pierre Bayle. He, unlike the others, was originally a Calvinist, then a convert to Catholicism, and then a reconvert to Protestantism. A refugee in Holland for the last twenty-five years of his life, he proclaimed that he was a Protestant in the full sense of the term—that he was opposed to everything that was said and everything that was done.

An advocate of complete toleration of belief and an enemy of all sorts of superstition, he culminated his career with the monumental Historical and Critical Dictionary (1697, 2nd ed. 1702), an enormous compendium of arguments against all sorts of theories in philosophy, theology, science, and so forth. The Dictionary was allegedly a biographical one, giving the lives of persons great, obscure, fictional, and so on. The heart of it, however, was the digressive footnotes in which theory after theory was dissected, criticized, and refuted, and the whole world of seventeenth-century thought torn asunder. In the longest article in the Dictionary he attacked Spinoza. In another (“Rorarius”), he attacked his friend Leibniz. The theories of Descartes, Hobbes, Locke, Malebranche, Newton, Aristotle, Plato, and anyone else were examined, dissected, and found to be “big with contradiction and absurdity.” A whole series of problems—for example, the problem of evil, the nature of mind or matter, the problem of the relation of mind and matter, and the like—could not be successfully solved by any rational system. Over and over again, Bayle insisted, as he dissolved one theory after another, what this showed was the hopeless inadequacy of reason to make sense of the world. Reason should be abandoned for faith. And the faith Bayle portrayed was blind, unintelligible, and amoral.

Bayle’s Dictionary was a summa, in the medieval sense, of man’s attempt to understand his radically changed and changing cosmos. Unfortunately, every attempt had failed and made the cosmos more unintelligible. The heroic attempts to put all the pieces together after the outbursts of the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the Counter Reformation had failed. The new Columbuses—the seventeenth-century metaphysicians—had sought unshakable, indubitable havens of certainty that could guarantee that it all made sense and all fitted harmoniously together. Bayle shattered all illusions on this score and bequeathed the problems anew to the Age of the Enlightenment to try other means of comprehending what had happened and what we actually know about the universe. Bayle provided what Voltaire called “the arsenal of the Enlightenment.” But, as the two who followed him most closely, Hume and Voltaire, saw, for all of the Enlightenment’s enthusiastic belief that man had finally comprehended the universe, essentially all was still in doubt. The drama of seventeenth-century metaphysics had not only reinforced skepticism about man’s natural and rational knowledge of the cosmos, but had also shaken his ability to accept any traditional faith as well. The legacies of Spinoza and Bayle were to stay with mankind through our own day, no matter how heroic or horrendous the attempts to understand anew our cosmos (as unfolded by the latest scientific findings) and ourselves (as revealed by the latest psychological, psychiatric, and sociological theories). The intellectual revolutions of the sixteenth century and the brave attempts of the seventeenth century to establish new and certain ways of understanding the cosmos were to leave a legacy of yet unsolved problems, while undermining man’s previous ways of dealing with them.



I VESPUCCI


AMERIGO VESPUCCI (1454-1512), a Florentine, educated in the new humanistic atmosphere, started out in a diplomatic career, traveling to Paris and elsewhere. He moved to Seville in 1492 and became involved in affairs connected with the voyages of exploration, including those of Columbus. Vespucci’s first voyage was apparently in 1497, to the Gulf of Mexico. In 1499-1500, he voyaged to Brazil and Venezuela; in 1501-1502, to Africa and the South American coast; and, in 1503-1504 to Brazil to start the first settlement there. In 1508, he was appointed Pilot Major of Spain. His letter of 1503 on the New World, addressed to Lorenzo di Pier Francesco de Medici, quickly became the best known and most exciting account of the new discoveries and was widely read throughout Europe. In 1507, as a result of the letter, a new introduction to geography, published in Saint-Dié, France, gave the name “America” to the New World. Vespucci’s letter, more than those of Columbus or other early explorers, indicates the revolutionary significance of the newly discovered lands for the intellectual world of the time.

Mundus Novis Letter on the New World

1503

¶ AMERICO VESPUCCI OFFERS HIS BEST COMPLIMENTS TO LORENZO PIETRO DI MEDICI

On a former occasion I wrote to you at some length concerning my return from those new regions which we found and explored with the fleet, at the cost, and by the command of this Most Serene King of Portugal. And these we may rightly call a new world.

Because our ancestors had no knowledge of them, and it will be a matter wholly new to all those who hear about them. For this transcends the view held by our ancients, inasmuch as most of them hold that there is no continent to the south beyond the equator, but only the sea which they named the Atlantic; and if some of them did aver that a continent there was, they denied with abundant argument that it was a habitable land. But that this their opinion is false and utterly opposed to the truth, this my last voyage has made manifest; for in those southern parts I have found a continent more densely peopled and abounding in animals than our Europe or Asia or Africa, and, in addition, a climate milder and more delightful than in any other region known to us, as you shall learn in the following account wherein we shall set succinctly down only capital matters and the things more worthy of comment and memory seen or heard by me in this new world, as will appear below.

On the fourteenth of the month of May, one thousand five hundred and one we set sail from Lisbon under fair sailing conditions, in compliance with the commands of the aforementioned king, with these ships for the purpose of seeking new regions toward the south; and for twenty months we continuously pursued this southern course. The route of this voyage is as follows: Our course was set for the Fortunate Isles, once so called, but which are now termed the Grand Canary Islands; these are in the third climate and on the border of the inhabited west. Thence by sea we skirted the whole African coast and part of Ethiopia as far as the Ethiopie Promontory, so called by Ptolemy, which we now call Cape Verde and the Ethiopians Beseghice. And that region, Mandingha, lies within the torrid zone fourteen degrees north of the equator; it is inhabited by tribes and nations of blacks. Having there recovered our strength and taken on all that our voyage required, we weighed anchor and made sail. And directing our course over the vast ocean toward the Antarctic we for a time bent westward, owing to the wind called Vulturnus ; and from the day when we set sail from the said promontory we cruised for the space of two months and three days, before any land appeared to us. But what we suffered on that vast expanse of sea, what perils of shipwreck, what discomforts of the body we endured, with what anxiety of mind we toiled, this I leave to the judgment of those who out of rich experience have well learned what it is to seek the uncertain and to attempt discoveries even though ignorant. And that in a word I may briefly narrate all, you must know that of the sixty-seven days of our sailing we had forty-four of constant rain, thunder and lightning—so dark that never did we see sun by day or fair sky by night. By reason of this such fear invaded us that we soon abandoned almost all hope of life. But during these tempests of sea and sky, so numerous and so violent, the Most High was pleased to display before us a continent, new lands, and an unknown world. At sight of these things we were filled with as much joy as anyone can imagine usually falls to those who have gained refuge from varied calamity and hostile fortune. It was on the seventh day of August, one thousand five hundred and one that we anchored off the shores of those parts, thanking our God with formal ceremonial and with the celebration of a choral mass. We knew that land to be a continent and not an island both because it stretches forth in the form of a very long and unbending coast, and because it is replete with infinite inhabitants. For in it we found innumerable tribes and peoples and species of all manner of wild beasts which are found in our lands and many others never seen by us concerning which it would take long to tell in detail. God’s mercy shone upon us much when we landed at that spot, for there had come a shortage of fire-wood and water, and in a few days we might have ended our lives at sea. To Him the honor, glory, and thanksgiving.

We adopted the plan of following the coast of this continent toward the east and never losing sight of it. We sailed along until at length we reached a bend where the shore made a turn to the south; and from that point where we first touched land to that corner it was about three hundred leagues, in which sailing distance we frequently landed and had friendly relations with those people, as you will hear below. I had forgotten to write you that from the promontory of Cape Verde to the nearest part of that continent is about seven hundred leagues, although I should estimate that we sailed more than eighteen hundred, partly through ignorance of the route and the ship-master’s want of knowledge, partly owing to tempests and winds which kept us from the proper course and compelled us to put about frequently. Because, if my companions had not heeded me, who had knowledge of cosmography, there would have been no ship-master, nay not the leader of our expedition himself, who would have known where we were within five hundred leagues. For we were wandering and uncertain in our course, and only the instruments for taking the altitudes of the heavenly bodies showed us our true course precisely; and these were the quadrant and the astrolabe, which all men have come to know. For this reason they subsequently made me the object of great honor; for I showed them that though a man without practical experience, yet through the teaching of the marine chart for navigators I was more skilled than all the shipmasters of the whole world. For these have no knowledge except of those waters to which they often sailed. Now, where the said corner of land showed us southern trend of the coast we agreed to sail beyond it and inquire what there might be in those parts. So we sailed along the coast about six hundred leagues, and often landed and mingled and associated with the natives of those regions, and by them we were received in brotherly fashion; and we would dwell with them too, for fifteen or twenty days continuously, maintaining amicable and hospitable relations, as you shall learn below. Part of this new continent lies in the torrid zone beyond the equator toward the Antarctic pole, for it begins eight degrees beyond the equator. We sailed along this coast until we passed the tropic of Capricorn and found the Antarctic pole fifty degrees higher than that horizon. We advanced to within seventeen and a half degrees of the Antarctic circle, and what I there have seen and learned concerning the nature of those races, their manners, their tractability and the fertility of the soil, the salubrity of the climate, the position of the heavenly bodies in the sky, and especially concerning the fixed stars of the eighth sphere, never seen or studied by our ancestors, these things I shall relate in order.

First then as to the people. We found in those parts such a multitude of people as nobody could enumerate (as we read in the Apocalypse), a race I say gentle and amenable. All of both sexes go about naked, covering no part of their bodies; and just as they spring from their mothers’ wombs so they go until death. They have indeed large square-built bodies, well formed and proportioned, and in color verging upon reddish. This I think has come to them, because, going about naked, they are colored by the sun. They have, too, hair plentiful and black. In their gait and when playing their games they are agile and dignified. They are comely, too, of countenance which they nevertheless themselves destroy; for they bore their cheeks, lips, noses and ears. Nor think those holes small or that they have one only. For some I have seen having in a single face seven borings any one of which was capable of holding a plum. They stop up these holes of theirs with blue stones, bits of marble, very beautiful crystals of alabaster, very white bones, and other things artificially prepared according to their customs. But if you could see a thing so unwonted and monstrous, that is to say a man having in his cheeks and lips alone seven stones some of which are a span and a half in length, you would not be without wonder. For I frequently observed and discovered that seven such stones weighed sixteen ounces aside from the fact that in their ears, each perforated with three holes, they have other stones dangling on rings; and this usage applies to the men alone. For women do not bore their faces, but their ears only. They have another custom, very shameful and beyond all human belief. For their women, being very lustful, cause the private parts of their husbands to swell up to such a huge size that they appear deformed and disgusting; and this is accomplished by a certain device of theirs, the biting of certain poisonous animals. And in consequence of this many lose their organs which break through lack of attention, and they remain eunuchs. They have no cloth either of wool, linen or cotton, since they need it not; neither do they have goods of their own, but all things are held in common. They live together without king, without government, and each is his own master. They marry as many wives as they please; and son cohabits with mother, brother with sister, male cousin with female, and any man with the first woman he meets. They dissolve their marriages as often as they please, and observe no sort of law with respect to them. Beyond the fact that they have no church, no religion and are not idolaters, what more can I say? They live according to nature, and may be called Epicureans rather than Stoics. There are no merchants among their number, nor is there barter. The nations wage war upon one another without art or order. The elders by means of certain harangues of theirs bend the youths to their will and inflame them to wars in which they cruelly kill one another, and those whom they bring home captives from war they preserve, not to spare their lives, but that they may be slain for food; for they eat one another, the victors the vanquished, and among other kinds of meat human flesh is a common article of diet with them. Nay be the more assured of this fact because the father has already been seen to eat children and wife, and I knew a man whom I also spoke to who was reputed to have eaten more than three hundred human bodies. And I likewise remained twenty-seven days in a certain city where I saw salted human flesh suspended from beams between the houses, just as with us it is the custom to hang pork. I say further: they themselves wonder why we do not eat our enemies and do not use as food their flesh which they say is most savory. Their weapons are bows and arrows, and when they advance to war they cover no part of their bodies for the sake of protection, so like beasts are they in this matter. We endeavored to the extent of our power to dissuade them and persuade them to desist from these depraved customs, and they did promise us that they would leave off. The women as I have said go about naked and are very libidinous; yet they have bodies which are tolerably beautiful and cleanly. Nor are they so unsightly as one perchance might imagine; for, inasmuch as they are plump, their ugliness is the less apparent, which indeed is for the most part concealed by the excellence of their bodily structure. It was to us a matter of astonishment that none was to be seen among them who had a flabby breast, and those who had borne children were not to be distinguished from virgins by the shape and shrinking of the womb ; and in the other parts of the body similar things were seen of which in the interest of modesty I make no mention. When they had the opportunity of copulating with Christians, urged by excessive lust, they defiled and prostituted themselves. They live one hundred and fifty years, and rarely fall ill, and if they do fall victims to any disease, they cure themselves with certain roots and herbs. These are the most noteworthy things I know about them. The climate there was very temperate and good, and as I was able to learn from their accounts, there was never there any pest or epidemic caused by corruption of the air; and unless they die a violent death they live long. This I take to be because the south winds are ever blowing there, and especially that which we call Eurus, which is the same to them as the Aquilo is to us. They are zealous in the art of fishing, and that sea is replete and abounding in every kind of fish. They are not hunters. This I deem to be because there are there many sorts of wild animals, and especially lions and bears and innumerable serpents and other horrid and ugly beasts, and also because forests and trees of huge size there extend far and wide; and they dare not, naked and without covering and arms, expose themselves to such hazards. The land in those parts is very fertile and pleasing, abounding in numerous hills and mountains, boundless valleys and mighty rivers, watered by refreshing springs, and filled with broad, dense and wellnigh impenetrable forests full of every sort of wild animal. Trees grow to immense size without cultivation. Many of these yield fruits delectable to the taste and beneficial to the human body; some indeed do not, and no fruits there are like those of ours. Innumerable species of herbs and roots grow there too, of which they make bread and excellent food. They have, too, many seeds altogether unlike these of ours. They have there no metals of any description except gold, of which those regions have a great plenty, although to be sure we have brought none thence on this our first voyage. This the natives called to our attention, who averred that in the districts remote from the coast there is a great abundance of gold, and by them it is in no respect esteemed or valued. They are rich in pearls as I wrote you before. If I were to seek to recount in detail what things are there and to write concerning the numerous species of animals and the great number of them, it would be a matter all too prolix and vast. And I truly believe that our Pliny did not touch upon a thousandth part of the species of parrots and other birds and the animals, too, which exist in those same regions so diverse as to form and color; because Policleitus, the master of painting in all its perfection would have fallen short in depicting them. There all trees are fragrant and they emit each and all gum, oil, or some sort of sap. If the properties of these were known to us, I doubt not but that they would be salutary to the human body. And surely if the terrestrial paradise be in any part of this earth, I esteem that it is not far distant from those parts. Its situation, as I have related, lies toward the south in such a temperate climate that icy winters and fiery summers alike are never there experienced….

I observed many other very beautiful stars, the movements of which I have diligently noted down and have described beautiful with diagrams in a certain little book of mine treating of this my voyage. But at present this Most Serene King has it, which I hope he will restore to me. In that hemisphere I saw things incompatible with the opinions of philosophers. A white rainbow was twice seen about midnight, not only by me but by all the sailors. Likewise we have frequently seen the new moon on that day when it was in conjunction with the sun. Every night in that part of the sky innumerable vapors and glowing meteors fly about. I said a little while ago respecting that hemisphere that it really cannot properly be spoken of as a complete hemisphere comparing it to ours, yet since it approaches such a form, such may we be permitted to call it….

These have been the more noteworthy things which I have seen in this my last voyage which I call my third chapter. For two other chapters consisted of two other voyages which I made to the west by command of the most Serene King of the Spains, during which I noted down the marvellous works wrought by that sublime creator of all things, our God. I kept a diary of noteworthy things that if sometime I am granted leisure I may bring together these singular and wonderful things and write a cosmographical or geographical work so that I may live with posterity and that the immense work of almighty God, partly unknown to the ancients, but known to us, may be understood. Accordingly I pray the most merciful God to prolong the days of my life that with His good favour and the salvation of my soul I may carry out in the best possible manner this my will….

Jocundus, the translator, is turning this epistle from the Italian into the Latin tongue, that Latinists may know how many wonderful things are daily being discovered, and that the audacity of those who seek to scrutinize heaven and sovereignty and to know more than it is licit to know may be held in check inasmuch as ever since that remote time when the world began the vastness of the earth and what therein is contained has been unknown.



II ERASMUS


DESIDERIUS ERASMUS (1469-1536) was born in Rotterdam, the illegitimate son of a priest. He was educated in the school of the Brethren of the Common Life and became a priest. He was a secretary to the Bishop of Cambrai and then a student at the University of Paris, where he studied Greek. In 1499, he went to England and became friendly with the humanists Thomas More and John Colet, who encouraged him to work on the Greek text of the New Testament. From 1500 onwards, he published a series of very popular literary works—the Enchiridion militis Christiani, the Adagia, and the Colloquia—that made him famous all over Europe. He traveled widely, living at various times in England, Italy, Belgium, and Switzerland. In Praise of Folly was written in 1509, and his critical edition of the Greek New Testament was published in 1516. He was renowned as the leading classical and humanist scholar of his day and as an advocate of Church reform. He refused at first to either support or condemn Luther but finally, in 1524, attacked him on the question of free will. Erasmus remained a Catholic throughout the rest of his life, pleading for tolerance and the spirit of Christianity against fanatics on all sides. The translation that follows is by Leonard Dean.

In Praise of Folly

The notion that happiness comes from a knowledge of things as they really are is wrong. Happiness resides in opinion. Human affairs are so obscure and various that nothing can be clearly known. This was the sound conclusion of the Academics, who were the least surly of the philosophers. At least if something can be truly known, it is rarely anything that adds to the pleasure of life. Anyway, man’s mind is much more taken with appearances than with reality. This can be easily and surely tested by going to church. When anything serious is being said, the congregation dozes or squirms. But if the ranter—I mean the reverend—begins some old wives’ tale, as often happens, everyone wakes up and strains to hear. You will also see more devotion being paid to such fabulous and poetic saints as George, Christopher, or Barbara than to Peter or Paul or even Christ Himself. But these examples belong elsewhere….

After the lawyers come the philosophers, who are reverenced for their beards and the fur on their gowns. They announce that they alone are wise, and that the rest of men are only passing shadows. Their folly is a pleasant one. They frame countless worlds, and measure the sun, moon, stars, and spheres as with thumb and line. They unhesitatingly explain the causes of lightning, winds, eclipses, and other inexplicable things. One would think that they had access to the secrets of nature, who is the maker of all things, or that they had just come from a council of the gods. Actually, nature laughs uproariously at them all the time. The fact that they can never explain why they constantly disagree with each other is sufficient proof that they do not know the truth about anything. They know nothing at all, yet profess to know everything. They are ignorant even of themselves, and are often too absent-minded or near-sighted to see the ditch or stone in front of them. At the same time, they assert that they can see ideas, universals, pure forms, original matter, and essences—things so shadowy that I doubt if Lynceus could perceive them. They show their scorn of the layman whenever they produce their triangles, quadrangles, circles, and other mathematical forms, lay one on another or entangle them into a labyrinth, then maneuver letters as if in battle formation, and presently reverse the arrangement. It is all designed to fool the uninitiated. Among these philosophers are some who predict future events by consulting the stars, and others who promise even greater wonders. And these fortunate fellows find people to believe them.

Perhaps it would be wise to pass over the theologians in silence. That short-tempered and supercilious crew is as unpleasant to deal with as Lake Camarina or Anagyris foetida. They may attack me with an army of six hundred syllogisms; and if I do not recant, they will proclaim me a heretic. With this thunderbolt they terrify the people they don’t like. They are extremely reluctant to acknowledge my benefits to them, which are nevertheless considerable. Their opinion of themselves is so great that they behave as if they were already in heaven; they look down pityingly on other men as so many worms. A wall of imposing definitions, conclusions, corollaries, and explicit and implicit propositions protects them. They have so many hideouts that even Vulcan could not catch them with his net. They escape through distinctions, and cut knots as easily as with a double-bitted axe from Tenedos. They are full of big words and newly-invented terms.

They explain (to suit themselves) the most difficult mysteries: how the world was created and set in order ; through what channels original sin has passed to successive generations; by what means, in what form, and for how long the perfect Christ was in the womb of the Virgin; and how accidents subsist in the Eucharist without their subject. But these are nothing. Here are questions worthy of these great and reputedly illuminated theologians. If they encounter these questions they will have to extend themselves. Was divine generation at a particular instant? Are there several sonships in Christ? Is this a possible proposition: God the Father hates the Son? Could God have assumed the form of a woman, a devil, an ass, a gourd, a stone? If so, how could the gourd have preached, performed miracles, and been crucified? What would Peter have consecrated if he had administered the sacrament when Christ’s body hung on the Cross? And was Christ at that moment a man? After the resurrection will it be forbidden to eat and drink? (They are providing now against hunger and thirst!) These subtleties are countless, and include even more refined propositions dealing with instants of time, opinions, relations, accidents, quiddities, entities, which no one can discern unless, like Lynceus, he can see in blackest darkness things that are not there.

There are in addition those moral maxims, or rather, contradictions, that make the so-called Stoic paradoxes seem like child’s play. For example: it is less of a sin to cut the throats of a thousand men than to stitch a poor man’s shoe on Sunday; it is better to commit the whole world to destruction than to tell a single lie, even a white one. These subtlest of subtleties are made more subtle by the methods of the scholastic philosophers. It is easier to escape from a maze than from the tangles of Realists, Nominalists, Thomists, Albertists, Occamists, and Scotists, to name the chief ones only. There is so much erudition and obscurity in the various schools that I imagine the apostles themselves would need some other spiritual assistance if they were to argue these topics with modern theologians.

Paul could exhibit faith, but when he said, “Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen,” he did not define it scholastically. Although he exemplified charity supremely well, he analyzed and defined it with little logical subtlety in his first epistle to the Corinthians, Chapter Thirteen. No doubt the apostles consecrated the Eucharist devoutly; but suppose you had examined them about the terminus ad quo and the terminus ad quern, or about transubstantiation: in what way the body is in many places at once; the difference between the body of Christ in heaven, on the Cross, and in the sacrament; and the point at which transubstantiation takes place, considering the fact that the prayer effecting it is a distinct quantity in time. I rather doubt if they would have answered you as acutely as the Scotists do. The apostles knew the mother of Jesus, but who among them has demonstrated philosophically how she was kept free from the sin of Adam, as our theologians have done? Peter received the keys, and from Him who did not entrust them to an unworthy person; yet I suspect that he never understood—since he never became very sophisticated—how a person may have the key to wisdom without first having wisdom himself. The apostles baptized many, although they were never taught the formal, material, efficient, and final causes of baptism, nor do they observe that it has a delible and an indelible character. They certainly worshipped, but spiritually, following only the Gospel: “God is a spirit, and they that worship Him must worship Him in spirit and in truth.” It does not appear to have been revealed to them that one should worship a charcoal picture on the wall as if it were Christ Himself—that is, if it has two fingers extended, the hair unshorn, and three rays in the halo behind the head. After all, who could comprehend these things if he had not devoted thirty-six years to the physics and metaphysics of Aristotle and the Scotists?
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