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INTRODUCTION

Gianni Paganini and José R. Maia Neto

Universita degli studi del Piemonte Orientale,
Vercelli and Universidade Federal de
Minas Gerais, Belo Horizonte

Et perinde ac gigantes, montibus montes accumulantes, bellum contra deos gerere videntur,
dum aliquot instructi syllogismis, homines rixosi ac meretriculis loquatiores, [Sceptici]
incunctanter audent quavis de re cum quovis linguam conferre; litigiosis enim quibusdam
altercationum captiunculis ac sophismatum iaculis armati, omnium disciplinarum etiam
sacrarum Literarum fores se posse diffringere et penetrare arbitrantur.

H. C. Agrippa, Oratio held at Pavia in 1515

Nam nulla secta eruditior, inter omnes aliorum philosophorum sectas diligentissime versata,
et omnium experientissima; neque iracundiae aut superbiae causa, quando habiti sunt inter
alias philosophorum gentium sectas, et humani, et mites.

Gianfrancesco Pico, Examen vanitatis doctrinae gentium 111, i

There can be no doubt that the recent historiography of Renaissance and early
modern scepticism had, as its founding fathers, Richard H. Popkin and Charles
B. Schmitt. It may be said that, thanks to their writings, we contemporary schol-
ars have regained knowledge of the importance of scepticism in the formation of
European thought. For the first great philosophical historians at the turn of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, this awareness was already an acquired
heritage, but it had been nearly lost after the Enlightenment, and even more
particularly in the nineteenth century.To find treatises that are comparable in impor-
tance and intensity, despite the different standards applied, we must go back as
far to some articles in Bayle’s Dictionnaire, after that to Brucker’s monumental
Historia critica and Reimman’s Historia universalis atheismi, and, at the end of
the eighteenth century, to Staudlin’s Geschichte und Geist des Skepticismus. As well
as producing an admirable monograph on ancient Pyrrhonian scepticism, which
he clearly distinguished from that of the Academics, Brucker included in his
Historia a section on the “modern sceptics” which, alongside Huet, Bayle, Gassendi
and Glanvill, also dealt with Montaigne, Sanchez, Charron, Hirnhaym and La
Mothe Le Vayer. Reimman investigated the doubtful view that writers of the
Italian and French Renaissance — from Boccaccio to Postel, from Machiavelli
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to B. des Périers, and even Campanella — were sceptics and irreligious.! After
the eighteenth century and during the nineteenth, thinkers were not unaware
of scepticism’s importance for philosophy as the treatment of doubt in Hegel’s
Phinomenologie des Geistes or Kierkegaard’s Johannes Climacus clearly show.
It was only in the limited sphere of the historiography of philosophy that scepti-
cism seems to have lost the appeal and the central place it had retained during
the previous three centuries. This fact alone clearly illustrates the situation in
which, starting from the 1960s, Popkin and Schmitt found themselves working.
They had, indeed, to recreate the object of their studies ex novo, following the
canons of recent historical research, rounding out and giving visibility to a move-
ment that, throughout the development of historiography, had been relegated to
a shadowy and marginal place compared to the great figures of the “dogmatists,”
on which early modern philosophy had concentrated.

In the works of Popkin,” as is well known, a central role is played by the
rediscovery of the Pyrrhonian branch of scepticism, as the writings of Sextus
Empiricus began to be read and then published. Through the great figures of
Gianfrancesco Pico, Montaigne and Charron, Popkin reconstructed a general
prehistory of modern thought. Because one of the basic Pyrrhonian arguments
is to challenge the existence of any criterion of truth, Pyrrhonian scepticism
becomes crucial also in the religious controversies about the rule of faith, making
Pyrrhonism — rather than Academic and Ciceronian scepticism — the driving
force in early modern philosophy. Popkin saw Academic scepticism as a kind of
negative dogmatism, deprived of the conceptual tools available in ancient
Pyrrhonism such as the tropes, the discussion about the criterion of truth, and

!Johann Jakob Brucker, Historia critica philosophiae a mundi incunabulis ad nostram
usque aetatem deducta, Pars I1 Lib. II cap. XIV “De secta pyrrhonia sive sceptica”, tomus
I, Lipsiae: Literis et impensis Bern Christoph. Breitkopf, 1742, pp. 1317-1349. 1d., Histo-
riacritica philosophiae a tempore resuscitatarum in occidente literarum ad nostra tempora,
tomi I'V Pars I, Lipsiae: 1746 — Period. I1I Pars I Lib. III Cap. I “De scepticis recentioribus”,
pp. 536-609. Jakob Friedrich Reimmann, Historia universalis atheismi et atheorum falso et
merito suspectorum, Hildesiae: apud Ludovidum Schroeder, 1725 (anastatic reprint with
an introduction by Winfried Schroder, Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: Frommann, 1992),
section III (“De atheismo Christianorum”), ch. IV (“De atheismo Christianorum in Italia”)
and ch. V (“De atheismo Christianorum in Gallia”), pp. 382-430; Carl Friedrich Stdudlin,
Geschichte und Geist des Skepticismus vorziiglich in Riicksicht auf Moral und Religion,
2 vols., Leipzig: S. L. Crusius, 1794.

2We refer first and foremost to the History of Scepticism,which reached its third edition
with the subtitle: From Savonarola to Bayle, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003. For
a brief overview of recent studies on modern scepticism, cf. G. Paganini, “Introduction”
to G. Paganini (ed.), The Return of Scepticism. From Hobbes and Descartes to Bayle,
Dordrecht, Boston and London: Kluwer, 2003, pp. ix—xix.
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the notion of phenomenon; therefore Academic trend seemed to him less
consistent with the sceptical goal of epoché.

Summarizing his view of modern scepticism in a three-fold scheme, Popkin
wrote: “What I believe was crucial ... was, first, the form of the sceptical problem
of the criterion of religious knowledge that arose in the early conflicts between
Reformers and the Counter-Reformers; second, the availability of the texts of Sextus
through their being printed in Latin in 1562 and 1569; and third, the forceful pres-
entation of scepticism by Montaigne in his Apologie de Raimond Sebond.”* In the
second (1979), and much more in the third and last edition (2003), this historical
framework was enriched with new aspects and details, doubling the length of the
book. However, the essential elements of his evaluation of the first Renaissance
and post-Renaissance phase of scepticism remained unchanged. By incorporating
the results of later research (in particular by Schmitt, but also by Garin, Cavini,
Cao and Floridi), Popkin was able to backdate the entrance of Sextus into modern
culture to before the time of Savonarola,* while still keeping at the centre of his
History the moment of the publication of Sextus by Hervet and Estienne, which
roughly coincided with the religious crisis of the Reformation and the personal
re-elaboration of the ancient Pyrrhonism available in Sextus by Montaigne.

Indeed, Popkin saw Savonarola’s position as limited (“Savonarola and his
followers did not challenge the Church’s criterion of religious knowledge”),’
while he considered the impact of the work of Gianfrancesco Pico to be mar-
ginal, despite Schmitt’s objections in this regard. Lastly, he reserved a relatively
unimportant role for the Academic trend of scepticism. Nor did the other two
principal figures of Renaissance scepticism (alongside Montaigne) fare any better
in Popkin’s reconstruction: with regard to Agrippa of Nettesheim, his History
stresses the “fundamentalist anti-intellectualism,” playing down De incertitudine
which, according to him, does not contain “a serious epistemological analysis.”®
And although he held Sanchez to be “more interesting than any other sceptics
of the sixteenth century, except Montaigne,” he stressed his “totally negative
conclusion,” which is not, unlike Pyrrhonian scepticism, “the suspense of judge-
ment as to whether anything can be known, but rather the more full-fledged
negative dogmatism of the Academics.”’

3R. H. Popkin, The History, cit., p. 26.

+“Sextus Empiricus’ texts first became part of public discourse in Europe in 1488.”
Ibid., p.26.

SIbid., p. 26.

81bid., p.29.

7Ibid., p. 41. For a brief summary of Renaissance scepticism, see also the section
“Scepticism” written by Popkin in the chapter “Theories of Knowledge” for the Cam-
bridge History of Renaissance Philosophy,ed. by C.B. Schmitt, Q. Skinner, E. Kessler and
J. Kraye, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988, pp. 668684 (esp. pp. 678-684).
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Charles B. Schmitt introduced two innovations compared to Popkin: on one
hand, with his study on Gianfrancesco Pico he effectively placed the watershed
of Renaissance scepticism before and not after the intellectual crisis represented
by the Reformation; then, with an investigation into the fortunes of the “sceptical”
Cicero, he rescued the Academic current compared to the Pyrrhonian trend
emphasized by Popkin,?® even if he agreed with him that after the diffusion of
Sextus the influence of Academic scepticism decreased drastically, and this for
the same reason held by Popkin, namely, that Sextus’ QOutlines and Adversus
Mathematicos are much more philosophically interesting than Cicero’s
Academica.’ Anyway, Schmitt shared Popkin’s conviction that a decisive factor
for “the re-emergence of a sceptical tendency in the Renaissance period is
primarily due to the recovery of the ancient sources.”!’ As a result, he too devel-
oped a historiography that successfully blended philosophy with philology and
the history of the classical tradition.

Schmitt’s and Popkin’s studies were a huge step forward compared to the pre-
vious phase of the scholarship on Renaissance scepticism, which was character-
ized by the much less convincing works of Owen and Busson, or others whose
subject matter was more limited, such as those by Strowski and Villey.!! Some
ideas that had held sway in the body of previous historical writings emerged bitten
from the new research, such as the conviction that the outcome of all scepticism
was irreligion, or the idea that scepticism emerged from the final crisis of Italian
Aristotelianism, or again that the new Pyrrhonism was closer to the themes of the
Reformation. In particular it was Busson’s work that was demolished, though this
was partly due to the attack by Lucien Febvre a bit earlier than Popkin’s.!> With
regard to the previous phase of scholarship, Popkin’s work produced a sort of
reversal of the sides: actually, this reversal was so radical that there was a risk of

8We refer to the two important studies by Charles B. Schmitt: Gianfrancesco Pico
della Mirandola (1469-1533) and His Critique of Aristotle, The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff,
1967; Cicero Scepticus. A Study of the Influence of the Academica in the Renaissance, The
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1972. The presence of this academic trend in modern scepticism
was later pointed up in numerous studies by J. R. Maia Neto, such as “Academic Scepticism
in Early Modern Philosophy”, Journal of the History of Ideas 58:2 (1997), 199-220.

’See C. B. Schmitt, Cicero Scepticus cit., pp. 73-74, 164.

O [bid.,p. 11.

WH. Busson, Les Sources du rationalisme dans la literature francaise de la Renaissance
(1533-1601), Paris: Letouzet et Ané, 1922; Id. La Pensée religieuse frangaise de Charon
a Pascal, Paris: J. Vrin, 1933; J. Owen, The Sceptics of the French Renaissance, London: S.
Sonnenschein, 1893; F. Strowski, Montaigne, Paris: F. Alcan, 1906; P. Villey, Les Sources et
levolution des Essais de Montaigne, Paris: Hachette, 1908.

21..Febvre, Le probléme de I'incroyance au XVle siécle. La religion de Rabelais, Paris:
A. Michel, 1942.
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falling into the opposite extremity, no less one-sided than the previous scholarship.
Thus the over-simple equivalence between scepticism and irreligion proposed by
Busson was replaced in Popkin by an equivalence, equally excessive and general-
ized, of scepticism with fideism." Only later did numerous significant exceptions
come to light, true counter-examples sufficiently relevant to limit and cast doubt
on what had become an excessive use of the category of fideistic scepticism.!

It appeared, however, that the alliance between the two lines of research
(Popkin’s Pyrrhonian line and Schmitt’s Academic line) could finally give rise
to a “complete” historiography on early modern scepticism and, in particular, on
that of the Renaissance. Unfortunately, up to now this hope has not come true,
and the results concerning Renaissance scepticism have been particularly dis-
appointing. Even if specific pieces of research (on the sources or on individual
authors, such as Pico, Agrippa, Erasmus, Montaigne, Sanchez and so forth) have
given and are still producing significant results, an overall synthesis comprising
the entire Renaissance period has not been achieved yet. Strange as it might
appear, no work yet exists that deals with the history of scepticism during the
Renaissance as a whole, and this volume (with all the advantages and disadvan-
tages inherent in collective works) is a first co-ordinated attempt to trace a
history of sceptical currents, themes and discussions during the period from the
fifteenth century to the death of T. Campanella.

BPopkin later revised his position, stressing contexts which favoured an alliance
between scepticism and incredulity: cf. R. H. Popkin and A. Vanderjagt (eds.), Scepticism
and Irreligion in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,Leiden, New York and Koln:
Brill, 1993; R. H. Popkin, S. Berti, and Frangoise Charles-Daubert (eds.), Heterodoxy,
Spinozism, and Free-Thought in Early-Eighteenth-Century Europe, Dordrecht, Bos-
ton and London: Kluwer, 1996. With regard to the Enlightenment, cf. also G. Paganini,
M. Benitez and J. Dybikowski (eds.), Scepticisme, Clandestinité et Libre Pensée/Scepti-
cism, Clandestinity and Free-Thinking, Paris: Champion, 2002.

“Through the works of Febvre (chiefly aimed against Charbonnel and Busson) the
idea took root that the philosophical culture of the Renaissance was incapable of think-
ing of atheism and of an irreligious concept of the world and of man, for the simple lack
of the necessary outillage mental. The edition of Theophrastus redivivus (Editio princeps
et critica, ed. by G. Canziani and G. Paganini, Firenze: La Nuova Italia, 1981-1982,2 vols.)
and the studies surrounding it have shown that it was possible, in the first half of the
seventeenth century, to reach these results starting from the philosophical culture of the
Renaissance and from a certain anti-Christian image of the classics. For a discussion and
a confutation of Febvre’s theses and of their development among contemporary histo-
rians, see: G. Paganini, “Un athéisme d’ancien régime? Pour une histoire de I’athéisme a
part entiere”, in P. Lurbe and S. Taussig (eds.), La question de I’athéisme au dix-septiéme
siécle, Turnhout: Brepols, 2004, pp. 105-130; 1d., “Legislatores et impostores. Le Theo-
phrastus redivivus et la these de I'imposture des religions au milieu du XVII¢ siecle”, in
D. Foucault and J.-P. Cavaillé (eds.), Sources antiques de Uirréligion moderne: Le relais
italien XV* — XVII siecles, Toulouse: Collection de ’'E.C.R.1.T., 2001, pp. 181-218.
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The first chapters of Popkin’s History of Scepticism and the two books by
Schmitt still stand as the main reference works for today’s research. It is also
true that Renaissance scepticism has been much less studied than early modern
scepticism: this can be clearly seen in the numerous collective volumes published
in rapid succession over the last thirty years on the history of this philosophical
movement, under the editorship of Popkin and/or others. Only a few of these
have contained significant parts dedicated to the Renaissance, and even where
they have done, it has been presented rather as the premise for more significant
developments than as a topic worth studying in itself.’®

The need to provide scholars with a rational map of Renaissance Scepticism
emerged when we proposed a panel on this specific theme on the occasion of
the annual meeting of the Renaissance Society of America (New York, 1-3rd
April 2004): it is emblematic that, at that year’s meeting, only one panel among
almost 400 announced for the meeting was dedicated to this topic. On that occa-
sion, in a first version, papers were presented by Emmanuel Naya (on Renais-
sance Pyrrhonism), Gianmario Cao (on Gianfrancesco Pico), José R. Maia Neto
(on Charron), and Gianni Paganini (on T. Campanella). Subsequently, we called
upon other scholars to collaborate with our project: our thanks go to all of them
for the passion and care with which they have prepared their contributions.

S Among the collective volumes that have at least in part treated the theme of Ren-
aissance scepticism, we mention: M. F. Burnyeat (ed.), The Sceptical Tradition, Berkeley,
Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1983 (articles by C.B. Schmitt
and L. Jardine); R. H. Popkin and C. B. Schmitt (eds.), Scepticism from Renaissance to
the Enlightenment, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1987 (articles by C.B. Schmitt, N. Jardine,
J.-P. Pittion); Richard A. Watson and James E. Force (eds.), The Sceptical Mode in Mod-
ern Philosophy, Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 1988 (article by Craig Walton); A. Mothu
and Antonella del Prete (eds.), Révolution scientifique et libertinage, Turnhout: Brepols,
2000 (articles by A. Mothu, A. Del Prete, R. H. Popkin); P.-F. Moreau (ed.), Le Scepti-
cisme au XVI¢ et au XVIF siécle, Paris: A. Michel, 2001 (articles by M. Granada, E. Naya,
B. Besnier, H. Vincent, N. Stricker, C. Lévy, R. Schicker); G. Paganini (ed.), The Return of
Scepticism cit. (article by J. R. Maia Neto); J. R. Maia Neto and R. H. Popkin (eds.), Scep-
ticism in Renaissance and Post-Renaissance Thought, Amherst, MA: Humanity Books,
2004 (article by J. R. Maia Neto); V. Carraud and J.-L. Marion (eds.), Montaigne: scepti-
cisme, métaphysique, théologie, Paris: PUF, 2004 (articles by J. Benoist, A. Compagnon,
M. Conche, R. Imbach, C. Larmore, G. Paganini, A. Tournon, V. Carraud, J.-L. Marion);
M-L Demonet and A. Legros (eds.), L’Ecriture du scepticisme chez Montaigne, Genéve:
Droz, 2004 (articles by A. Legros, J. O’Brien, K. Sellevold, S. Giocanti, M. Habert,
J-C. Margolin, B. Pinchard, S. Geonget, O. Guerrier, K. Almquist, P. Desan, J-L Viellard-
Baron, E. Naya, T. Gontier, N. Panichi, A. Tournon). The presence of sceptical themes
in the work and circle of M. Ficino has now been studied by Anna De Pace, La scepsi, il
sapere e I'anima. Dissonanze nella cerchia laurenziana, Milano: Led, 2002, ch. L.
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It cannot be said that any predetermined idea of that complex historical
subject that is Renaissance scepticism underlies our project, and even less did
we want to sacrifice the complexity of movements, personalities, tendencies and
interpretations to any sort of a priori unity of theme. We acknowledge unhesitat-
ingly that we had always thought of “scepticisms” in the plural, and believed that
the different contexts (philosophical, religious, cultural) in which these forms
grew up must also be taken into account, just as we have decided that, given
the transversal nature and provocative character of the sceptical challenge, the
book should contain essays not only about authors proclaiming themselves to
be Sceptics, but also on philosophers who, engaged in fighting scepticism, never-
theless took it into serious consideration. Dialectic philosophy par excellence,
scepticism also contributed directly or indirectly to the formation of those
philosophies that conceived themselves as going beyond doubt, and did so long
before Descartes took the field in order to confute scepticism. Last of the great
Renaissance authors, Campanella was certainly not inferior on this ground to
the first of the great moderns.

Equally, we do not think that rigid barriers should exist between philosophical,
scientific, religious and political discourse. On the contrary, we have willingly
crossed these boundaries whenever our research into a subject or an author
has so required. We do not pretend that this book is exhaustive. We are fully
aware that other Renaissance figures who dealt in interesting and varied ways
with sceptical issues remain outside our project. However, we are convinced that
each of the essays gathered together here fills an important gap, and that they
also throw new light on authors who, while already known, are focused here
from different standpoints, which allow the correction of inexact or incomplete
historiographical categories. Exemplary is the case of the essay on Campanella,
possibly the author most neglected in historical research on scepticism, but who
nevertheless wrote one of the fullest discussions and confutations of it. On each
of these points the essays here collected provide new elements, original inter-
pretations and further lines of research.

The first section of the book (“Before Reading Sextus”) has as subject
matter the “prehistory” of Renaissance scepticism, since it focuses on the period
prior to the editiones principes of Sextus. Nevertheless, as is shown in the article
by Emmanuel Naya (“Renaissance Pyrrhonism: a relative phenomenon”) this
first reception was important enough to condition subsequent interpretations. It
was on the grounds of philology, even before religion, that the first battle of
interpretation was fought. From this, the importance of Sextus as a source (in this
preliminary phase) is downsized with regard to other classical and patristic festi-
monia, which already offer the humanists a “prism” of different interpretations.
The subject of the article by Lorenzo Casini (“Self-knowledge, Scepticism and
the Quest for a New Method: Juan Luis Vives on cognition and the impossibility of
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perfect knowledge”) also lies before the re-reading of Sextus. By concentrating
on Cicero and Augustine as sources for, respectively, sceptical and anti-sceptical
arguments, Vives stressed the limits of self-knowledge, showing how difficult it
is to perceive our mental operations in a self-reflexive manner.

The complex theme of the relations between scepticism, the sixteenth-century
religious crisis and the Protestant Reformation is the subject of the second
section (“Scepticism, Reformation and Counter-Reformation”). V. Perrone
Compagni (“Tutius ignorare quam scire: Cornelius Agrippa and Scepticism”)
interprets the violent demolition of knowledge in Agrippa of Nettesheim’s De
vanitate as instrumental in a larger project for the reformation of culture, fostered
by Platonism and prisca theologia. In this sense, Agrippa’s work should be clas-
sified neither in the category of “fideism” nor in that of epistemological inves-
tigation: rather it is a manifesto for Neoplatonic and Hermetic theology which
adopts only a sceptical tactics. Through an examination of various figures, such
as Erasmus, Beza and Castellio, I. Backus (“The Issue of Reformation Scepti-
cism Revisited. What Sebastian Castellio Did or Did not Know”) returns to the
vexata quaestio of the relationship between doubt and “fideism” to sustain that
Renaissance Scepticism is not a religious issue before Montaigne. Erasmus was
not a Sceptic, as Luther accused him of being, and Castellio abandoned the orig-
inal fideism of De haereticis to espouse, in De arte dubitandi, an epistemology
more aware of the role of the senses and the intellect. On the contrary, Pedro
de Valencia’s Academica (J. C. Laursen: “Pedro de Valencia’s Academica and
Scepticism in Late Renaissance Spain”) belongs to the context of Spanish
Counter-Reformation. Laursen shows that Pedro de Valencia’s use of academic
scepticism did not implicate a full allegiance to this trend, but rather involved
a humanistic approach of the historical and theological type, sceptical only in
the wider sense of critical exploration. Together, the three essays show that, in
different ways, the tools of scepticism could be used with intentions that were
not properly sceptical. Scepticism was at the service of positive goals: neo-Platonic
philosophy (Agrippa), humanistic tolerance (Castellio), moderate politics
(Pedro de Valencia).

The third section (“Four Renaissance Sceptics”) deals with some important
thinkers who directly confronted sceptical themes, often in their pyrrhonian guise.
In the first paper Gianfrancesco Pico’s scepticism is examined by G. Cao (“Inter
alias philosophorum gentium sectas, et humani, et mites: Gianfrancesco Pico
and the Sceptics”). Cao shows that Pico exhibited a certain independence with
regard to his source (Sextus), not hesitating to criticize him in various points, but
nevertheless praising his “mildness” and humanity compared to other dogmatic
schools. The essay by A. Lupoli (“Humanus animus nusquam consistit: Doctor
Sanchez’s diagnosis of the incurable human unrest and ignorance”) points out
the therapeutic aspect of scepticism, making the diagnostics of that particular
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disease which is the claim to possess “science.” Lupoli presents a portrait of
Sanchez imbued with an existential unrest that runs throughout Quod nihil scitur.
The essay by N. Panichi (“Montaigne and Plutarch. A Scepticism that Conquers
the Mind”) links Montaigne to Plutarch’s neo-sceptical interpretation of Platonism.
Montaigne places Socrates and Plutarch, whose attitude “is inquiry rather than
instruction,” side by side. Overall what emerges is the image of an author who
is more of a “new Plutarchian” than a “new Pyrrhonian.” The essay by J. R.
Maia Neto (“Charron’s Academic Sceptical Wisdom™) casts light on Charron’s
originality with regard to his Academic sources. Taking from Cicero the idea of
epoché as a condition of “intellectual integrity,” the author of Sagesse stressed
the fact that, by avoiding error and suspending judgement, man achieves his
perfection and excellence because in this way human reason attains its full flower-
ing. Furthermore, M. Neto underlines the decisive changes introduced by the
Sagesse in the description of the Sceptic. Unlike the mobility and instability
described by Montaigne, Charron intends to provide his sage with a solid moral
and intellectual foundation.

The last section (“Three reactions to scepticism”) reveals how fertile was
the contact with sceptical themes, including three authors who were anything
but Sceptics. The case of Bruno (T. Dagron: “Giordano Bruno on Scepticism™)
is emblematic. In his Cabala Bruno displays a precise knowledge of Sextus’s
works, recently translated, and makes a distinction between “ephectics” (basi-
cally, phenomenists) and “Pyrrhonians.” The latter appear to him as having
invented a sort of overturned dogmatism in which, according to Bruno, all the
aporias of the Aristotelian concept of “power” as privation are exhibited. For
Bruno, the Sceptics are right insofar as they denounce the circular character of the
Aristotelian solution to the theory of knowledge, but go wrong when they conclude
the “vanity” of all rational efforts. The illusion of scepticism would, for Bruno,
be the same as Atteone’s one in Eroici furori, that is the mirage of knowing the
infinite object as a naked truth to be possessed, but which, on the contrary, ends
up by possessing the imprudent hunter. The case of Bacon (presented here by
B. J. de Oliveira and J. R. Maia Neto: “The Sceptical Evaluation of Techné and
Baconian Science”) is different because it is linked to the theme of the working
and control of nature rather than to metaphysical speculation. Although Bacon
is distant from Pyrrhonian themes, he knows and discusses Academic scepticism
and shares with the Renaissance Sceptics some basic assumptions: the separation of
rational inquiry from religious affairs; opposition to pseudo-science; reflection
on the limits of knowledge (the question of “idols”); and an important constructive
use of the “maker’s knowledge” argument, the restrictive sceptical argument
that one can know only what one can make.

The case of Campanella is emblematic of the early modern reactions to
scepticism. Campanella wrote the fullest discussion and confutation of sceptical
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arguments at the time in Book I of Metaphysica (only published in 1638, but
already completed in manuscript form as early as 1624). In this book he made
constructive use of dubitationes before going on to overcome them, as was later
attempted in a different way by Descartes in his Discourse on the Method. Never-
theless, Campanella has remained a borderline figure in the historiography of
Renaissance and modern scepticism. The essay by G. Paganini (“T. Campanella:
Reappraisal and Refutation of Scepticism”) intends to fill this serious gap,
reconstructing for the first time in an analytical manner the use that Campanella
made of sceptical arguments, to reach in the end a theory of possible knowledge
based on a theory of sense perception as perceptio passionis and, more generally,
producing a metaphysical doctrine based on the theory of the primacy of being.

The date of publication of Campanella’s Metaphysica (1638) is too close to
that of Descartes’ Discours de la méthode (1637) to resist the temptation of
taking both as the watershed between two ages: on the one side, the age of
Renaissance scepticism, which concluded with the massive anti-sceptical work
of Campanella’s and, on the other side, the age when, thanks to Descartes’ more
nimble work, the new history of early modern scepticism begins.

What are the chief novelties of this collection of studies with regard to the
Popkin-Schmitt thesis concerning the history of early modern scepticism? Alongside
some significant confirmations (such as the importance of the philological redis-
covery of the ancient texts, the awareness of the intersection between religious
problems and epistemological problems, or again the significance of the notion
of constructive scepticism in relation to scientific knowledge) we also point out
some original aspects emerging from this new research. Firstly, while the role of
the Pyrrhonian texts is not diminished, they are flanked by an entirely different
tradition of scepticism, which both precedes the editions of Sextus Empiricus
and continues after them, drawing from non-Pyrrhonian authors and lines of
thought (Platonic, patristic, neo-academic, without neglecting the influence of
Diogenes Laertius). One effect of this variety of references is that it makes it
impossible to fix a single definition of scepticism, suggesting on the contrary
that different definitions should be employed on different occasions, depending
on the historical reference context (as the authors of the individual articles in
this work have done). Secondly, taken together these studies tend to weaken the
excessively close connection that Popkin saw between scepticism and its religious
interpretations: in reality, Renaissance scepticism was “neither globally religious
nor globally antireligious,”'® but rather lent itself to widely differing uses ranging
from “fideism” (to use the anachronistic category employed by Popkin) to

16J. R. Maia Neto, “Panorama historiografico do ceticismo renascentista: 1997-2007",
Skepsis 1:1 (2007): 83-97, esp. 88.
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“criticism.” Thirdly, as well as downsizing the importance of the Pyrrhonian current
and re-evaluating the alternative traditions (the academic alternative, but also
Platonism and the internal criticism of sensism, as in the case of Campanella),
the centrality of Montaigne!” (a centrality that is uncontested in Popkin’s
History) is attenuated, or better flanked by a multiplicity of figures, who make
the Renaissance a period so full of original personalities. Lastly, we believe that
a dimension emerges from these essays, which in the “Popkin model” risked
being squashed between the crisis of Aristotelianism and the advent of a new
“constructive” science: this is the dimension of metaphysics that, on the contrary,
emerges from the discussions of many figures involved in the debate on scepticism
(Vives, Sanchez, Bruno, Campanella, to mention only the most important) as a
new knowledge to be refounded, abandoning the old scholastic foundations but
on the contrary welcoming the critical requirements of scepticism®®. It is not by
chance that the authors who addressed this task most diligently were those who
had least to do with the Pyrrhonian and Sextan tradition, drawing instead from
less “destructive” currents. Overall, the panorama that emerges from these studies
is both more accurate in its analytical investigation and wider in terms of the
perspectives it considers.

The reader will judge whether this volume has succeeded in meeting the
desideratum from which we began, that is in providing a rational and detailed
map of sceptical themes in the philosophical culture of the Renaissance. What
is certain, though, is that this desire would never have arisen in us had we not
frequented, first through study and then in direct discussion, that great figure of
a scholar, and at the same time a great example of generous humanity, that was
Richard H. Popkin. With him, disagreement and discussion, no less than con-
sensus, were the salt of collaboration. For this reason, as a sign of gratitude and
recollection, we dedicate this work to Dick, as we remember him in life

7For recent research on Montaigne see: S. Giocanti, Penser l'irrésolution. Montaigne,
Pascal, La Mothe Le Vayer. Trois itineraries sceptiques, Paris: Champion, 2001; F. Brahami,
Le Travail du scepticisme. Montaigne, Bayle, Hume, Paris: PUF, 2001. L. Eva, A figura do
Filosofo. Ceticismo e subjetividade em Montaigne, Sdo Paulo: Loyola, 2007.

80n this aspect, see G. Paganini, Skepsis. Le débat des modernes sur le scepticisme,
Vrin: Paris, 2008 (forthcoming).
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1. RENAISSANCE PYRRHONISM: A RELATIVE
PHENOMENON

Emmanuel Naya

Université Lumieére Lyon 2, France

More than any other kind of philosophy, Pyrrhonism exalts relativity, if only, in
the first place, by opening up the dogmatist’s horizons to new aspects of familiar
phenomena. But there is another relativity factor, a more extrinsic one: the very
different textual elements of its diffusion in Europe in fragmentary texts of
which the reception was unusually erratic. My purpose here is to resume briefly,
without giving detailed demonstrations, the results of my work on the revival
of scepticism in the sixteenth century,' consisting in an exploration of the relations
between the different symptoms of the sceptical crisis during this period; this

'"'We will use indifferently the terms “Pyrrhonian” and “sceptic”: as shown in
my doctoral thesis (see the note below), a strict differentiation between a dialecti-
cal relativism — Sextus — and an ontological relativism — Pyrrho — is inconceivable. Tex-
tual sources cannot support such a distinction: they require, as for Sextus (PH. I, 7),
that we admit the Pyrrhonian filiation, without tending to adopt any Heraclitean
or Protagorean idea about reality. We think that such an affiliation does not presuppose
an intentional deviation from a previous paragon of philosophy, or a false and anachro-
nistic reading of previous texts, but is, on the contrary, a way of insisting on the appropri-
ate reading protocol to be applied to any Pyrrhonian statement: sceptical contradiction
must be conceived as a thought structure which is itself bound by its own rule. The lowest
common denominator between the main Pyrrhonian texts from antiquity, which confer on
scepticism as on Pyrrhonism a real philosophical unity, is the central and autosuspensive
formula of the ou mallon, a formula which is, in spite of the confusion involved by the
Greek homonyms “¢” (at first a comparative tool, but also a coordinating conjunction),
not tripartite but bipartite (see our Vocabulaire des sceptiques, Paris: Ellipses, 2002, pp.
35-37). In other words, it always creates an opposition before being itself carried away by
a higher level of opposition between its own truth and its own falseness: it is only at this
cost that such a formula produces the suspension of judgement and it is by virtue of this
reflexive movement that it annihilates any kind of possibility of producing an ontological
meaning, describing what is in re. This is why J. Annas and J. Barnes are fundamentally
right in considering Sextus’ use of relativity as a simple tool, or as a simple general descrip-
tion of the contradictory process which comes into play in all the ten modes of suspension
of judgement (The Modes of Scepticism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985,
pp- 96-98 and 130-145): just like any statement which expresses skepsis — or rather, like
any phoné skeptike — the observation of an apparent relativity is itself subjected to the
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work was the object of a doctoral thesis,”> and of a number of conferences and
articles.® I will present here the method of my enquiry as well as the results,
insofar as the method may contribute to further research on the rediscovery of
ancient philosophies in modern times. My method developed progressively as a
means to overcome a seemingly insoluble preliminary problem: can progress be
made in the examination of a question which Richard H. Popkin’s work seemed
to have covered exhaustively?* If we concern ourselves exclusively with Pop-
kin’s chapters on the Renaissance, we can see that he explored this question in
the wake of Pierre Villey and Henri Busson,’ whose starting-point was Pierre
Bayle’s presentation of modern Pyrrhonism in his Dictionnaire historique.®

same observation of higher rank; relativity is nothing but a tool which produces clashes
which itself comes within the provisions of its own law. The sceptics” relativist statements
are relative to the sceptics themselves (P.H., I, 207), insofar as they are a simple way of
“[recording] each fact, like a chronicler, as it appears to [them] at the moment” (ibid., 1, 4).
Like any kind of statement, they are approximate, bound to appearances which cannot
be assured with certainty. This rule, which comes into play in Sextus” P.H.,is also relevant
in other major Pyrrhonian texts, if they implement the most central and general formula
in Pyrrhonism: the auto-reflexive ou mallon. This seems to me to be the case in Timon
(Eusebius of Cesarea, Preeparatio evangelica, 18, 3—4), Favorinus (Aulus Gellius, Attic
Nights, X1, 5, 5), Diogenes Laertius (Lives of eminent philosophers, X, 74-75).

2 Le Phénomeéne pyrrhonien: lire le scepticisme au xvr siécle, vivaed on the December 15th
2000 at Grenoble 3 Stendhal University. Two books, to be published by Honoré Champion
editions, will be taken from this doctoral thesis: one on the textual modalities of the rediscov-
ery of Pyrrhonism (Le Phénomeéne pyrrhonien: lire le scepticisme au xvi siécle), and another
on Montaigne’s use of scepticism and the possibility of sceptical fideism in the Essays (La
“loy de pure obeissance”: le pyrrhonisme d Uessai chez Montaigne).

3 Notably: “La Renaissance pyrrhonienne”, Magazine Littéraire,“Le retour des scep-
tiques”, janvier 2001, n° 394, pp. 35—37; “Le Scepticisme au XVI¢ siecle: 'ombre d’un
doute’, La Lettre clandestine, 10, Paris, 2001, pp. 13—29; “Sextus a Geneve: la Réforme du
doute”, Libertinage et philosophie au XVlle siécle, publications de I’'Université de Saint-
Etienne, 2003, pp. 7-30.

* My doctoral thesis was vivaed three years before the publication of the revised
and expanded edition of Richard H. Popkin’s work, The History of Scepticism from
Savonarola to Bayle, Oxford: OUP, 2003: all quotations from this work in the present text
will be taken from this new edition. As I suggest below, while R. Popkin’s enquiry grew
in breadth with the introduction of Savonarola, and became more accurate on Sextus’
manuscript tradition by taking into account L. Floridi’s research, the conclusions concern-
ing the sixteenth century have not fundamentally changed: my attempt to develop these
conclusions may not always appear necessary, but, in my view, it does seem legitimate.

5 P. Villey, Les Sources et I’évolution des Essais de Montaigne, Paris: Hachette, 1908,
2e éd. en 1933, rep.. in Osnabriick, O. Zeller reprint, 1976; H. Busson, Les Sources et le
développement du rationalisme dans la littérature frangaise de la Renaissance (1533-1601),
Paris: Letouzey et Ané, 1920.

¢ Notably “Pyrrho” and “L’éclaircissement sur les pyrrhoniens”, where Bayle suggests
at the same time the useful apologetical use of scepticism, and the radical incompatibility
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The main and decisive conclusion of Popkin’s study of Renaissance scepticism
consisted in rejecting traditional prejudice concerning the close link between
Pyrrhonism and modern atheism, which prejudice was still the inspiration of
Don Cameron Allen’s research some years after the publication of Popkin’s
book.” I will not examine in any detail Popkin’s enquiry into the Renaissance —
the centre of gravity of his work seems rather to be the reappraisal of scepticism
in the classical age considered as a development of certain Renaissance trends
— and even less all the progress that Popkin’s work has allowed us to accom-
plish in the understanding of modern scepticism. In my eyes, the main interest
of Popkin’s masterly study is to paint a panoramic view of the reintroduction of
ancient pyrrhonism into modern philosophy, and to show decisively that skep-
sis played a major role in the classical age. Popkin’s approach has nevertheless
imposed limits on the examination of the scepticism rediscovered and deployed
during the Renaissance, as regards the dimensions of that movement, and above
all as regards certain options in its interpretation. I would like to point out a few
of Popkin’s presuppositions or methodological options, which should lead us to
undertake a re-examination of Renaissance Pyrrhonism:

1. The first presupposition lies in the definition of scepticism given by Popkin, a
“philosophical view that raises doubts about the adequacy or reliability of the
evidence that could be offered to justify any proposition”.® The philosophy
thus defined would be nothing but a set of arguments intended to invalidate
certain demonstrative processes. This definition excludes not only the inter-
nal diversity proper to scepticism but also sceptical ethics as we can perceive
them in the sixteenth century.

2. The second postulate of R. H. Popkin’s enquiry lies in a genealogy (or aetiology) of
the sceptical phenomenon: the “motor” of the Pyrrhonian crisis is supposed
to have been the criticism of Roman Catholic dogma by Luther, which is said
to have reactivated Savonarola’s attack on papal authority —and this previous rebel-
lion is said to have depended on a Latin edition of Sextus Empiricus’ work.’

of doubt with religion. This two-faced presentation is still perceptible in Villey’s and
Busson’s pages about Montaigne: if they denote explicitly the difficulties of articulation
between Pyrrhonism and the catholic faith in the Essays, they introduce and consecrate
the notion of sceptical fideism, by reinvesting — in Busson’s case — a term derived from
nineteenth century intra-ecclesial debates. The category had been defended in a more
univocal way by H. Janssen (Montaigne Fidéiste, Nijmegen-Utrecht: N.V. Dekker & Van
de Vegt, 1930), before being used as the main mode of sceptical revival in the sixteenth
century by R. H. Popkin.

"Doubt’s Boundless Sea: Scepticism and faith in the Renaissance, Baltimore, MD:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1964.

8 The History of Scepticism from Savonarola to Bayle, Introduction, xxi.

9 Ibid., p. 6.
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While scepticism is mainly an argumentative arsenal intended to destroy any
kind of dogma, the “Rule of faith” crisis is the main episode in which the scep-
tical revival first became an instrument of religious controversy. This genealogy
reduces Renaissance Pyrrhonism to a phenomenon generated by an ecclesio-
logical crisis, in which it operates simply as a dialectical tool. This definition
of scepticism as a simple tool in religious controversies leads to another nar-
rowing of perspective, insofar as Sextus’ Outlines are regarded as the main
expression of Pyrrhonism, which is thus definitively reduced to a stock of
dialectical arguments, the tropes of the époche, these being the arguments
nourishing religious controversy.

3. The corollary of this option is that the rediscovery of scepticism is reduced to
the rediscovery of Sextus Empiricus: following the chronology of the textual
tradition of scepticism as established by C. B. Schmitt, R. Popkin affirms that
Pyrrhonism was known from the middle of the fifteenth century. He accepts with
Schmitt that “information about ancient scepticism became available to Ren-
aissance thinkers principally through three sources” (Sextus, Laertius, Cic-
ero). In accordance with Luciano Floridi’s work on the rediscovery of Sextus
Empiricus,'® Popkin insists, in the last edition of his book, on the significance of
the manuscript tradition of Sextus’ works. However, for him, “no significant use
of Pyrrhonian ideas prior to the printing of Sextus’ Hypotyposes has appeared,
except for that of Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola”.!" Two consequences:
firstly, there are no significant symptoms of Pyrrhonism before the first printed
edition of Sextus, with the exception of Pico'?; secondly, the textual mediation
— explicitly reduced to three authors — is implicitly related to and dominated by
Sextus: the real impact of Diogenes Laertius, and of all the other writers who
dealt with Pyrrhonism, is not examined.

4. Finally, the ultimate implication of this presentation lies in the idea that
scepticism is mainly, throughout the century, a dialectical weapon that Catholics
and Protestants wield against each another: Protestants in order to criticize
the weakness of orthodox dogma, Catholics in order to undermine any
possibility of rational reform of that dogma. Renaissance Pyrrhonism is thus
reduced to “sceptical fideism”, a form of apologetics where ancient
philosophy is no more than a preparation for faith, even though it is admit-

0 Sextus Empiricus, The Transmission and Recovery of Pyrrhonism, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002.

1 Popkin, op. cit., p. 19. On the other hand, C.B. Schmitt accepted Popkin’s idea, more
forceful in the previous editions of The History of Scepticism, that the diffusion of
Pyrrhonism — regarded as an epidemic — broke out, after an incubation period, with
the publication in 1562 in Geneva of the Outlines of Pyrrhonism.

12 The Rabelaisian use of scepticism is said to have no philosophical meaning or
importance; it is considered only as a comical master-piece of French literature.
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ted that Montaigne introduced a more radical “revitalization of the Pyrrhon-
ism of Sextus Empiricus.”"® This reduces Pyrrhonism to a dialectical weapon
subordinate to theology — or more simply to faith; and there is also the risk
— since Popkin admits that he uses the term “faith” in a Protestant rather
than Catholic sense'* — of applying a priori a fideistic model to particular
confessions with which it is incompatible. The confessional construction, its
evolution and its diversity of religious trends, such as Augustinianism, Thomism
or Paulinism, may invalidate such a representation.

On a methodological level, I therefore resolved:

1. Not to envisage Pyrrhonism simply as a dialectical practice, but as a specific
philosophical process linked to a specific ethical doctrine, — in short, as a com-
plex historical phenomenon. This entailed two consequences: firstly, not to
found my enquiry upon syntheses concerning our present-day perception(s)
of Pyrrhonism during the sixteenth century. My ambition was not to study the
reception of a philosophical process as we have inherited it in the present day,
but to see whether the conditions of reception of an ancient textual legacy
directly determined the very nature of that legacy. All the philological details
provided by historians of ancient philosophy could thus help to throw light
on the history of ideas in the Renaissance. On the other hand, I had to rely
on a certain interpretation of the Pyrrhonian philosophy, in order to judge
the relevance of Renaissance readings and the theoretical changes that they
introduced. Since, in this context, the variety of modern interpretations cre-
ated difficulties — Pyrrhonism is perceived sometimes as a phenomenalism
with a scientific background,” sometimes as a neo-mobilism with metaphysi-
cal significance,'® sometimes as a philosophy whose implications changed with
the times and according to dialectical contexts'” —, I finally realized that it was
possible and necessary to call into question the interpretation of ancient texts
which postulate a Pyrrhonian coherence beyond the historical vicissitudes of
its reception.

2. My second resolution was to refuse to regard scepticism as an abstract intel-
lectual object without any concrete textual consistency. I could not perceive
the different aspects of Pyrrhonism without founding my understanding of

B Ibid., p. 56.

4 Ibid., Introduction, Xxii.

15 See for instance J.-P. Dumont, Le Scepticisme et le phénoméne, Paris: Vrin, 1985 (2nd
edition).

16 M. Conche, Pyrrhon ou l'apparence, éditions de Mégare, 1973.

17 See for ins tance R. Bett, “Aristocles on Timon on Pyrrho: the text, its logic, and its
credibility”, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy vol. XII, C.C.W. Taylor ed., Oxford:
Clarendon, 1994, pp. 137-182.
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that philosophical process on an examination of the most famous witnesses
to the textual tradition of scepticism: I thus had to take into account the
re-editions of Pyrrhonian texts in the works of Gellius, Laertius, Eusebius
of Caesarea, Ammonius, Cicero and Sextus Empiricus, between 1468 and
1610. In my approach to Pyrrhonism, this philological prism seemed to me
primordial, more decisive than the religious one. The sixteenth century first
rediscovered a scattered and fragmented textual corpus, a real jigsaw puzzle
which was progressively organised. If we want to draw a portrait of the Renais-
sance reception of Pyrrhonism, that is only conceivable at a particular intersection
defined by a specific state of the available corpus and the reader’s interests.
From the 1470s, the most important sceptical texts were published and countless
re-editions then modified the understanding of the doctrine. Before being read
in their original language in the 1530s,' the Greek texts were first translated into
Latin and became progressively richer with marginal annotations, glosses and
indexes which help the understanding of the Pyrrhonian notions by establishing
relations between this fragmented corpus and other textual testimonies. Thus
each new re-edition, by introducing new documents into the sceptical haver-
sack, lead to the enrichment of the following re-editions of the same text or of
other sources. My aim was to try to depict a cultural phenomenon in movement
according to its constant diversifications. Renaissance scepticism could then be
apprehended in all its diversity, which consisted in readings as varied as those
with which we are familiar today.

What conclusions can be drawn from the textual tradition which constitutes
the first level of the reception of scepticism? Quite unexpectedly, encyclopaedias
played a major role in the diffusion of scepticism, at two different levels: firstly,
dictionaries and thesauri are objective witnesses of the assimilation of unknown
notions in a new cultural setting. The assimilation of foreign terms is linked to an
act of translation, and dictionaries contain the total available vocabulary at a given
time: they thus become the best clue, the most neutral witness of the penetration
of this philosophy into European culture. Secondly, dictionaries are certainly the
products of the reception of scepticism throughout the sixteenth century, but they
are also the instruments of that reception. The scholar of the Renaissance may
thus find in an encyclopaedia the meaning given at a particular time to a term
found in ancient texts. Dictionaries and thesauri not only give prefatory notes
with a translation, but also refer the reader to other Pyrrhonian testimonies,
which help to understand the notions by providing a doctrinal background. As
suggested above, the major problem in the study of Renaissance Pyrrhonism lies

18 Notably with the Laertius’ editio princeps (Diogenis Laertii De vitis, decretis &
responsis celebrium philosophorum libri decem, Basilez: Froben, 1533).
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in its fragmentary corpus, which is not compensated by any cross-references from
one text to another. These cross-references (or signposts) are supplied by ency-
clopaedias, in which the Pyrrhonian corpus gradually built up and accumulated
from the beginning. By mutual compilation throughout the period, dictionaries
collected the scattered pieces which contributed to the sceptical phenomenon.
A newly discovered part of this jigsaw puzzle could be identified according to the
indications supplied by dictionaries. Such cross-references supported philosophi-
cal reflection and had a deep impact on new translations and editions. Dictionar-
ies and new editions of ancient texts thus enriched each other. My lexicographical
study of about twenty families of dictionaries between 1470 and 1610 led me to a
number of conclusions that can be summed up in the following points:

1. The rediscovery of scepticism consisted first in rediscovering the main figures of
the Pyrrhonian school, from the 1480s onwards. These figures provided a general
setting in which the doctrine itself could be conceived; this setting was sometimes
neutral, sometimes biased and critical towards Pyrrho’s illusory apatheia, as in
N. Perotti’s Cornucopia.’® This popularization of illustrious Pyrrhonian figures
shows that the New Academy was not a major link in the rediscovery of scepti-
cism between the end of the fifteenth century and the middle of the sixteenth:
the main figure remained Pyrrho, and it is under his egis that doctrinal elements
were diffused and interpreted, until 1550, which saw a decrease in the importance
of Pyrrho to the benefit of Sextus Empiricus.

2. The most important lesson to be drawn from this lexicographical study is a
change in the chronology generally admitted. Pyrrho was known from the 1470s
— well before the 1560s — and the major sceptical notions concerning the sus-
pension of judgment (époche, épéchein, éphektikoi) were progressively clarified
between 1510 and 1530. Thus, from the middle of the century, there existed a
critical consistency which contributed to an exceptionally rich textual corpus.
During the following fifteen years, Pyrrhonism gained a real philosophical iden-
tity, as is shown by the article “sceptica” published by Robert Estienne in 1543.%

9 Perotus Nicolaus Cornucopice, Venetiis: per P. de Paganinis, 1489; see also Giovanni
Tortelli, loannis Tortelii de Orthographia tractatus, Venetiis: per B. de Zanis de Portesio,
1504. In these rewritings of Laertius (IX, 68-69) and Gellius, the impatient behaviour of
Euryloque (Pyrrho’s disciple) is ascribed to Pyrrho himself, in order to ruin his credibility
by refuting his own theory of apatheia.

2 Dictionarium, sive latince linguce thesaurus, Paris: R. Estienne, 1543: “Sceptica, sceptice,
pen. corr.: Philosophorum quorundam secta sic dicta quod semper queerat, & numquam inveniat.
Heec Diogenes Laertius in Pyrrhonis vita. Idem paulo post, Sceptici sectarum omnium dogmata
evertere preestabant, nihil ipsi dogmatis afferentes, ceeterorum tantum enuncianda dogmata atque
ennarranda proponentes nihil definiendo. Gell. II cap. 5. Quod Pyrrhonios philosophos voca-
mus, ii Greeco cognomento okertikor appelllantur. 1d ferme significat, quasi queesitores
& consyderatores. Nihil enim decernunt, nihil constituunt: sed in queerendo semper
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Scepticism was not considered as belonging to certain ancient philosophers only,
but was conceived as an intellectual process which could have a modern applica-
tion. At the same time, Conrad Gesner threw light on the major role played by
Sextus Empiricus and listed the places where one could find his manuscripts.
During the second half of the century, most of the notions concerning dogmatic
attitudes were refined, such as dogma and assent. This was supported by the pub-
lication of the Ciceronian thesauri by the Estienne brothers, who diffused the
main doctrinal articles of the New Academy, which, although C.B. Schmitt’s tra-
ditional chronology presents it as the first step in the rediscovery of scepticism,
did not really appear in dictionaries. The second half of the century produced
no real novelty: the essential rediscovery of the notions had been accomplished
before, as well as the definition of the Pyrrhonian corpus: Ammonius, Gellius,
Laertius, Lucian, Cicero and Sextus, whose works were hard to find but neverthe-
less notorious, — these authors constituted the essential corpus in the sixteenth
century. The examination of the encyclopaedic tradition thus threw light on the
printed tradition, in the same way as, reciprocally, the printed tradition provided
a better understanding of the penetration of Pyrrhonism into lexicographical
works.

This tradition of the greatest textual witnesses reveals that Renaissance
scepticism had several faces. As already suggested, the diffusion of ancient texts
was absolutely fundamental, since it defined a first level of doctrinal re-elabo-
ration and since it determined, like a prism, the authors” access to that philosophy?*';
Erasmus, Rabelais,and Montaigne, for example. Editions of ancient texts weighed
on the meaning of those texts in several ways:

consyderandoque sunt, quidnam sit omnium rerum, de quo decerni constituique possit. Ac ne
videre quoque plane quicquam, neque audire sese putant: sed ita pati afficique, quasi vel videant
vel audiant: eaque ipsa, quce affectiones istas in sese efficiant, qualia & cuiusmodi sint, cunctantur
atque insistunt. Vide ibidem multo plura.”

2! Printed editions of ancient texts are not the only ways means of diffusion of original
Pyrrhonism: some “rewritings”, more or less philosophical adaptations of the Pyrrhonian
texts, also played a part: while Gianfresco Pico della Mirandola’s Examen vanitatis
(1520) is a kind of cento, intermixing in thematic groupings Sextus’ texts more than forty
years before their publication, some authors like Giovanni Astolfi found in Pyrrho’s life
(Laertius, IX) all the picturesque episodes of an eccentric life — purely literary matter.
Between such extremes, Rabelais found in Pyrrhonism a poetic structure based upon
contradiction, the only structure suited to adapt the novel to his philosophical and
anthropological point of view. By creating in the Tiers Livre a philosophical character
(Trouillogan), he constructed a Pyrrhonian chimera, which links, efficiently and with doc-
trinal precision, the paradoxical and comic form of sceptical folly and the philosophical
gesture of a radical criticism of reason.
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1. The editors’ forewords considerably altered the reception of Pyrrhonian texts.
Thus, Camaldule’s preface to his translation of the Lives of eminent philosophers
by Laertius (1432) can be seen as one of the first texts that elaborated the model
of sceptical fideism. In its numerous re-editions throughout the next century,
this preface contributed to the fortune of that philosophical position, which was
founded not so much on biographical examples as on the question posed to the
whole community of philologists: how to publish pagan philosophy in a Chris-
tian cultural environment? In the prefaces and commentaries on Ciceronian
texts, the probabilistic scepticism of the Academica was seen as the best way of
renovating the dialectical foundations of philosophical practice. Thus Ciceronian
scepticism did not lead to ignorance, but became a starting point on which to
build the dogmatic acquisition of wisdom.”? Other prefaces, commentaries and
glosses gave rise to doctrinal inflexions: and indices also distinguished particular
points of doctrine and sliced up the philosophical doctrine into so many maxims
of commonplace wisdom.

2. In addition, Greek translations often created the opportunity for theoretical
misappropriations: Traversari’s first translations of Laertius transformed sus-
pension of assent (retentio assensionis) into suspension of assertion (retentio
assertionis), a mere expressive restriction in a philosophy which thus became
a purely rhetorical exercise. Translations sometimes transformed the source-
text to such an extent that the Greek lesson was censured, as in the case of the
Preeparatio evangelica: Trebizonde’s translation ended precisely when Aristo-
cles’ refutation of Timon’s ou mallon started, and this witness to Renaissance
Pyrrhonian testimony was thus unavailable until Robert Estienne’s editio

princeps in 1544.

Examination of the successive re-editions of the six most important sceptical
sources throughout the whole century allows us to draw some conclusions: scep-
ticism was not merely a mid-century rediscovery which occurred on the spur of
the religious crisis; it had a real philosophical consistency from the end of the
previous century, based above all on the printed publication of ancient texts,
which defined a first degree of reception and appropriation. Thus, Renaissance
scepticism was not a unified intellectual movement; there was not only one kind
of scepticism in the sixteenth century, but a kind of Pyrrhonism for each

22 See for instance the Audomari Talei in Lucullum Ciceronis Commentarii, ad
Carolum Lotharingum Cardinalem Guisianum, Parisiis: ex typographia Matthai Davidis,
1550, and his Academia, Parisiis: ex typographia Matthai Davidis, 1547. Gentian Hervet
falls victim to this confusion between the Neo-Academic in utramque partem proc-
ess, derived from an assimilation by Antiochus of Ascalo of an Aristotelian procedure
described in 7opica VIII, and purely Pyrrhonian skepsis. For him, scepticism is a privileged
way to renew our access to the Truth through probabilism.
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decade, and even for each reader; founded on connections between scattered
texts, it was little more than a jigsaw puzzle, of which the configuration depended
on each reader’s ability to find the pieces and to organise them. Finally, such a
textual tradition allowed a confused reading of Pyrrhonism, worthy of Babel:
the main tendencies were the following:

1. A syncretistic reading often confused Neo-Academics and Pyrrhonians®;
in such cases, scepticism used époché to clear the floor of all acquired
knowledge, clearing the way for the establishment of probability (verisi-
militude). Two main readings followed from this superposition:

(a) Pyrrhonism often took on the appearance of a Neo-Socratism — Socrates
was the most famous teacher in ignorance. That enables us to explain how,
from Erasmus to Montaigne, Socrates was linked to the sceptical attitude
and to Pyrrho, and Neo-Academic folly crossed paths with the divine
wisdom of Silenus, a pre-figuration of Christ himself.

(b) Secondly, in such syncretistic interpretations, skepsis was superposed on
and identified with the dialectical process evoked by Aristotle in book
VIII of the Topica and which was imported by Antiochus of Ascalo into
the Academy; in this reading, scepticism became a dialectical examina-
tion in utramque partem which attempted to attain the most plausible
interpretation, in an Aristotelian sense. This was the most striking misap-
propriation of skepsis, insofar as it became a means to renew Aristotelian
dialectical studies after several centuries of scholastic drifting. It is not
surprising that Gentian Hervet, one of the greatest translators of the
corpus aristotelicum, chose to publish those texts of Sextus with which
Pico della Mirandola had attacked the Aristotelian system. After Omer
Talon, Hervet saw in skepsis a way of attaining the probable and thus as
a way of renovating the search for truth.

2. A third reading saw in Pyrrhonism a doctrine based on a relativistic theory
of phenomena that could easily be refuted in Aristotelian terms. The best
illustration of this interpretation is the annotation of Attic nights by Peter
Schade alias Petrus Mosellanus, in the Parisian 1528 edition. The commen-

B “Academici dicebantur, quod nihil certo, neque pronunciare, neque constituere de re
aliqua volebent, more aliorum philosophorum, sed sententiam suam animo continebant,
semperque se melius adhuc consultaturos dicebant:unde & oxentkoi alio nomine vocati sunt.
Budceus cunctatores, & heesitatores dici posse autumat. omé 100 €neyeiv, quod assensionem
retinere significat, authore Cicerone.” This entry of Pierre Gilles’ Lexicon Geecolatinum
(Basilez, 1532) can be found again in the Hadrien Junius’ Lexicon Grecolatinum per
Hadrianum Junium novissime auctum, Basilez, 1548.



Renaissance Pyrrhonism: A Relative Phenomenon 25

tator, annotating the sceptical pros ti, declares that Pyrrhonism is a kind of
relativism which founds the nature of things upon the relativity of external
appearances. Without judging this proposition, he adds the Aristotelian defi-
nition of true science (‘“science concerns only necessary things”), and lets
the reader conclude: scepticism is a phenomenalism which cannot attain the
scientific knowledge of things: it cannot be extended into science or meta-
physics.*

3. In addition, a fourth reading transformed Pyrrhonism into a Heraclitean
mobilism, prefiguring Marcel Conche’s modern interpretation. This reading
was intimately linked to a Pyrrhonian textual witness now forgotten, men-
tioned by Guillaume Budé in his Lexicon sive dictionarium greeolatinum
in 1554 as a main reference for époché and akatalépsia.® This textual wit-
ness to Pyrrhonism was published by Alde Manuce in 1503%; it is a passage
of the prologue to Ammonius’ Commentary on Aristotle’s Categories — or,
rather, a text supposed to be that of Ammonius, but which could now be
attributed to Philopon, according to A. Busse’s research at the end of the
nineteenth century.?” This text assimilates Heraclitism and scepticism, to the
point that it designates Pyrrhonism as a doctrine which offers a metaphysi-
cal discourse, an interpretation which might permit an ontological reading of
Timon’s testimony in the Preeparatio evangelica. Heraclitus is also presented
—without concern for chronology — as a disciple of Pyrrho who radicalised his
master’s lessons. Although Sextus attempts to distinguish these two incom-
patible doctrines, Ammonius sees in Heraclitus a more Pyrrhonian sceptic
than Pyrrho himself. In such a context, époché is no longer a suspension of
assent, but merely a suspension of enunciation, which is simply indicated by a
movement of the head.

4. In the opposite direction, a last reading insisted on the specificity of
Pyrrhonism, which Sextus defended against Academics and Heracliteans; it
drew from the various texts a deep unity defined by the insistence on the
clashes and contrasts of reality, which lead to a total suspension of judgement.

24 See Annotationes Petri Mosellani protogensis in clarissimas Auli Gellii Noctes
Atticas, venundantur lodoco Badio Ascensio, Parisiis, 1528. These notes were included in
Sebastian Gryphe’s editions from 1537 to the end of the 1550s.

3 “Epoche, assenus, retentio, quam invexit Pyrrho, commentus rationem, qua nihil
percipi & comprehendi posse diceret, de qua multis Hammonius in commen. ad Aristot.
Catag.”

% One can read this testimony in a later edition, such as Ammonii Hermic in Aristotelis
Preedicamenta commentarius, Venetiis, ap. Aldi filios, 1546, f° 61r°-v°.

27 A. Busse gave the first modern edition of this text previously attributed to Ammo-
nius: see Philoponi (olim Ammonii) in Aristotelis Categorias commentarium, A. Busse
ed., “Commentaria in Aristotelem Greaca”, XI1I/1, Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1898, pp. 1-2.
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This reading, because of the central role played in sceptical philosophy by
the autoreflexive ou mallon, a contradiction which contradicts itself, had a
deep impact on editors such as Henri Estienne and on authors such as Rab-
elais and Montaigne.”® This interpretation derived from a Renaissance read-
ing of Pyrrhonism — by Gellius, Laertius, Sextus and Eusebius — as a unified
movement based on an examination process described in the Outlines of Pyr-
rhonism as a capacity of contradiction which creates the empirical conditions
of suspension of judgment.”? Such a contradiction is implicitly referred to
itself, and just as the purgative rhubarb evacuates itself, this contradiction
falls subject to its own contradiction, and is no more true than false. Scepti-
cism thus provides the opportunity of attaining ataraxia en tais doxais, just
as Sextus promised. Fundamentally linked with the rediscovery, in 1544, of
the end of the Preeparatio evangelica, which had been suppressed in previous
editions,* this definition of scepticism as an art of antithesis had a great
impact, at two different levels:

Firstly, scepticism no longer allowed the elaboration of any kind of truth, as
in the case of its assimilation with Neo-Academism. It remained a dialectical
process and rejected any possibility of a rational truth which could be univer-
sally shared. It could no longer be considered as a mere strategy for refuting
other theories, insofar as — in the auto-destructive logic of an uncertain uncer-
tainty — it suspended its own significance. The power of scepticism is more dan-
gerous for its users than appears, as Montaigne remarks in the “Apology”*!: to
see in this weapon fatal for discursiveness simply a subordinate tool that founds
the conditions of true faith for some, and, for others, the conditions of a new
empiricism suited to rebuild science, is to ignore the intimate comprehension of
this philosophy by some of the Renaissance scholars.

BSee E. Naya, “Traduire les Hypotyposes Pyrrhoniennes: Henri Estienne entre
la fievre quarte et la folie chrétienne” in Le Retour du scepticisme aux xvI° et au Xvir
siécle, ed. Pierre-Francgois Moreau. Paris: Albin Michel, 2001, pp. 48-101; “ni sceptique
ni dogmatique, et tous les deux ensemble”: Rabelais “on phrontistere et escholle des
pyrrhoniens”, Etudes Rabelaisiennes, xxxv, Geneve: Droz, 1998, pp. 81-129; Les Essais de
Michel Seigneur de Montaigne, Paris: Ellipses, 2006.

¥ For a unified interpretation of ancient Pyrrhonism linked with a unified conception of
ou mallon, see E. Naya, Le Phénomeéne pyrrhonien mentioned above, and Le Vocabulaire
des sceptiques, Paris: Ellipses, 2002, notably pp. 35-37 (reprinted in Le Vocabulaire des
philosophes, “De L’ Antiquité a la Renaissance”, Paris: Ellipses, 2002, pp. 269-313).

¥ FEusebius Pamphili Evayysiikng [porapookevng, Lutetie: ex officina Roberti Stephani,
1544.

3 Essays, P. Villey ed., Paris: PUF, 1965, I1, 12, pp. 559-560.



Renaissance Pyrrhonism: A Relative Phenomenon 27

Furthermore, the impact of such a reading goes beyond the philosophical
domain®: implications are also aesthetic. The skepsis that is presented and
applied by Sextus Empiricus founds a new poetics — which we can define as a
specific art of organising discourses. The “new kind of language” that Montaigne
mentions in his “Apology” opens up meaning and cancels any dogmatic conclu-
sion.® It is intimately linked with the kind of self-contradicting discourse which
creates an equilibrium in the production of meaning.** I have published else-
where studies to show the creative power of such Pyrrhonian poetics in Sdnchez,
Rabelais and Montaigne’s works. Francisco Sanchez asks the reader a riddle in
his Quod nihil scitur, where the confession of ignorance is contradicted by the
announcement of a future and fruitful examen rerum. This examen rerum, an
accurate translation of the term skepsis as used by Sextus, is nothing more than
the contemplatio that Sanchez practises from the start of his book; it then allows
him to create the conditions of an époche which frees the reader’s judgment and
shows in a suggestive way, but no longer by rational argument, that skepsis has
no end and always must be re-applied to itself: such is, to my mind, the proper
sense of Pyrrhonian zétésis. In the same way, Rabelais makes use with insistence
of this faculty of contradiction (dunamis antithétiké), in order to throw tradi-
tional allegorical interpretations into confusion and to create in readers the con-
ditions of a response which is no longer rational but emotional, inaugurated by
a “Pantagruelistic” spiritual interpretation. Even the Pyrrhonian lesson of the
Tiers Livre — which is repeated three times — is submitted to the contradictory
interpretations of the characters. This poetics of contradiction encloses all truth
in an irreducible diaphénia, according to Sextus’ own term; it allows the reader
to perceive a probable coherence, perceived and attained by emotion rather
than by reasoned argument. As in Sextus, scepticism cannot be rationalised in
the Tiers Livre, and calls itself into question in the same moment as it is evoked.
In Rabelais’ works, these poetics seem to spring from a quest for aesthetics suit-
able to our human condition: any revelation has to be veiled, always being sub-
ject to contradiction, but always accessible beyond the scope of reason.* Finally,
the poetical impact of this reading of skepsis was deeper in Montaigne’s Essays

2 On the diversification of a philosophical tradition in heterogeneous fields of
thought, see T. C. Cave’s Pré-Histoires, textes troublés au seuil de la modernité, Geneve:
Droz, 1999.

311, 12, p. 527.

3 E. Naya, “Les mots ou les choses: le langage a I’essai’, under press by H. Champion
in the proceedings of “La lingua di Rabelais e di Montaigne’ (Roma, 13-17 Sept. 2003; C.
Clavel and F. Giacone ed.).

3 On these suggestions concerning Sdanchez and Rabelais, see respectively: “Quod
nihil scitur: 1a parole mise en doute”, Libertinage et philosophie au XVlIle siecle, 7: “La
résurgence des philosophies antiques” (Publications de I’'Université de Saint-Etienne),
2003, pp. 27-43; “La science-fiction pyrrhonienne: des perles aux cochons”, Littératures,
47, Toulouse: Presses de I'U.T.M., 2002, pp. 67-86.
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than anywhere else, and I would like to go into more detail on that point. The
“art de conferer”* which is not only a kind of conversation with others but also
a treatise about the poetics of the Essays, is an exact transposition of Sextus
Empiricus’ explanations on skepsis;let us note, in particular, the dunamis antithé-
tiké of Sextus,”” which had been translated in 1562 by Henri Estienne as a “facul-
tas quee confert atque opponit” (the faculty which compares appearances and
opposes them). “L’art de conferer” is precisely an art of antithesis, the faculty
which “confert atque opponit”: by his use of the term “conference” (discussion,
conversation), Montaigne transposes the Latin translation of Estienne; he pro-
poses an inquiry for truth that proceeds from a systematic contradiction of oth-
ers, but also of one’s own dogmatic affirmations. To expose oneself to one’s own
criticism, and to submit one’s own contradictions to another level of contradic-
tion seem to be, in the Essays, the best way to moral and intellectual progress:
“the good that worthy men do the public by making themselves imitable, I shall
perhaps do by making myself evitable.”* Montaigne encourages an education in
reverse by provoking contradiction and repulsion rather than adhesion and imi-
tation (a behaviour that reproduces on the behavioural level the granting of
assent characteristic of dogmatism, sugkatathesis, if not actually based on dog-
matism). Instruction relying on the application of a model that can be general-
ized is opposed to instruction emerging from a gesture of self-correction of the
learner who seeks, invents and freely tests his own model. Instruction “by con-
trast™ is based on a weighing and comparing; it is an individual exercise. It forms
the singular being through his/her own powers and ties him/her to a voluntary
self-formation. This “backward [improvement], by disagreement [...], by differ-
ence” (ibid.) is a method of which the application is “the most fruitful and natural
exercise of our mind, [namely] discussion” (ibid.). Its description has a three-fold
value: it is one of the “three kinds of association” valued by Montaigne,* but
“conference” also describes the discursive technique at the heart of the philo-
sophical enquiry and of the writing of the Essays, envisaged as a fruitful exercise,
adapted to the laws of nature that govern our mind, in which one improves by
stepping backwards, by successive refusals. “Conference,” finally, refers to the
association with oneself in the self’s entirety, which is what Montaigne puts into
practice by publishing the portrait of a man “quite badly formed,” a portrait which,
considered as an end-product and no longer as an investigative process, may help

111, 8.

3 The real definition of the Pyrrhonian skepsis in the Outlines of Pyrrhonism,1, 8.

¥ Our quotations come from Donald Frame’s edition (The Complete Essays of
Montaigne, Standford: Standford University Press, 1958, noted F. before Villey’s (noted
V.).Here, 111, 8, F. 703, V. 921.

¥ Ibid., F.703, V. 922.

O TI1, 3.
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others who share Montaigne’s “complexion” to practise the “art de conferer.” This
art will itself be one of the “imperfections” that a reader can contradict and “flee’.
The self-abolishing momentum of discourse in this chapter, flowing from the
dynamics of contestation, is one of the Pyrrhonian strategies which Montaigne
uses most frequently, and it shows once more that no single positive example
can be imposed. It is up to the reader to try out the essay, even when the essay
theorizes its own method, and to submit the “art de conferer” to an “art de con-
ferer.” As in Sextus’ Outlines, Montaigne does not bring the enquiry to a stand-
still at the moment when he describes it: the enquiry remains an object of enquiry,
and the uncertainty of its result remains uncertain. Montaigne, just as he is not
someone who imposes his morality, redefines the aim of his own discourse: he
will “sting, touch” in order to “arouse” a personal truth in the heart of his inter-
locutor by “conference”, a perfect copy of the antithesis that sceptical examina-
tion generates for Sextus. Montaigne thus conceives a practice which, while it
does not exclude certain modalities of the exercise of civility and conversation
inherited from Italy,* refers basically to a precise philosophical procedure.* If
Estienne most often uses the second term (opponit) in describing the practice of
opposition, Montaigne prefers the first, in the sense that the weighing-up he sug-
gests includes a greater semantic spectrum and notably the idea of “commerce”
with others. Discussion is a mode of the search for truth which is based on an
instinctive reaction to “stupidity” and which suits the fundamental vanity of the
mind to the extent that it respects its perpetual movement. Montaigne even sug-
gests imposing a constraint on discussion that would force the participants to pur-
sue further the movement of contradiction: “It would be useful if we decided our
disputes by a wager, if there was a material mark of our losses, so that we might
keep an account of them, and my valet could say to me: “It cost you a hundred
crowns twenty times last year to be ignorant and stubborn”.”* The two final terms
mark here the two reasons for abandoning the dynamics: lack of knowledge, fatal
in sceptical enquiry in which the result is not a mere ignorance but “an ignorance that
requires no less knowledge to conceive it than does knowledge,”* and the feeling

4 See M. Tetel, “Montaigne et Guazzo: de deux conversations”, Etudes Montaignistes
en ’honneur de P. Michel, Geneva: Droz, 1984 and N. Panichi, La virtit eloquente, Urbino:
Montefeltro, 2nd ed. 2001, pp. 203—232.

“ This imitative choice of terms in Estienne’s translation — a frequent occurrence
in Pyrrhonian vocabulary — fully confirms the connection that E. Pesty makes between
“conference” (discussion) and “sceptical diatribe” at the end of his semantic study of the
term (“Conferer”, Bulletin de la Société des Amis de Montaigne, January 2000, p. 119).

111, 8, F. 705, V. 924.

111, 11, F. 788, V. 1030. If discussion requires “ammunition”, it also requires an apti-
tude to distrust any statement enunciated as definitive: “not all the remarks that seem
good to us should be accepted immediately. ... We must not always yield to it, what-
ever truth or beauty it may have. We must either deliberately oppose it, or draw back
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that we possess an excess of knowledge (a stubbornness synonymous for Montaigne
with dogmatism): both render impossible the pursuit of the joust, be it for lack
of ammunition or for lack of intention. The metaphor of fencing, opposed to the
static quality of reading which entails a cold crystallization of knowledge, dis-
places the therapeutics offered by Sextus to the areas of honour and virile exer-
cise, which, like the vocabulary of hunting, are more adapted to Montaigne’s
ethos. The improvement of others, evoked at the beginning of the essay, is sur-
passed in favour of a practice which turns back on itself and whose goal is shared
by the opponent. Montaigne does not distinguish two instances separated by
quest and knowledge. Because Montaigne is fully aware that sceptical enquiry is
anchored in ongoing philosophical research — one might even say dogmatic
research, an enquiry whose “cause of truth should be the common cause™ - he
does not designate suspension of judgment as the end-product of his art of dis-
cussion, but rather assigns a dialectical effort tending toward a single goal: access
to truth. Let us note that the discourses that are opposed are, just as in the Pyr-
rhonian logic of the auto-reflexive ou mallon, perfectly indifferent in their con-
tent. It is only the effort to create a resistance necessary to reorient research that
counts, since one is led to suspension of judgement concerning each proposition:
“I care little about the subject matter, opinions are all one to me, and I am almost
indifferent about which opinion wins.”* This evaluation of content, similar to the
equivalence of the “fancies” that constitute the Essays in I11. 9, is associated with
an open and indifferent attitude.”’” Montaigne can easily “let the other [scale of a
balance] vacillate under an old woman’s dreams”* and embrace a superstition
that he will contradict three chapters further on, provided that he avoids the
stubbornness and immobility produced by rational assent, this “obstinacy and

under colour of not understanding it, in order to feel out on all sides how it is lodged
in its author. It may happen that we run on the point of his sword and help his blow
to carry beyond its reach” (ibid., F. 715, V. 9306): this procedure of falsification in order
“to feel out on all sides” theorizes the practice of the “specific discourses” that Sextus
uses in the two last books of the Outlines and in the entire work Against the Professors
in order to prove that any proposition can be reversed and contradicted dogmatically by
the inverse proposition.

111, 8, F. 705, V. 924.

% Ibid., F.706, V. 925.

47<No propositions astonish me, no belief offends me, whatever contrast it offers with
my own. There is no fancy so frivolous and so extravagant that it does not seem to me
quite suitable to the production of the human mind. We who deprive our judgment of the
right to make decisions look mildly on opinions different from ours; and if we do not lend
them our judgment, we easily lend them our ears.” (Ibid., F 704, V 923).

*® Ibid., F.704, V. 923.
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heat of opinion [that] is the surest proof of stupidity.”® If, following the logic of
the essay, Montaigne may contradict himself, truth itself is not contradicted as
long as the opinions wielded in the contradictory examination have an equal
appearance of truth, are equally verisimilar in the Pyrrhonian sense of the
word.

In conclusion, all these readings of the Pyrrhonian philosophy were allowed by
the ambiguity of ancient textual testimonies and by the plurality of combinations that
thus became possible. Thus Scepticism became a multi-purpose tool: a machine
for ruining rationalism, as for Pico or Estienne, and a way of rebuilding ratio-
nalism with more moderation and exactitude, as for Talon or Hervet. According
to the degree of philological and philosophical accuracy of each Renaissance
scholar, the links between scepticism and religion were extremely varied: while
some authors, such as the Protestant Estienne or Hervet, who adhered to the
conclusions of the council of Trent, promoted the concept of sceptical fideism>
—which was, in fact, for both of them, a means to obtain approval from religious
authorities —, Protestants such as Luther, Melanchton or Theodore de Beze
rejected it because of its intolerable ethics linked with an impossible and cul-
pable apatheia; Trent Catholics like Melchior Cano, in his Loci theologici,’* also
rejected it insofar as the Augustino-Thomist Catholicism of the Council could
not abandon rational mediation: for him, to renounce one’s own natural light
of reason was nothing other than to reactivate the error of Luther or Agrippa
von Nettesheim, “vir post hominum memoriam vanissimus.”> The connexion
between scepticism and religion is much more complex than it might seem, and
the religious sensibilities which held authority in the confessional construction
of the 1520-1560s were a priori incompatible with such a philosophy. If the con-
nection was sometimes possible, it was at the cost of theoretical inflexions that
must be taken into account: sometimes scepticism was denatured and reduced
to its Neo-Academic form, in order to render it compatible with the idea of
“veiled truth”, a probabilism which gave intellectual access to faith by “motives
of credibility”; at other times, religious doctrine was deeply transformed in

¥ Ibid., F.717,V.938.

30 Tt is possible to understand Estienne’s promotion of the naturalis instinctus not in
the Protestant meaning of strong and lively faith, but as a mere transposition of Sextus’
theory of piety, based on the will to follow the ordinary view, to “live in accordance with
the normal rules of life”. If Estienne’s promotion of Pyrrhonism is in keeping with the
general religious pattern of Geneva, his description of Pyrrhonism is all the more accu-
rate since his philological and doctrinal annotations at the end of his edition are precise.

3t D. Domini Melchioris Cani Episcopi Canariensis De locis Theologicis Libri Dudecim,
Mathias Gastius, Salamanticee, 1503.

2 Ibid., Cap. 3, p. 290.
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order to render it compatible with scepticism: it became a kind of anti-intel-
lectual Paulinism as for Rabelais, allowing a real connection between faith and
Pyrrhonian doubt through mysticism; or religion was drained of its theological
substance, as in Montaigne’s Essays, where faith, implicitly purified of most of its
dogmatic articles, tended to become natural — like the piety described in the Isle
of Dioscorides.” Just as Renaissance Pyrrhonism had many different aspects,
according to its many variegated interpretations, the question of its connection
to religion change, as with so many other phenomena, must be approached, if
not sceptically, at least from an almost nominalist point of view.

31,56, p.322.
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Introduction

The Spanish-born humanist Juan Luis Vives (1493-1540) is remembered as an
educational and social theorist who strongly opposed scholasticism and made
his mark as one of the most influential advocates of humanistic learning in the
early sixteenth century. Vives aspired at replacing the scholastic tradition in all
fields of learning with a humanist curriculum inspired by classical education, and
his endeavour to develop ways of presenting the goal and scope of knowledge
in a methodical fashion for the purpose of instruction had considerable influ-
ence on later educational theory and practice. He was not a systematic writer,
which makes it difficult to classify him as a philosopher, and his thought is often
described as eclectic, pragmatic, as well as historical in its orientation.!

The aim of the present study is to investigate a further aspect of Vives’
thought: namely, his scepticism about the possibility of acquiring certain rational
knowledge.? In his writings, Vives frequently stresses the limitations of human
knowledge.? In De vita et moribus eruditi (1531), for example, he maintains that

! For a general study of Vives’ thought, see Carlos G. Norefa, Juan Luis Vives. The
Hague: Nijhoff, 1970.

2 One caveat that must be mentioned involves my use of the term ‘scepticism’. This
term may suggest a particular brand of scepticism, i.e., Pyrrhonian scepticism, which is
characterised by a set of tropes or arguments aiming at the suspension of judgement
(epoché) and tranquillity of mind (ataraxia). I use it, however, in a more broad sense,
which not only has hostility to dogmatism in view, but also refers to the conviction that
the human mind is principally incapable to grasp the true nature of things.

3 For an edition of Vives’ collected works, see Juan Luis Vives, Opera omnia. Gregorio
Mayans y Siscér, ed. Valencia: Monfort, 1782—-1790; reprinted London: Gregg Press, 1964.
References to this edition are preceded by the letter M.



34  Chapter2

“philosophy rests entirely upon opinions and verisimilar conjectures.” In what
follows, I discuss Vives’ place among different currents of scepticism, along with
an examination of links to other Renaissance figures.’ Special attention is paid
to the connection of Vives’ psychology with his peculiar brand of scepticism. On
account of his insights into human nature and conduct, he has occasionally been
called “the father of modern psychology.”® He avoided the systematic rigidity of
scholastic philosophy, preferring a looser descriptive approach, which, accord-
ing to modern scholars, marks the transition from metaphysical to empirical
psychology.” It is argued that an important aspect concerning the background
of Vives’ descriptive approach to the study of the soul is his emphasis on the
limitations of human knowledge.

Self-Knowledge and Scepticism

The increased and intensified interest in the investigation of human nature that
characterised the Renaissance was closely connected with moral philosophy.
Since the soul was considered the source of man’s thoughts and actions, as well
as the seat of his ultimate perfection, the philosophical study of the soul was
regarded as fundamental to ethics.® As Jill Kraye has pointed out, ethics “con-
cerned the formation of man’s moral character or, in the Latin terminology, his

*M, VI, 417: “Philosophia opinionibus tota et conjecturis verisimilitudinis est nixa.”

5 Vives’ epistemological pessimism is also connected to his attitude to the so-called
maker’s knowledge tradition, which regards knowledge as a kind of making or as a capac-
ity to make. He often insists on the significance of the practical nature of knowledge (see,
e.g.,M, VI, 350 and 374), pointing out that “man knows as far as he can make” (M, IV, 63).
A central tenet of the maker’s knowledge tradition is that man can gain no access into
nature’s works, since these, as opera divina, are only known to their maker. I hope to be
able to provide a more detailed discussion of this important aspect of Vives’ thought in
a future study. On the maker’s knowledge tradition, see Antonio Pérez-Ramos, Francis
Bacon’s Idea of Science and the Maker’s Knowledge Tradition. Oxford: Clarendon, 1988.

® An important source behind this view is Friedrich Albert Lange (1828-1875), who in a
long article on Vives calls him “the father of the new empirical psychology”. See Friedrich
Albert Lange, “Vives” in Encyklopddie des gesammten Erziehungs- und Unterrichtswesens,
11 vols. K. A. Schmid, ed. Gotha: Besser, 18591878, IX, 770. Cf. also Foster Watson, “The
Father of Modern Psychology”, Psychological Review 22 (1915), 333-356. In the view of
Gregory Zilboorg, “Vives was not only the father of modern, empirical psychology, but
the true forerunner of the dynamic psychology of the twentieth century”. See Gregory
Zilboorg, A History of Medical Psychology. New York: Norton, 1941, 194.

7 See, e.g., Wilhelm Dilthey, Gesammelte Schriften I1. Leipzig: Teubner, 1914, 423.

8 See, e.g., Domenico Bosco, La decifrazione dell’ordine: Morale e antropologia in
Francia nella prima eta moderna, 2 vols. Milano: Vita e Pensiero, 1988, I, 125258, but
especially 190—233.
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mores. But before philosophers could even begin considering how to train man’s
character, they first had to understand his nature.”

Vives’ philosophical reflections on the human soul are mainly concentrated
in De anima et vita (1538).° This treatise, which belongs to the late and philo-
sophically more interesting and mature stage of his intellectual career, might be
characterised as a prolegomenon to moral philosophy and, like most of the moral
literature of the Renaissance, it is addressed to an audience of educated lay read-
ers.' In the dedication to the Duke of Béjar, Vives maintains that no kind of
knowledge is more excellent and useful than that of the soul, which is more noble
and worthy of consideration than anything else on earth and in the heavens.'?

These remarks bring to the reader’s mind the famous letter in which Francesco
Petrarca (1304-1374) describes his ascent of mount Ventoux. He writes that after
having reached the peak of the mountain, he opened Augustine’s Confessions at
random and his eyes fell on the following passage:

Here are men going afar to marvel at the heights of mountains, the mighty
waves of the sea, the long courses of great rivers, the vastness of the ocean, the
movements of the stars, yet leaving themselves unnoticed."

? See Jill Kraye, “Moral Philosophy” in Charles B. Schmitt, Quentin Skinner and
Eckhard Kessler, eds., The Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1988, 305f.

0There is still no critical edition of Vives’s De anima et vita. For an edition which can
be called critical in the limited sense that it compares Mayans’s text with the first edition
of 1538, see Juan Luis Vives, De anima et vita. Mario Sancipriano, ed. Padova: Gregoriana,
1974. References to this edition are preceded by the letter S. All quotations from De
anima et vita are taken from Sancipriano’s edition. On the lack of critical editions of
Vives’s works see Jozef IJsewijn, “Zu einer kritischen Edition der Werke des J. L. Vives”
in August Buck, ed., Juan Luis Vives: Arbeitsgesprich in der Herzog August Bibliothek
Wolfenbiittel vom 6. bis 8. November 1980. Hamburg: Hauswedell, 1981, 23—34.

1 Cf. also Helio Carpintero who has described Vives’ psychology as a series of
“preambula moralis.” See Helio Carpintero, “Luis Vives, psic6logo funcionalista” in
Revista de Filosofia 6 (1993), 320. The most recent studies of Vives’ philosophical
psychology are Carlos G. Norefia, Juan Luis Vives and the Emotions. Carbondale, IL:
Southern Illinois University Press, 1989; and Lorenzo Casini, Cognitive and Moral
Psychology in Renaissance Philosophy: A Study of Juan Luis Vives’ De anima et vita.
Uppsala: Universitetstryckeriet, 2000.

12§, 82; M, 111, 298: “Nulla est rei alicuius vel prastabilior cognitio, quam de anima, vel
iucundior, vel admirabilior, queque tantum adferat ad res maximas utilitas. Nam quod
anima excellentissima sit omnium, que sub ccelo sunt condita, atque adeo ccelis quoque
ipsis potior atque excellentior, fit, ut quecunque de illa possimus assequi, permagni
@stimentur. Accedit tanta in illa varietas, is concentus, ornatusque, ut nec terra ipsa&, nec
ceeli adeo sint depicti et descripti.” Cf. Aristotle, De anima, 402a1-7.

13 Augustine, Confessiones, X.8. Quoted from Augustine, Confessions, transl. F. J.
Sheed. Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1993, 180.
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Petrarca was astonished and closed the book enraged with himself because he
was admiring earthly things when he ought to know that “nothing is wonderful
except the human soul compared to whose greatness nothing is great.”* Simi-
larly, we read in his De sui ipsius et multorum ignorantia (1367):

And even if they were true, they would not contribute anything whatsoever
to the blessed life. What is the use — I beseech you — of knowing the nature of
quadrupeds, fowls, fishes, and serpents and not knowing or even neglecting
man’s nature, the purpose for which we are born, and whence and whereto
we travel?'s

Like Petrarca, Vives insists that human problems should be the main subject
and concern of philosophy. In De causis corruptarum artium (1531), a thorough
critique of the foundations of contemporary education, he praises Socrates for
having transferred his attention from the knowledge of the heavens, the elements
and all other things, to himself, bringing thereby philosophy down from its lofty
wanderings.!¢

According to Vives, self-knowledge is fundamental in order to improve our
character. Since the origin of all our goods and evils is in the soul, nothing is as
useful as the knowledge of it, so that, as he puts it, “having cleansed the source,
all the actions that spring from it will be pure”. In his view, no one who has not
explored himself can govern his soul and be the master of his conduct."” This is
why the ancient oracle, which was celebrated in the whole world, commanded
that self-knowledge should be placed as the first step towards wisdom.'®

14 Francesco Petrarca, Le Familiari, Vittorio Rossi and Umberto Bosco, eds., 4 vols.
Firenze: Edizione nazionale delle opere, 1933-1942, I, 153-161. Cf. Seneca, Epistolae
morales, VIIL5.

15 Francesco Petrarca, “On His Own Ignorance and that of Many Others” in Ernst
Cassirer, Paul Oskar Kristeller and John Herman Randall, Jr., eds., The Renaissance
Philosophy of Man. Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1948, 58f.

16 M, V1, 208f. Cf. Cicero, Tusculanae disputationes,V.4.10-11.

17§, 82; M, 111, 298: “Iam vero quod illic fons est atque origo bonorum omnium
nostrorum, et malorum, nihil est conducibilius, quam probe nosci: ut purgato fonte, puri
dimanent rivuli omnium actionum. Neque enim poterit animum gubernare, et semetipsum
ad recte agendum habere in sua potestate, qui se non explorarit.”

185, 84; M, III, 298: “Idcirco vetustum illud oraculum toto orbe celebratissimum, in
progressu sapienti® primum poni gradum illum iubebat, ut quisque sese nosset.” Vives
describes self-knowledge as the first step towards wisdom also in the extremely popular
Introductio ad sapientiam, a short handbook of morals blending stoicism and Christian-
ity, which was first published in 1524 and translated into German, English, Spanish and
French during the first half of the sixteenth century. See M, I, 48: “Hic est cursus absoluta
sapientiz, cujus primus gradus est Nosse se, postremus Nosse Deum.”
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But how do we come to know what the soul is? One approach, which is best
exemplified by Augustine, consists in a first-person perspective that pays close
attention to the phenomena of introspective consciousness. Augustine, using an
argument later adapted by René Descartes, defended the possibility of knowl-
edge against the sceptics by calling attention to the immediacy and self-evidence
of the knowledge of our inner states, trying thereby to show that sceptical doubts
concerning the reliability of sense perception do not affect the possibility of our
search for truth.”” “Do not go abroad,” he writes in De vera religione, “return
within yourself. In the inward man dwells truth.”?

In De civitate dei, Augustine pointed out to the sceptic that the certainty of
our own existence is irrefutable. The latter’s objection that I could be mistaken
about my own existence does not make any sense, since if I do not exist then
I surely can not be mistaken either. So, if I am mistaken I certainly exist.!
A similar line of thought can be found in De Trinitate:

Nobody surely doubts, however, that he lives and remembers and understands
and wills and thinks and knows and judges. At least, even if he doubts, he lives;
if he doubts, he remembers why he is doubting; if he doubts, he understands
he is doubting; if he doubts, he has a will to be certain; if he doubts, he thinks;
if he doubts, he knows he does not know; if he doubts, he judges he ought not
to give a hasty assent. You may have your doubts about anything else, but you
should have no doubts about these; if they were not certain, you would not be
able to doubt anything.?

A very different approach to the knowledge of the essence of the soul goes
back to Aristotle and consists in a third-person perspective that starts from the
observable behaviour of human beings. On this account, the fact that the real
nature of the soul is imperceptible does not necessarily mean that we cannot still
grasp it through its external operations. Thomas Aquinas, for example, main-
tained that definitive conclusions could be reached about the essence of the soul
through its accidents:

1 See, e.g., Augustine, De trinitate, XV.12.21. For a thorough discussion of the similari-
ties between Augustine’s concept of mind and that of Descartes, see Gareth B. Matthews,
Thought's Ego in Augustine and Descartes. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992;
and Stephen Menn, Descartes and Augustine. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1998.

20 Augustine, Of True Religion in Augustine: Earlier Writings, transl. John H. S.
Burleight, The Library of Christian Classics. London: SCM Press, 1953, 39.72. For some
other passages in which Augustine exhorts to introspection, see Contra Academicos,
111.19.42; De quantitate animae, 28.55; and De libero arbitrio, 11.16.41.

2l Augustine, De civitate Dei, X1.26.

2 Augustine, De trinitate, X.10.14. Quoted from Augustine, The Trinity, transl. Edmund
Hill. New York: New City Press, 1991, 296f.
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But because the essential principles of things are concealed (ignota) from us, we
must use accidental distinguishing characteristics (differentiis) in designating
essential characteristics. [...] It is through these accidental distinguishing char-
acteristics, consequently, that we reach a cognition of essential characteristics.”

A vindication for this approach can also be found in Gregor Reisch’s Margarita
philosophica (1503), one of the most influential textbooks published during
Vives’ lifetime.* According to Reisch, “all our knowledge is derived from the
senses. But spiritual substances, including the soul that confers life and motion
on living beings, cannot be perceived by the senses. Thus it is difficult to arrive at
knowledge of it except through its operations.”>

Vives’ epistemological pessimism can also be discerned in matters pertain-
ing to psychological studies: “Nothing”, he writes, “is more concealed than the
soul, which is most obscure and ignored by all.”?® In what could be regarded as
an implicit criticism of the Augustinian view that each one of us knows what the
soul is simply and solely by knowing himself, Vives emphasizes how problematic
it is to observe our mental operations by introspection. In his view, “it is very
arduous, difficult and full of intricacies and obscurity to investigate what, how

»Thomas Aquinas, A Commentary on Aristotle’s De anima, transl. by Robert Pasnau.
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1999, 11. A troublesome consequence of Aquinas’
theory has been highlighted by Anthony Kenny, who writes that “Aquinas’ general the-
ory of knowledge [...] makes intellectual knowledge of any individual problematic. The
reason is that the principle of individuation for material objects is individual matter; and
our intellect understands by abstracting ideas from such matter. But what is abstracted
from individual matter is universal. So our intellect is not directly capable of knowing
anything which is not universal. If this is so, how can I have intellectual knowledge of
myself? According to Aquinas I am neither a disembodied spirit nor a universal, but a
human being, an individual material object. As an individual material substance, it seems,
I can be no fit object for intellectual cognition.” See Anthony Kenny, “Body, Soul, and
Intellect in Aquinas” in M. James C. Crabbe, ed., From Soul to Self. London: Routledge,
1999, 41f.

24 On this work and its author, see Charles H. Lohr, “Renaissance Latin Aristotle
Commentaries: Authors Pi-Sm”, Renaissance Quarterly 33 (1980), 685f.; Katherine Park,
“The Organic Soul” in Charles B. Schmitt, Quentin Skinner and Eckhard Kessler, eds.,
The Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1988, 464—473; and Lucia Andreini, Gregor Reisch e la sua Margarita Philosophica.
Salzburg: Institut fiir Anglistik und Amerikanistik, Universitét Saltzburg, 1997. Vives was
familiar with Reisch’s work and recommends the section on mathematics in De tradendis
disciplinis (1531). See M, VI, 372.

% Quoted from Katherine Park, “The Organic Soul” in Charles B. Schmitt, Quentin
Skinner and Eckhard Kessler, eds., The Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988, 465ff.

%S, 86; M, 111, 299: “Nam ut nihil est magis quam anima reconditum, magisque ad
omnes obscurum atque ignoratum.”
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many and how the operations of the faculties of the mind are, which their origin,
beginning, increasing, decreasing and end are, since we, above our mind, have
not another one which can behold and judge the one below.”?

Vives seems also to be less confident than Aquinas and Reisch about the
possibility of making the real nature of the soul intelligible by reasoning dem-
onstratively from its operations. In one of the most frequently quoted passages
from De anima et vita, he even asserts:

We are not interested in knowing what the soul is, but rather how it is and
what its operations are. Neither did he, who exhorted us to know ourselves,
refer to the essence of the soul, but to the actions that mould our morals.”®

In this context,modern commentators tend to stress the novelty of Vives’ approach,
represented in their view by the progressive elimination of the analysis of meta-
physical aspects of the structure of the soul in favour of its phenomenological
manifestations.” It might, however, be worthwhile to ask whether the statement
quoted above is not better described as a consequence of his pessimistic views
with regard to our cognitive powers. As Marcia Colish has pointed out, the “dis-
tinction drawn by Vives between man’s essence and his activity springs from his
conception of man’s intellectual limitations. The essences of things may be objects
of wonder; they are not, however, legitimate objects of knowledge.”*® Moreover,
although Vives is rarely mentioned in connection with Renaissance scepticism,
much of the endeavour of the Spanish-born humanist can, in fact, be seen in the
light of the tradition of Academic scepticism.’!

7§, 216; M, 111, 342: “Quz sint harum facultatum actiones, quot, quales, qui earum
ortus, progressus, incrementa, decrementa, occasus, perscrutari longe arduissimum ac dif-
ficillimum, plenissimumque intricate obscuritatis; propterea quod supra mentem hanc
non habemus aliam, quea inferiorem posit spectare ac censere.” Cf. also Seneca’s epistle
CXXI where he maintaines: “We also know that we possess souls, but we do not know the
essence, the place, the quality, or the source, of the soul.” Quoted from Seneca, Ad Luci-
lium epistulae morales I11, transl. Richard M. Gummere, Loeb Classical Library. London:
Heinemann, 1925, 403.

8§, 188; M, 111, 332: “Anima quid sit, nihil interest nostra scire: qualis autem et qua
eius opera, permultum; nec qui iussit ut ipsi nos nossemus, de essentia anima sensit, sed
de actionibus ad compositionem morum.”

¥ See, e.g., Valerio Del Nero, “Pedagogia e psicologia nel pensiero di Vives” in Juan
Luis Vives, Opera Omnia I: Volumen Introductorio, Antonio Mestre, ed. Valencia: Generalitat
Valenciana, 1992, 211.

% Marcia L. Colish, “The Mime of God: Vives on the Nature of Man”, Journal of the
History of Ideas 23 (1962), IT.

3t For a noteworthy exception, see José A. Ferndndez Santamaria, Juan Luis Vives:
Esceptismo y prudencia en el Renacimiento. Salamanca: Ediciones Universidad de
Salamanca, 1990; and José A. Fernandez Santamaria, The Theater of Man: J. L. Vives
on Society. Philadelphia, PA: Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, 1998.
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The Emergence of Scepticism in the Renaissance

The main sources for our knowledge of Academic scepticism are the writings
of Marcus Tullius Cicero (106—43 BC), especially Academica, his dialogue on the
nature and possibility of knowledge.”? In many of his works, Cicero employed
the strategy of arguing both sides of a question. His aim, however, was not the
suspension of judgement (epoché), but rather the weighing of opposite argu-
ments as the most reliable route to probability or verisimilitude.*

The sole object of our discussions is by arguing on both sides to draw out
and give shape to some result that may be either true or the nearest possible
approximation to the truth. Nor is there any difference between ourselves and
those who think that they have positive knowledge except that they have no
doubt that their tenets are true, whereas we hold many doctrines as probable,
which we can easily act upon but can scarcely advance as certain.*

From the point of view of the diffusion of sceptical ideas, the most important
part of the dialogue is Cicero’s final speech, where he delivers the sceptical
rebuttal, arguing forcefully that knowledge requires certainty, but that certainty
is neither attainable nor necessary for the rational conduct of life.*

32 Cicero had embraced the sceptical stance of the Academy when he followed Philo’s
lectures in Rome (88-84 BC). Whether he remained an Academic sceptic throughout his
life or changed affiliation before reverting to scepticism in his old age is a matter of
dispute. See John Glucker, “Cicero’s Philosophical Affiliations” in John M. Dillon and
A.A.Long,eds., The Question of “Eclecticism”: Studies in Later Greek Philosophy.Berkeley,
CA: University of California Press, 1988, 34-69; Peter Steinmetz, “Beobachtungen zu
Ciceros philosophischem Standpunkt” in William W. Fortenbaugh and Peter Steinmetz,
eds., Cicero’s Knowledge of the Peripatos. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers,
1989, 1—22; and Woldemar Gorler, “Silencing the Troublemaker: De Legibus 1.39 and the
Continuity of Cicero’s Scepticism” in J. G. F. Powell, ed., Cicero the Philosopher: Tvelve
Papers. Oxford: Clarendon, 1995, 85-113.

31t is usually assumed that probabile and veri simile are the terms by means of which
Cicero translated Carneades’ pythanon. On this topic, see John Glucker, “Probabile, Veri
Simile, and Related Terms” in J. G. F. Powell, ed., Cicero the Philosopher: Twelve Papers.
Oxford: Clarendon, 1995, 115-143. On Carneades’ notion of the persuasive or plausible
(to pythanon), see Richard Bett, “Carneades’ Pythanon: A Reappraisal of Its Role and
Status”, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 7 (1989), 50-94.

3 Cicero, Academica, 11.7-8. Quoted from Cicero, Academica, transl. H. Rackham,
Loeb Classical Library. London: Heinemann, 1933, 475.

% For a discussion of Cicero’s personal brand of scepticism, see Woldemar Gorler,
“Cicero’s Philosophical Stance in the Lucullus” in Jaap Mansfeld and Brad Inwood,
eds., Assent and Argument: Studies in Cicero’s Academic Books. Leiden: Brill, 1997,
36-57;J. C. Davies, “The Originality of Cicero’s Philosophical Works”, Latomus 30 (1971),
105-119; and Michael Buckley, “Philosophic Method in Cicero”, Journal of the History of
Philosophy 8 (1970), 143-154.
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The sceptical arguments contained in Cicero’s writings came to play an
important role in the Renaissance criticism of the Aristotelian notion of scien-
tific knowledge. Arguing that the discovery of truth implies great difficulties,
and that the best thing we can work out is a method which makes it possible
to attain the most probable knowledge, the humanist critics challenged the
traditional treatment of logic, in an attempt to show the vacuity of syllogis-
tic conclusions and the failure of Aristotelian logic in leading to concrete and
genuine knowledge.*

A tendency toward Academic scepticism can be discerned already in
Petrarca’s thought. He spoke several times with approval of the attitude of
the Academics, particularly in his De sui ipsius et multorum ignorantia. It
has also been argued that authors such as Lorenzo Valla (1407-1457) and
Rudolph Agricola (1444-1485), far from being contemptuous of logic, empha-
sised a broader concept of logic, which encompassed the probabilistic argu-
ments of Academic scepticism. According to this view, they drew inspiration
from Cicero and championed the Academic stance, denying the possibility of
certain knowledge and laying out a theory of probabilism as the basis of their
epistemology.’’

The role of scepticism in the development of modern thought was for a long
time completely neglected. It was not until Richard Popkin and Charles Schmitt
started writing on the recovery of texts containing sceptical ideas and their use in
philosophical discussions, that the importance of the revival of sceptical arguments

% See Richard H. Popkin, “Theories of Knowledge” in Charles B. Schmitt, Quentin
Skinner and Eckhard Kessler, eds., The Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988, 672f.

%7 This thesis has been strenuously argued by Lisa Jardine. See Lisa Jardine, “Lorenzo
Valla and the Intellectual Origins of Humanist Dialectic”, Journal of the History of
Philosophy 15 (1977), 143-164; Lisa Jardine, “Humanism and the Teaching of Logic”
in Norman Kretzmann, Anthony Kenny and Jan Pinborg, eds., The Cambridge History
of Later Medieval Philosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982, 797-807;
Lisa Jardine, “Lorenzo Valla: Academic Scepticism and the New Humanist Dialectic”
in Myles Burnyeat, ed., The Sceptical Tradition. Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 1983,253—286; and Lisa Jardine, “Humanistic Logic” in Charles B. Schmitt, Quentin
Skinner and Eckhard Kessler, eds., The Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988, 173-198. Jardine’s thesis has not remained
unchallenged and it has been pointed out that Valla and Agricola are not sceptics in
more than the weakest sense of the term. See, e.g., John Monfasani, “Lorenzo Valla and
Rudolph Agricola”, Journal of the History of Philosophy 28 (1990), 181—200; Peter Mack,
Renaissance Argument: Valla and Agricola in the Traditions of Rhetoric and Dialectic.
Leiden: Brill, 1993; and Lodi Nauta, “Lorenzo Valla and Quattrocento Scepticism” in

Vivarium 44 (2006), 375-395.
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in the Renaissance became acknowledged.® Nonetheless, a great deal of work
remains in order to refine our understanding of the initial stages of the history of
modern scepticism. The idea that there was not very much serious philosophical
consideration of scepticism prior to the publication of Sextus Empiricus’ works,
represents a significant obstacle in this respect. On this received view, Henri
Estienne’s edition of his translation of Outlines of Pyrrhonism in 1562, and the
publication of Gentian Hervet’s translation of Adversus mathematicos in 1569,
played a decisive role in the popularisation of sceptical ideas and the development
of modern philosophy. This view, however, not only promotes a tendency to neglect
sceptical manifestations that existed prior to the publication of Sextus’ writings,
but is also conducive to a propensity to understand all sceptical thinking of the late
sixteenth and early seventeenth century in the light of Pyrrhonism. The emergence
of scepticism during the Renaissance seems to be a far more complicated and
interesting story, and, thus, the received view needs to be reconsidered.®

To begin with, although the works of Sextus Empiricus constitute what
may be called the summa sceptica, it must be remembered that information on
ancient scepticism, especially in its Academic form, could also be derived from

3 Popkin’s thesis that the rediscovery, translation, and publication of Sextus Empiri-
cus’ works in the Renaissance found fertile intellectual ground in the religious controver-
sies raised by the Reformation, rendering scepticism central in the unfolding of modern
philosophy, was first stated in 1960, repeated in later works and recently further defended
in the third expanded version of The History of Scepticism. See Richard H. Popkin, The
History of Scepticism from Savonarola to Bayle. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003.
For the reappraisal of the role of ancient scepticism in the Renaissance, see also Charles
B. Schmiitt, Cicero Scepticus: A Study of the Influence of the Academica in the Renaissance.
The Hague: Nijhoff, 1972; and Charles B. Schmitt, “The Rediscovery of Ancient Scepti-
cism in Modern Times” in Myles Burnyeat, ed., The Sceptical Tradition. Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 1983, 225—251. For an account of Renaissance and early
modern philosophy emphasising the role of scepticism, see, e.g., The Return of Scepticism:
From Hobbes and Descartes to Bayle. Gianni Paganini, ed. Kluwer: Dordrecht, 2003; and
Scepticism in Renaissance and Post-Renaissance Thought: New Interpretations. José R.
Maia Neto and Richard H. Popkin, eds. Amherst, MA: Prometheus Books, 2004.

¥ For a recent contribution to the reassessment of the role of sceptical thinking in the
emergence of modern thought, see Ian Maclean, “The ‘Sceptical Crisis’ Reconsidered:
Galen, Rational Medicine and the Libertas Philosophandi” in Early Science and Medicine
11 (2000), 247-274. Unfortunately Maclean does not discuss how several sixteenth-century
authors, such as Omer Talon (ca. 1510-1562) and Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592), saw the
approach of Academic scepticism as offering an example of how philosophy can function as
a free enquiry into truth. See Charles B. Schmitt, Cicero Scepticus: A Study of the Influence
of the Academica in the Renaissance. The Hague: Nijhoff, 1972, 81-91; and José R. Maia Neto,
“Epoche as Perfection: Montaigne’s View of Ancient Scepticism” in Scepticism in Renais-
sance and Post-Renaissance Thought: New Interpretations. José R. Maia Neto and Richard H.
Popkin, eds. Amherst, MA: Prometheus Books, 2004, 13—42.
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the writings of Cicero, Plutarch, Galen, Diogenes Laertius, Eusebius, Lactantius
and Augustine, among many others. Ignorance of the substance or essence of the
soul is, for example, a common theme in the philosophical psychology of Galen
of Pergamum (129-ca. 210), whose writings played a crucial role in the medical
renaissance of the sixteenth century.® In De placitis Hippocratis et Platonis,
which seems to have been one of Vives’ sources, Galen repeatedly maintains
that the existence of the soul and the location of its parts are known from its
activities, but that question of the soul’s substance at best admits of plausibil-
ity, and not certainty.*! As Phillip De Lacy has pointed out, according to Galen,
“we know that the soul exists because we can distinguish its parts and its pow-
ers; and this knowledge is useful both for medicine and for ethical and political
philosophy. But we do not know the substance (ousia) of [...] the soul, and such
knowledge, even if we had it, would be of no help either for the promotion of
ethical and political virtue, or for the cure of the soul’s afflictions.”*

Secondly, although virtually unknown in the West in the Middle Ages, the
writings of Sextus Empiricus became available during the fifteenth century and were
read much more extensively than has been previously thought.* The first work
in which philosophical use is made of the arsenal of sceptical arguments contained

40 A general account of Galen’s views and their afterlife can be found in Owsei
Temkin, Galenism: Rise and Decline of a Medical Philosophy. Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1973. For Galen’s influence in the Renaissance, see also Andrew Wear,
“Galen in the Renaissance” in Vivian Nutton, ed., Galen: Problems and Prospects.
London: The Wellcome Institute, 1981, 229—262; and Vivian Nutton, “The Anatomy of the
Soul in Early Renaissance Medicine” in Gordon R. Dunstan, ed., The Human Embryo:
Aristotle and the Arabic and European Traditions. Exeter: University of Exeter Press,
1990, 136-157. For a comprehensive account of editions and translations of Galenic texts
in the Renaissance, see Richard J. Durling, “A Chronological Census of Renaissance Edi-
tions and Translations of Galen”, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes XXIV
(1961), 230-305.

4 See, e.g., Galen, De placitis Hippocratis et Platonis, 3 vols., Corpus Medicorum
Graecorum V 4,1,2. Phillip De Lacy, ed. Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1978-1984, IX, 9.1-6.
On this issue, see also Michael Frede, “On Galen’s Epistemology” in idem, Essays in
Ancient Philosophy. Oxford: Clarendon, 1987, 279—298.

“ Phillip De Lacy, “Galen’s Platonism”, American Journal of Philology 93 (1972), 36.

4 The first Latin translation of OQutlines of Pyrrhonism was established around 1300
and survives in three manuscripts. For a discussion of the authorship of the translator and
the impact this text may have had on later discussions, see Roland Wittwer, Sextus
Latinus: Die erste lateinische Ubersetzung von Sextus Empiricus’ Pyrroneioi Hypotyposeis.
Leiden: Brill (forthcoming). By the end of the fifteenth century the interest for Sextus
was considerable and Greek manuscripts were available in Rome, Venice and Florence.
See Luciano Floridi, Sextus Empiricus: The Transmission and Recovery of Pyrrhonism.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002; and Luciano Floridi, “The Diffusion of Sextus’s
Works in the Renaissance”, Journal of the History of Ideas 56 (1995), 63-85.
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in Sextus’ writings seems to have been Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola’s
Examen vanitatis doctrinae gentium (1520). The immediate attention it received
after its publication was, however, very limited.*

Finally, the increased attention paid to the problem of scepticism during the
late Middle Ages is still in need of further investigation. In general, medieval
thinkers were not inclined to scepticism, but the question of the limitations of
human knowledge was debated upon occasion.® John of Salisbury (ca. 1120—
1180) declared himself a follower of the tradition of Academic scepticism and
paid some attention to the doctrine of probabilism in his Policratus.*® Henry of
Ghent (ca. 1217-1293) faced the fundamental problem of knowledge already
in the first article of his Summa. Showing genuine concern for the sceptical
arguments raised by the Academics, he questioned the reliability of sense expe-
rience and argued that divine illumination is necessary in order to attain certain
knowledge. He seems to have had direct knowledge of Cicero’s Academica, since
he quotes passages that are not included in Augustine’s Contra Academicos.”’
His theory of knowledge became extensively criticised, especially by John Duns
Scotus (ca. 1265-1308). It is also worth noting that Gianfrancesco Pico met those
objections in his Examen vanitatis doctrinae gentium.*

The medieval formulation of the problem of knowledge became also inti-
mately associated with the question of the foundation of the principle of
causality. One of the most interesting controversies in this respect is the one
that arose as a consequence of William of Ockham’s discussion of the intuitive

#“See Charles B. Schmitt, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola (1469-1533) and His
Critique of Aristotle. The Hague: Nijhoff, 1967.

On medieval forms of scepticism, see Dominik Perler, Zweifel und Gewissheit:
Skeptische Debatten im Mittelalter. Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 2006. For some
shorter discussions, see also Michael Frede, “A Medieval Source of Modern Scepticism”
in Regina Claussen and Roland Daube-Schackat, eds., Gedankenzeichen: Festschrift fiir
Klaus Oehler zum 60. Geburtstag. Tiibingen: Stauffenburg, 1988, 65—70; Pasquale Porro,“Il
Sextus Latinus e 'immagine dello scetticismo antico nel Medioevo”, Elenchos 15 (1994),
229-253; Mauricio Beuchot, “Some Traces of the Presence of Scepticism in Medieval
Thought” in Richard H. Popkin, ed., Scepticism in the History of Philosophy. Dordrecht:
Kluwer, 1996, 37-43; and Alan Perreiah, “Modes of Scepticism in Medieval Philosophy”
in Ignacio Angelelli and Maria Cerezo, eds., Studies on the History of Logic: Proceedings
of the I11. Symposium on the History of Logic. Berlin: De Gruyter, 1996, 65-77.

% For an account of John of Salisbury and some remarks on his relation to Academic
scepticism, see Hans Liebeschiitz, Mediaeval Humanism in the Life and Writings of John
of Salisbury. London: The Warburg Institute, 1950.

47 See Charles B. Schmitt, Cicero Scepticus: A Study of the Influence of the Academica
in the Renaissance. The Hague: Nijhoff, 1972, 39ff.

# See Charles B. Schmitt, “Henry of Ghent, Duns Scotus and Gianfrancesco Pico on
Illumination”, Mediaeval Studies 25 (1963), 231-258.
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cognition of non-existent things.* Nicholas of Autrecourt (ca. 1300-1350)
argued that if we admit that an effect can be produced supernaturally without its
natural cause, then we have no right to posit natural causes for any effects what-
soever. Every appearance we have of objects existing outside our mind could be
false, since the awareness could exist whether or not the object does. Jean Buri-
dan (ca. 1300-1358) took account of these tenets and tried, in his commentary
to Aristotle’s Physics, to refute Nicholas of Autrecourt’s arguments against the
possibility of knowing causes or substances by their effects.”

In this connection, it might also be observed that one can discern in late
medieval psychology a development from the demonstration of the real nature
of the soul on the basis of its evident operations to the simple explanation of the
disparate functions of those operations. In this process, the philosophical study
of the soul became eventually separated from metaphysics, and the question of
the real nature of the soul, which was viewed as beyond the mandate of natu-
ral philosophy, was eventually abandoned.”! This development, which had its

4 0On Ockham’s theory of intuitive cognition and the question of whether we can have
intuitive cognition of non-existent things, see John F. Boler, “Intuitive and Abstractive Cog-
nition” in Norman Kretzmann, Anthony Kenny and Jan Pinborg, eds., The Cambridge
History of Later Medieval Philosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982,
460—478; Marilyn McCord Adams, William Ockham, 2 vols. Notre Dame: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1987, I, 551-629; Katherine H. Tachau, Vision and Certitude in the
Age of Ockham: Optics, Epistemology and the Foundations of Semantics 1250-1345.
Leiden: Brill, 1988, 113-153; Elizabeth Karger, “Ockham’s Misunderstood Theory of
Intuitive and Abstractive Cognition” in Paul V. Spade, ed., The Cambridge Companion to
Ockham. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999, 204—226; and Elizabeth Karger,
“Ockham and Wodeham on Divine Deception as a Sceptical Hypothesis”, Vivarium 42
(2004), 225-236.

% For a discussion of this fourteenth-century controversy, see Ernest A. Moody,
“Ockham, Buridan, and Nicholas of Autrecourt” in idem, Studies in Medieval Philos-
ophy, Science, and Logic. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1975, 127-160;
Katherine H. Tachau, Vision and Certitude in the Age of Ockham: Optics, Epistemology
and the Foundations of Semantics 1250-1345. Leiden: Brill, 1988, 335—352; Jack Zupko,
“Buridan and Scepticism”, Journal of the History of Philosophy 31 (1993), 191—22T1; and
J. M. M. H. Thijssen, “The Quest for Certain Knowledge in the Fourteenth Century:
Nicholas of Autrecourt Against the Academics” in Juha Sivhola, ed., Ancient Scepticism
and the Sceptical Tradition. Helsinki: Acta Philosophica Fennica, 2000, 199—223.

31 See Katherine Park, “Albert’s Influence on Late Medieval Psychology” in James
A. Weisheipl, ed., Albertus Magnus and the Sciences. Toronto, ON: Pontifical Institute of
Mediaeval Studies, 1980, 510-522; Jack Zupko, “What is the Science of the Soul?: A Case
Study in the Evolution of Late Medieval Natural Philosophy”, Synthese 110 (1997), 297—
334; and Jack Zupko, “Substance and Soul: The Late Medieval Origins of Early Modern
Psychology” in Stephen F. Brown, ed., Meeting of the Minds: The Relations Between Medi-
eval and Classical Modern European Philosophy. Turnhout: Brepols, 1998, 121-139.
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roots in the naturalistic approach initiated by Ockham and was carried through
by Buridan and several of his numerous followers, is perhaps best exemplified
by Pierre d’Ailly’s (ca. 1350-1420) Tractatus de anima.>> The organizing princi-
ple of this treatise is indebted to the approach of faculty psychology, in which
the soul is described as being composed of a number of different faculties or
powers, each directed towards a different object and responsible for a distinct
operation.>® The concept of the soul in d’Ailly’s account, however, is, as Jack
Zupko has pointed out, merely “an empty placeholder, whose real nature is not
even relevant to psychology.”>

Scepticism and the Quest for a New Method

Vives’ first encounter with a philosophical position that could be called sceptical
may have occurred when, as student of the faculty of arts in Paris, he attended
the lectures of the Fleming Jan Dullaert at the College de Beauvais. Dullaert
had edited Buridan’s Subtilissimae quaestiones super octo physicorum libros
Aristotelis in 1509. Thus, during his course on natural philosophy, Vives might
have become familiar with the arguments by means of which Buridan tried to
refute the sceptical propositions propounded by Nicholas of Autrecourt.
Vives’ knowledge of Cicero’s Academica can also be traced back to his
years in Paris. There are references to it already in his very first publications.
He mentions the Academica in a praelectio to Francesco Filelfo’s Convivia
mediolaniensia (1514), saying that Cicero in this work “treats the most delicate
problems of natural philosophy.” In Christi Iesu Triumphus (1514), a devo-
tional work where Christian themes are framed in classical learning, he quotes

2 This treatise, which is one of the most important systematic works on philosophical
psychology written in the fourteenth century, was widely read well into the sixteenth cen-
tury and printed ten times between 1490 and 1518. For a recent study of this work, with
critical edition, see Olaf Pluta, Die philosophische Psychologie des Peter von Ailly: Ein
Beitrag zur Geschichte der Philosophie des spdten Mittelalters. Amsterdam: Griiner, 1987.

3See Pierre d’Ailly’s scheme of faculties diagrammed in Olaf Pluta, Die philosophische
Psychologie des Peter von Ailly: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der Philosophie des spiiten
Mittelalters. Amsterdam: Griiner, 1987, 3.

54 Jack Zupko, “Substance and Soul: The Late Medieval Origins of Early Modern Psy-
chology” in Stephen F. Brown, ed., Meeting of the Minds: The Relations Between Medieval
and Classical Modern European Philosophy. Turnhout: Brepols, 1998, 137.

% See Enrique Gonzalez y Gonzélez, Juan Luis Vives: De la escolastica al humanismo.
Valencia: Generalitat Valenciana, 1987, 148ff.

% Juan Luis Vives, Praelectio in Convivia Philelphi in idem, Early Writings 2. Jozef
IJsewijn, Angela Fritsen and Charles Fantazzi, eds. Leiden: Brill, 1991, 150.



Self-Knowledge, Scepticism and the Quest for a New Method 47

the first lines of the Lucullus” Moreover, the writings of Cicero, together with
Diogenes Laertius’ Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, constitute the
main source of his De initiis, sectis et laudibus philosophiae (1518). Pyrrho and
the sceptics are not mentioned in this work. A small section is, on the other hand,
devoted to the New Academy:

For some of the philosophers have been called Dogmatists because they hold
and teach certain definite doctrines, but others, holding nothing as certain,
refute the opinions and formulations of others, something that Socrates him-
self did and that was also done in the New Academy. Lacydes and Carneades
rose to the leadership of this school, arguing that things could not be under-
stood and accordingly that nobody could rightly affirm or know anything,
both because of the inherent difficulty of the things being studied and because
of the frailty and obscurity of the human mind.*®

Cicero’s idea that truth exists but that it cannot be perceived because of its con-
cealment in nature and the weakness of the human intellect is a recurrent theme
in Vives’ thought.” According to the latter, things have two different layers: one
external, consisting in the sensible accidents of the thing, and another, internal,
and therefore hidden, which is the essence of the thing.® “The true and genuine
essences of all things”, he writes, “are not known by us in themselves. They hide
concealed in the innermost part of each thing where our mind, enclosed by the
bulk of the body and the darkness of life, cannot penetrate.”!

Vives subscribes, on the one hand, to the Aristotelian principle that all of our
knowledge has its origin in perception. In his view, we cannot learn anything
except through the senses.”? But he also adds a Platonic dimension when he
maintains that the human mind “must realise that, since it is locked up in a dark
prison and surrounded by obscurity, it is prevented from understanding several

57 Juan Luis Vives, Christi Iesu Triumphus in idem, Early Writings 2. Jozef 1Jsewijn,
Angela Fritsen and Charles Fantazzi, eds. Leiden: Brill, 1991, 30.

3 Juan Luis Vives, De initiis, sectis et laudibus philosophiae in idem, Early Writings. C.
Matheeussen, C. Fantazzi and E. George, eds. Leiden: Brill, 1987, 39.

¥ See, e.g., Cicero, Academica, 11.73.

0 M, 111, 197: “Id quod sensili est tectum et quasi convestitum, quod appellemus sane
sensatum,ut ab armis armatum, in eo est sensile, et moles illa exterior,quam sensile operit,
tum quiddam intimum esse necessum est, quod nec oculis, nec ulli sensui est pervium”.

1S, 416; M, 111, 406f.: “Principio rerum omnium vera german&que essenti® ips@ per
se non cognoscuntur a nobis, abdita latent in penitissimis cuiusque rei, quo mens nostra
in huius corporis mole et tenebris vite non penetrat”.

62'S,328; M, III, 378: “Prima ergo cognitio est illa sensuum simplicissima, hinc reliqua
nascuntur omnes”. Cf. also M, III, 193: “ingredimur ad cognitionem rerum januis sen-
suum, nec alias habemus clausi hoc corpore”.
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things and can not clearly observe or know what it wants: neither the concealed
essence of material things, nor the quality and character of immaterial things,
nor can it because of the gloom of the body use its acuity and swiftness.”®
In other words, since that which is incorporeal or hidden cannot be grasped by
the senses, sense perception does not yield any knowledge of the essence of
things but only of their accidents.

What is under discussion here is the question of how the essence of a thing can
be known from its accidents. Aristotle’s remark in De anima that “the knowledge
of the essential nature of a substance is largely promoted by an acquaintance
with its properties: for, when we are able to give an account conformable to
experience of all or most of the properties of a substance, we shall be in the most
favourable position to say something worth saying about the essential nature of
that subject” (402b21-25), was heavily debated among scholastic philosophers.®
Referring to these debates in De prima philosophia (1531), Vives asserts that the
question of how substances can be separated from their accidents “is discussed
within several schools, urged by passion and not knowledge, which can not exist
on this matter, because substance and accidents are so closely bound together
that they can not be told apart in any way either by sense or thought. The reason
is that whichever image we consider, it is obtained by our mind, a great creator
of images, but since it is locked up in the body, it cannot grasp the image of
naked substance stripped of its accidents.”®

Vives’ view,however, is that sense knowledge must nonetheless be transcended.
He writes:

If we have faith only in the senses, and if everything is included within their
limits, as some people who settle those things too roughly seem to think, then
we could not ascribe a soul to soundless animals, since we can not see it or

88, 176; M, I11, 320: “et assequitur, se clausam obscuro carcere, obseptamque tenebris,
eoque a rerum plurimarum intellectu arceri, nec posse planius intueri ac cognoscere,
qua vellet: sive essentiam rerum materia contectarum, sive qualitatem ingeniumque
immaterialium, nec posse per hanc corporis caliginem acumine ac celeritate sua uti.”

% Quoted from the revised Oxford translation in The Complete Works of Aristotle, 2
vols. Jonathan Barnes, ed. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984. For a discus-
sion of the scholastic debate, see Paul J. J. M. Bakker, “Knowing Substances Through
Accidents: The Vicissitudes of Aristotle’s De anima 402b17-22 in the Medieval and
Renaissance Commentary Tradition” (forthcoming).

% M, III, 201: “ita res in varias sectas est discissa, et agitata affectibus, non scientia
que in ea re nulla esse potest, nam substantia et adharens adeo sunt complicata, ut non
modo sensu explicari non queant, sed nec cogitatione, ut imago utriusque capi separata
possit ab animo nostro, tanto artifice imaginum; quippe mens nostra, clausa hoc corpore,
subsistentie imaginem non assequitur nudam adjectis.”
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perceive it with any sense, nor could we think that there are efficient forces
or forms in natural things: nothing, in other words, except this matter that we
observe and touch, which is contrary to every discipline and moreover, severely
incompatible with, and opposite, to every judgement of the human mind.®

Although we cannot grasp anything except through the senses, we must nonethe-
less try to infer the existence of something beyond the evidence of our senses. This
step is meant to be taken by means of reasoning. However, one must not fail to
notice that, according to Vives, the best thing human reason can accomplish in this
process is to provide judgement with all the evidence available in order to increase
the probability of the conclusion. Our knowledge of the essence of a thing is only
an approximate guess based on the sensible operations of the thing in question.
The knowledge of an essence is therefore nothing more than a conjecture.”’

According to Vives, the most reliable guide of human inquiry is represented by
a natural propensity towards what is good and true. This light of our mind, as he
also calls it, is always, directly or indirectly, inclined towards what is good and true.
This is why the praise of virtue and the blame of vice exist, as well as laws and moral
precepts, and the inner conscience of each person that blames and condemns his
own faults, unless he completely lacks human sense and has degenerated into a
brute.®® It is without doubt, Vives argues, that, just as animals have received from
God inclinations directing them towards their own good, so has man also inclina-
tions towards his own good and, because of the good, also toward truth. But sin
has spread great and dense mists before our minds, and thereby those right canons
have been corrupted. The remnants of that great good, however, remain in us and
are sufficient testimony to the greatness of what we have lost.*”

%S, 410 and 412; M, III, 405: “Si solis sensibus habetur fides, et intra illorum limites
concluduntur omnia, ut quibusdam videtur, nimis crasse de rebus statuentibus, nec animas
tribuemus mutatis animantibus, quipped quas nec cernimur, nec sensu ullo percipimus;
neque effectiones sive formas esse in rebus nature censebimus, nihil denique prater
molem hanc, quam aspicimus, et attrectamus; quod est disciplinee omni contrarium, tum
ab omni iudicio humana mentis vehementer alienum ac abhorrens”.

7'M, I1I, 122: “Essentiam vero cujusque rei non per se ipsam cognoscimus, sed per ea
que de illa sensibus usurpamus.”

88 'S, 262; M, 111, 356: “Heec mentis nostrza sive lux, sive censura, qua recte, qua oblique,
semper tamen ad bonum et verum devergit, et fertur prona. Unde existit approbatio virtutum, et
improbatio viciorum: atque hinc leges et praecepta morum, et intus in unoquoque conscientia,
que delicta ipsa sua arguat, reprehendat, damnet, nisi penitus sensu humano careat,
etdegeneret in brutum.” Cf. also S, 282; M, I11,363: “ Veritas res est menti congruens, ut bonum
voluntati: mendacium autem, aliena atque inimica, ut malum voluntati.”

'S, 260 and 262; M, 111, 356: “Nec est tamen dubitandum, quin ut muta animalia
pronitates, et quasi regulas ad bonum suum quasdam a Deo acceperint: ita et homo ad
bonum suum, et propter bonum ad verum; non enim meliore conditione existimandum
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With Hellenistic theories of common notions or preconceptions (prolepseis)
as a source of inspiration, Vives maintains that this natural inclination could be
regarded as the beginning and origin of prudence and all sciences and arts. In
other words, we are born suited to everything and there is no art or discipline of
which the mind cannot give some proof, although rudimentary and inadequate.
Moreover, this natural propensity can be perfected if it is subjected to teaching
and exercise, just as the seeds of plants grow better if they are cultivated by the
industrious hands of a farmer.”

According to Vives, human knowledge can be nothing other than a finite par-
ticipation into the creation. Because of the limitations that characterise man’s
fallen state,investigations in the realm of nature can only lead to approximations
or conjectures, and not to firm and indubitable knowledge, which we according
to Vives neither deserve nor need:

Human inquiry comes to conjectural conclusions, for we do not deserve cer-
tain knowledge (scientia), stained by sin as we are and hence burdened with
the great weight of the body; nor do we need it, for we see that man is ordained
lord and master of everything in the sublunary world.”

est fuisse procreatum a tanto artifice, id quod deterius est, quam id quo nihil est sub ccelo
prastantius. Sed menti nostre magnas et densissimas nebulas scelus offudit; itaque
depravati sunt recti illi canones. Ex ignorantia multi errores nascuntur, quum ex illis
universalibus ad species, et rerum singula iudicium deducimus. Sed restant nihilominus in
nobis reliquiz illius tanti boni, qu satis testantur, quantum id fuerit quod amisimus.”

08, 262; M, III, 356: “Philosophi quiddam tale sunt procul intuiti, qui anticipa-
tiones tradunt, et naturales informationes, quas non didicimus a magistris, vel usu: sed
hausimus, et accepimus a natura, tametsi alij alijs pro magnitudine ingenij plures certeri-
oresque sunt has regulas sortiti: tum excoluntur, elimanturque usu, experimentis, disciplina,
meditatione”; and S, 264; M, 111, 357: “Nam quemadmodum in ipsa terra semina sunt a
Deo indita stirpium omnium, quos ipsa ultro quidem proferat, solertia tamen, diligen-
tiaque hominum excoluntur, reddunturque ad usum aptiora: sic in mente uniuscuiusque
semina sunt initia, origines artium prudentiz, scientiarum omnium; quo fit, ut ad omnia
nascamur idonei; nec ulla est ars, aut disciplina, cuius non specimen aliquod mens nostra
possit edere: rude quidem et malignum, sed aliquod tamen. Perficitur autem id, cui doc-
trina et exercitatio accessit: ut in stirpibus ij sunt meliores alijs, quibus agricole addita
est manus ac industria.” Cicero employed the two terms used by Vives, i.e. anticipatio and
informatio, as translations of the Greek term prolepsis. See, e.g., Cicero, De natura deorum
1.43. For a study of the role of innateness in ancient views on the formation of concepts
and beliefs, see Dominic Scott, Recollection and Experience: Plato’s Theory of Learning
and Its Successors. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995.

7'M, 11, 188: “in quibus conjecturas quasdam invenit hominum inquisitio, nam scientiam
non meremur, et peccato contaminati, et proinde gravi mole corporis oppressi;sed neque est
nobis necessaria, nam videmus omnium, que in hoc sublunari sunt mundo, principem esse,
ac prasidem hominem constitutum quando non beluis sunt hac parata, qua uti nesciunt,
finem vero quum aliquem etiam in minimis ac vilissimis esse rebus sit conpertum.”
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Since man was endowed by God with as much power as he needs for the attain-
ment of his end, it is completely satisfactory for a limited mind to operate on the
basis of fragmentary and incomplete knowledge.”” Hereby Vives seems to agree
with Cicero on that perfect knowledge is neither attainable nor necessary for
the rational conduct of life.

Vives’ position might be described as a blend of attenuated scepticism and a
Christian form of anti-intellectualism, whose principal intention is to undermine
excessive faith in human knowledge. As Carlos Norefia has pointed out, Vives
“never ceases to emphasize the mysterious and hidden character of the essence
of things, an essence that constantly eludes our efforts to comprehend it.””
In this sense, his attitude is similar to that of many Renaissance appropriators of
ancient scepticism, such as Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola and Cornelius
Agrippa of Nettesheim (1486-1535), who did not see any intrinsic value in scep-
ticism, but rather used it to attack Aristotelianism and disparage the claims of
human science.™ In this respect, Vives seems also to have a lot in common with
the Portuguese philosopher and medical writer Francisco Sanches (1551-1623),
whose fame rests mainly on Quod nihil scitur (1581), one of the best systematic
expositions of philosophical scepticism produced during the sixteenth century.”

2M, 111, 189: “sed hominem hunc, sive jam tantarum rerum dominum, sive tantis bonis
destinatum, instructum fuisse preclarissimis a Deo ad tanta munera facultatibus credi par
est, nam qui sapientissimus jussit finem peti, idem optimus facultatem et instrumenta finis
consequendi voluit attribui, potentissimus tribuit.”

73 See Carlos G. Noreiia, Juan Luis Vives and the Emotions. Carbondale, IL: Southern
Illinois University Press, 1989, 75.

™ Pico’s Examen vanitatis doctrinae gentium (1520) and Agrippa’s De incertitudine et
vanitate omnium scientiarum atque artium (1530) have occasionally been ranked in the
same category as Vives’ De causis corruptarium artium (1531). See, e.g., Paola Zambelli,
“Cornelio Agrippa nelle fonti e negli studi recenti” in Rinascimento 8 (1968), 178; and
Nancy G. Siraisi, “Medicine, Physiology and Anatomy in Early Sixteenth-Century Cri-
tiques of the Arts and Sciences” in John Henry and Sarah Hutton, eds., New Perspectives
on Renaissance Thought: Essays in the History of Science, Education and Philosophy.
London: Duckworth, 1990, 214. Vives seems also to have praised Agrippa, calling him
“the wonder of letters and of literary men”. See Charles G. Nauert, Jr., Agrippa and the
Crisis of Renaissance Thought. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1965, 323.

> According to Carlos Noreiia, “it would be false to characterize Vives as a forerunner
of Sanchez [...], without further qualifications”. In his view, “Vives’ thought cannot fairly
be related to the Pyrrhonian scepticism of Sanchez”. Instead, he identifies Montaigne
as one of Vives’ intellectual heirs. See Carlos G. Norefia, Juan Luis Vives. The Hague:
Nijhoff, 1970, 246 and 282. In a later work, however, Norefia maintains that “Vives
[...] and Francisco Sdanchez were eloquent champions of the two basic principles of the
modern scientific outlook: freedom from authority (even Aristotle’s) and reliance upon
observation”. See Carlos G. Noreiia, Studies in Spanish Renaissance Thought. The Hague:
Nijhoff, 1975, 220.
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Sanches does not belong to les nouveaux pyrrhoniens. Contrary to what has
been conjectured, there is no evidence that his scepticism was the result of the
new influence of Sextus Empiricus. In Quod nihil scitur, no reference is made
to Sextus Empiricus, and nowhere in Sanches’ works is there any mention of his
adherence to Pyrrhonian scepticism either. Elaine Limbrick has argued that from
an examination of the references and arguments used in Quod nihil scitur,one can
only conclude that he had not read Sextus Empiricus.” Sanches was, on the other
hand, thoroughly familiar with the philosophical works of Cicero and his sceptical
attitude suggests rather that he considered himself to be a follower of the New
Academy. In a letter to the Jesuit Christophorus Clavius (1538-1612) dealing with
the problem of finding truth in physics and mathematics, he even called himself
“Carneades philosophus.” His scepticism concerning the certitude of the math-
ematical sciences reveals also that he was aware of Carneades’ arguments against
geometry and mathematics as they are expounded in Cicero’s Academica.”

In an article on self-knowledge and Renaissance scepticism, Mikko Yrjonsuuri
has argued that the originality of Sanches lies in the application of ancient scep-
tical methods to medieval epistemological theories, and that an important result
of this strategy is the fact that he, diverging from his predecessors in the scepti-
cal tradition, extended the sceptical attitude to concern also knowledge based
on introspection.” In spite of Sanches’ indisputable originality, his sceptical

7% A marginal gloss in Quod nihil scitur, referring to Galen’s De optimo docendi
genere, is the only indication that Sanches might have read Sextus Empiricus. The reason
for this conjecture is that Erasmus’ translation of Galen’s De optimo docendi genere
was included both in the 1562 and the 1569 editions of Sextus Empiricus’ works. These
marginalia indicate, on the other hand, that the sources of Sanches’ knowledge of ancient
scepticism were, apart from Galen’s De optimo docendi genere, Plutarch’s Adversus Colotem
and Diogenes Laertius’ Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers.See Elaine Limbrick,
“Introduction” in Francisco Sanches, That Nothing Is Known Known (Quod nihil
scitur), Elaine Limbrick, ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988, 64, 69 and 78.
Henceforth QNS. For a discussion of Sanches’ sceptical outlook, see also Gianni Paganini,
“Montaigne, Sanches et la connaissance par phénomeénes: Les usages modernes d’un
paradigme ancien” in Vincent Carraud and Jean-Luc Marion, eds., Montaigne: Scepticisme,
métaphysique, théologie. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2004, 107-135.

7 See Joaquim Iriarte, “Francisco Sanchez el Escéptico disfrazado de Carneades en
discusion epistolar con Cristébal Clavio” in Gregorianum 21 (1940),413—451. For Sanches’
criticism of the certitude of mathematical knowledge, see also Salvatore Miccolis, Francesco
Sanchez. Bari: Pubblicazioni dell’Istituto di filosofia, 1965, 41-52. For Carneades’
arguments against geometry and mathematics, see Cicero, Academica, 11.116-118. See
also Linda M. Napolitano, “Arcesilao, Carneade e la cultura matematica” in Gabriele
Giannantoni, ed., Lo scetticismo antico, 2 vols. Napoli: Bibliopolis, 1981, 179-193.

8 Mikko Yrjonsuuri, “Self-Knowledge and Renaissance Sceptics” in Juha Sihvola,
ed., Ancient Scepticism and the Sceptical Tradition. Helsinki: Acta Philosophica Fennica,
2000, 225-253.
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stance might, however, be compared to some extent with the views expressed
by Vives. Many passages in Quod nihil scitur display a familiarity with the writ-
ings of the Spanish-born humanist. Sanches seems to have been well acquainted
with De disciplinis (1531),and there are also indications that he might have been
familiar with In pseudodialecticos (1519).”

As we have seen, Vives stresses the problematic nature of introspection,
maintaining that it is very difficult to investigate the nature of the human mind,
since, above our mind, we have not another one that can observe the one below.
Referring to this passage, the Italian humanist Julius Caesar Scaliger (1484—
1558), in his Exercitationes exotericae (1557) scorned Vives for holding the view
that an investigation of the nature of the mind is full of obscurity. Sanches’ Quod
nihil scitur contains, interestingly enough, an explicit defence of Vives against
Scaliger’s allegations. Sanches writes that “if Vives’ opinion is absurd, then I
myself am inclined to be the most absurd of all, for I consider [the investigation
of the nature of the mind] not merely full of obscurity but also murky, stony,
abstruse, trackless, attempted by many and mastered by none — and not of a sort
to be mastered at all.”®

Moreover, beside its critical aim, Quod nihil scitur has also a constructive
objective which posterity has tended to neglect. It consists in Sanches’ quest for
a new method of philosophical and scientific enquiry that could be universally
applied. “My purpose”, he states on the very last page of the work, “is to estab-
lish, as far as I am able, a kind of scientific knowledge that is both sound and
as easy as possible to attain.”® This method was supposed to be expounded in
another book that was either lost, remained unpublished or not written at all.*?
The few remarks to be found in Quod nihil scitur on the nature of this method

7 Sanches’ indebtedness to Vives has been stressed by Andrée Comparot, who traces
several strands running through their thought, as well as that of Montaigne, back to
Augustine. See Andrée Comparot, Amour et vérité: Sebon, Vives et Michel de Montaigne.
Paris: Klincksieck, 1983.

8 ONS, 132/240: “Immerito proinde ille, licet doctissimus vir, Viuem absurdum
vocat: quod mentis naturae perscrutationem obscuritatis plenam dicat. Imo ego, si illius
opinio absurda est, absurdissimus esse volo: qui non solum obscuritatis plenam censeo,
sed caliginosam, scabrosam, abstrusam, inuiam, pluribus tentatam, nulli superatam, nec
superandam.”

81 ONS, 163/290.

8 Sanches regarded Quod nihil scitur as an introductory treatise (QNS, 91/165t.).
There are several references to philosophical works dealing with method, the nature of
things and the nature of the soul throughout Quod nihil scitur. Whether these treatises
were lost, remained unpublished or were not written at all, is not known. Sanches refers
twice to a treatise on method (QNS, 155/275f. and 164/290). It has been claimed that it
appeared in Spanish under the title Método universal de las ciencias (see ONS, 292).
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deal with experience (experimentum) and judgement (iudicium). Sanches seems
to suggest that, although scientific knowledge is beyond our cognitive capacities
and nothing can be said about the nature of things, a continuing progress based
on experience is still possible.®

Although Vives’ epistemological considerations lack the systematic character
of Sanches’ exposition, the two seem nonetheless to have several points in com-
mon. They both set out from contemporary scholastic epistemology, in particu-
lar the standard theory that sensory perception occurs through the reception of
images, and they both argue that knowledge of substances and abstract entities
therefore cannot be anything but a matter of speculation and opinion. In this
sense, they still conceive the relationship between subject and object within the
Aristotelian framework of the principle of similarity between representation
and thing, rather than in terms of cause and effect. The sceptical problem of
establishing a criterion for certain knowledge, which presupposes a clear sepa-
ration between representation and object, never arises on their horizon.® They
both question the possibility of attaining perfect knowledge, by which they mean
the apprehension of the essence of things and of the intimate workings of nature.
What they propound instead is a theory of knowledge based on provisional
certitude. They both accept that, given the partial nature of human knowledge,
in practice much of our knowledge is merely probable or conjectural. Certainty,
however, is not a prerequisite for advances in science and philosophy. As a crite-
rion for scientific progress and for the rational conduct of life they both advocate
a method consisting in sound judgement based on experience.®

8 ONS, 157/278:“Duo sunt inueniendae veritatis media miseris humanis: qu doquidem
res per se scire non possunt, quas si intelligere, ut deberent, possent, nullo alio indigerent
medio: sed cum hoc nequeant, adiumenta ignorantiae suae adinuenere: quibus propterea
nil magis sciunt, perfecte saltem sed aliquid percipiunt, discuntque. Ea vero sunt
experimentum, iudiciumque. Quorum neutrum sine alio stare recte potest [...] Experi-
mentum fallax ubique, difficilique est: quod etsi perfecte habeatur, solum quid extrin-
sece fiat, ostendit: naturas autem rerum nullo modo. Tudicium autem super ea, quae
experimento comperta sunt, fit: quod proinde & de externis solum utcumque fieri potest,
& id adhuc male: naturas autem rerum ex coniectura tantum: quas quia ab experimento
non habuit, nec ipsum quoque adipiscitur, sed quandoque contrarium aestimat.”

8 For a discussion of the notions of similarity and causality in scholastic theories of
mental representation, see Robert Pasnau, Theories of Cognition in the Later Middle
Ages. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997, 86—124.

8 An earlier draft was presented at a workshop on Intellect, Knowledge and the Object
of Thought from 1200-1700 held at the University of Oslo in November 2000. I wish to
thank the participants in the discussion for their helpful questions and suggestions. I am
particularly grateful to Lilli Alanen and Martin Gustafsson for their valuable comments
and criticism.
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3. THE ISSUE OF REFORMATION SCEPTICISM
REVISITED: WHAT ERASMUS AND SEBASTIAN
CASTELLIO DID OR DID NOT KNOW

Irena Backus

University of Geneva, Switzerland

Richard Popkin in his classic study' argues that the Reformation debates about
the rule of faith instanced the more general problem confronted by Scepticism,
that of justifying the criterion of truth. He therefore postulates that it is thanks
to the Reformation that Scepticism became an extremely important issue in
modern thought. He polarises the issue of the Reformation debates as taking
place between those who thought that the church of Rome and its tradition con-
stituted the only criterion of truth in cases of disagreement about a point of
Scripture and those who thought that faith and individual conscience made up
the only criterion of truth. If Popkin were correct in his basic assumption, this
would indeed mean that the problem faced by sixteenth century theologians was
the Pyrrhonian problem of justifying a criterion of truth for, as is well known, the
Pyrrhonians argue that another criterion is necessary to justify any criterion of
truth, and that this implies either a circularity of argument or falling into infinite
regress. However, recent studies on Luther’s and other reformers’ recourse to
church tradition in their polemic against the Catholics and on the specificity of
the Catholic understanding of tradition* have shown that reformers relied on

! Richard Popkin, The History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Spinoza (Berkeley, Los
Angeles, and London: California University Press, 1979). Hereafter: Popkin, 1979. The
book was first published in 1960 under the title Richard Popkin, The History of Scepti-
cism from Erasmus to Descartes. Assen: van Gorcum, 1960 and was expanded two times,
the last one in 2003 when it appeared under the title The History of Scepticism from
Savonarola to Bayle. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2003, hereafter:
Popkin, 2003. I shall be referring to this edition for passages added between 1979 and
2003. The additions etc. do not affect the basic argument which remains basically unal-
tered from 1960-2003.

2 See Leif Grane, Alfred Schindler, and Markus Wriedt eds. Auctoritas patrum 1. Zur
Rezeption der Kirchenviter im 15. und 16 Jahrhundert. Mainz: von Zabern, 1993; Leif
Grane, Alfred Schindler, and Markus Wriedt eds. Auctoritas patrum II. Neue Beitrige
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tradition in the sense of fathers and councils as interpreters of Scripture just as
much as Catholics did. Thus both parties agreed on what the rule of faith was-
Scripture as interpreted by tradition — and disagreed only about how it should
be interpreted and applied. In other words, the rule itself “Scripture interpreted
by tradition” was ambivalent and could imply either that the papacy was the
legitimate spokesman for the tradition or that the tradition was confined to early
doctors of the church who were closer to the original purity of the apostolic
period. If we take the major protestant church history of the period, The Cen-
turies of Magdeburg, the authors’ argument is just that Luther was not to be
hailed as discounting the tradition but as resurrecting the very earliest tradition,
close to apostolic purity in its interpretation of the Sacred Word. The Catholic
response to the Centuries, the Annals of Caesar Baronius, did not argue for the
legitimacy of interpreting Scripture via tradition but for the power of the papacy
to act as spokesman for the tradition.’ Luther himself never denied the impor-
tance of tradition and would not countenance any suggestion that he was alone
with the Scripture. In his dispute with Erasmus Luther refuted strongly Eras-
mus’ contention that he (Erasmus) had the entire tradition on his side whereas
Luther relied on the Bible alone with only Valla and Wycliff as his non-scriptural
guarantors for the truth of the Scripture.* Nothing would have been easier for

zur Rezeption der Kirchenviter im 15. und 16. Jahrhundert. Mainz: von Zabern, 1998. Cf.
Irena Backus ed. The Reception of the Church Fathers in the West. From the Carolingians
to the Maurists, 2 vols. Leiden: Brill, 1997. See esp. contributions on Zwingli and Bucer by
Backus, in vol. 2, 627-660 (argues that both these reformers saw Scripture and tradition
as mutually dependent on one another) and on The Fathers in the Counter-Reformation
by Ralph Keen, in vol. 2,701—743 (argues that that the concept of tradition as represented
by the papacy and the church of Rome was the main difference between Catholics and
Protestants). See also Irena Backus, Historical Method and Confessional Identity in the
Era of the Reformation (Leiden: Brill, 2003). For a brief general survey of the place of
tradition in sixteenth century biblical exegesis, Catholic and Protestant, see Irena Backus,
article “Patristics” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Reformation, 4 vols. ed. Hans
Hillerbrand. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1996, vol. 3, 223—226 and
literature cited ibid.

3 On this see esp. Enrico Norelli, “The Authority Attributed to the Early Church in
the Centuries of Magdeburg and in the Ecclesiastical Annals of Caesar Baronius” in ed.
Backus, 1997, vol. 2, 745-774 and literature cited ibid.

4T shall be referring to Martin Luther, Du serf arbitre suivi de Désiré Erasme, Diatribe
du libre arbitre, ed. Georges Lagarrigue. Paris: Gallimard, 2001. Hereafter: Lagarrigue,
2001. Here see Lagarrigue, 2001, 138-139: “On your side according to you have learning,
intelligence, numbers, sainthood, miracles and I know not what else, but on my side there
is apparently only Wyclif and Lorenzo Valla...With your preface you put me in a difficult
position because unless I praise myself and condemn the church fathers in their multi-
tude, I cannot find a suitable response. But I shall be brief. As regards their authortiy,
their number, their erudtion, their intelligence and all the rest, I acknowledge myself
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Luther (or more natural, if Popkin’s thesis were sound) than to claim at this
stage that individual conscience was the criterion of truth in Scripture interpre-
tation. However, what he did instead was to appropriate the tradition and try to
show that Erasmus and the Catholic church were usurping it. Luther thus argued
that none of the fathers alleged by Erasmus and the Catholic church in defence
of freedom of the will did in fact defend free will. Therefore the church with the
pope at its head was an impostor as spokesman for tradition.

Another problem raised by Popkin’s thesis is linked to his apparent backdat-
ing of Pyrrhonism in his identification of the Reformation debates with the clas-
sic Pyrrhonian problem of how to justify a criterion of truth, without falling either
into circularity of argument or infinite regress. Now he himself is aware that Pyr-
rhonism did not really become known until after Estienne’s (1562)° and Hervet’s
translations and editions, which means that Erasmus and Castellio could have
been familiar only with Academic scepticism. To save Popkin’s thesis one could
say here that other sources of Pyrrhonism were available before the publication
of Sextus such as Diogenes Laertius and Galen in which the Pyrrhonian problem
of justifying a criterion of truth was also raised, albeit in a less developed form
than in Sextus’ works. However, there is no evidence of either Erasmus or Cas-
tellio ever relying on these sources in their religious debates or even raising the
Pyrrhonian problem of the necessity for another criterion of truth to prove any
criterion of truth. It is thus highly problematic to talk about sixteenth century
religious debates in terms of reviving or promoting Scepticism.

Furthermore, Popkin’s definition of the fideist either as one who thinks that
persuasive factors can induce belief but not prove what is believed or as one
who thinks that he can offer reasons for his faith but not prove it, is confus-
ing in the context of sixteenth century religious debates. (Popkin in any case
admits that redefining his basic terms can lead to different conclusions.) The
term fideist was coined by a disciple of Schleiermacher, Auguste Sabatier,
to describe his own position. Like Schleiermacher before him, he contended
that religion was based on intuition and feeling and was independent of all
dogma. He saw its highest experience in a sensation of human union with the

vastly inferior to them while you set yourself up in judgement... 144: “....all these saintly
men that you and your fellow Catholics flatter yourselves with as your supporters...how
often did they forget their own free will, despairing of their powers and calling upon
nothing other than God’s pure grace, which was nothing to do with their merits. This is
true of Augustine and of Bernard ...”

5 Sexti philosophi Pyrrhoniarum hypotyposeon libri II1, quibus in tres philosophiae
partes severissime inquiritur, libri magno ingenii acumine scripti, variaque doctrina referti:
Graece nunquam, Latine nunc primum editi. Interprete Henrico Stephano. Parisiis:
excudebat H. Stephanus, 1562.
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infinite.® Popkin’s 2003 classification of fideists as (i) those who have blind faith
and deny to reason any capacity to reach the truth, and (ii) those who give faith
priority over reason is thus anachronistic in its application to the Reformation.’

More importantly, Popkin does not always distinguish between belief (in the
sense of “I believe that it will rain tomorrow”) and religious faith (in the sense
of “we believe in God Almighty...”) which also leads to confusion.

Without any pretensions to doing more than setting a question mark over
Popkin’s thesis, I therefore propose to reopen the question of the Reformation
debates as promoting the revival of Scepticism by examining the concepts of
knowledge, reason, faith, belief and not-knowing in the thought of Erasmus and
Castellio, who, in Popkin’s view, were the first to link the issue of the rule of
faith debate with the Pyrrhonian issue of determining a criterion for truth. I shall
place special emphasis on Castellio as an author whose views on knowing and
not knowing have not been the subject of any detailed scrutiny since the appear-
ance in 1981 of Elisabeth Feist-Hirsch’s edition of De arte dubitandi et confidendi,
ignorandi et sciendi.® After analysing Castellio’s doctrines, I shall say something
about the intellectual and religious climate surrounding the publication of the
Latin translation of Sextus Empiricus by Henri Estienne and Gentien Hervet.

Erasmus and De Libero Arbitrio

Popkin is quite right when he contends that Erasmus advocated simple piety and
that he was shocked at the apparent incapacity of scholastic or intellectual theology
to achieve any certainty.” However, it is rash to conclude then that this led Erasmus
to a sceptical justification of the Catholic rule of faith in his De libero arbitrio of
1524.1° The only mention of scepticism in the treatise is hypothetical and occurs in
the context of rhetorical self-belittlement. Moreover, Erasmus is very careful to
submit any hypothetical scepticism to which he might or might not subscribe to the
authorisation of the Scripture and the church. This is what he says:

%On Schleiermacher’s system see e.g. Friedrich Schleiermacher, Der christliche Glaube
nach den Grundsitzen der evangelischen Theologie im Zusammenhang dargestellt, ed.
Martin Redeker. Berlin: De Gruyter, 1999. There he defines religion as the feeling of
absolute dependence which finds its purest expression in monotheism.

7 Popkin, 1979, Xviii—Xix; 2003, XXi.

8 Sebastian Castellio, De arte dubitandi et confidendi, ignorandi et sciendi, ed.
Elisabeth Feist Hirsch. Leiden: Brill, 1981. This edition is a slightly revised version of
the text published by the Accademia Reale d’Italia in 1937. Cited hereafter as Castellio,
1937, 1981.

° Popkin, 1979, 6.

1 Popkin, 1979, 6: “This attempt, early in the Reformation, at sceptical justification of
the Catholic rule of faith brought forth a furious answer from Luther.”
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I take so little pleasure in assertions that I could easily side with the opinion
of the Sceptics wherever the inviolable authority of the Holy Scripture and
the decrees of the church allow it. To these latter I always submit my opinion
whether I understand what the church ordains or not."

In fact, if we examine Erasmus’ argument in his treatise, it turns out to be
anything but sceptical nor does it reach any sceptical conclusion of the sort “it
is impossible to know on the strength of evidence available whether we are free
or determined and so we might as well accept the teaching of the church.” Eras-
mus attacked Luther on this issue because Luther’s insistence on the bondage of
human will struck a blow at the humanist ideal of man. His feeling that Luther
was making too widely known issues that were likely to confuse the less
educated faithful stemmed from his aversion to scholasticism the existence of
contradictory passages in the Scripture does not result in a sceptical conclusion
to do either with suspending judgement or clear impossibility of knowing. He
says quite clearly:

First of all, we cannot deny that there are many passages in the Holy Scripture
which support unequivocally man’s free will. As against that, there are in the
same Holy Scripture some passages, which appear to abolish it altogether. But
it is self-evident that the Scripture cannot contradict itself because all of it has
the same Holy Spirit as its source.?

This leads Erasmus to examine in some detail the passages that seem to assert
the freedom of the will and to confront them with those that appear to deny it.
His conclusion is firm:

We could maintain freedom of the will without falling into an excessive faith in
our own merit and similar pitfalls that Luther avoids... and, what is more, we
could retain the advantages of bondage of the will, which Luther so admires.
It appears to me that the most valid opinion is that which ascribes to grace
the first attraction to God, which excites the soul. It is only in the follow-up
process to this that a little should be ascribed to human will, unless of course
it has ceased to act in accord with God’s will. However, as any process has

1 See Lagarrigue, 2001, I a 4, 465. As Bernhard Lohse points out in his Luther. Eine
Einfiihrung in sein Leben und sein Werk (3rd edition). Miinich: Beck, 1997, 82, Erasmus
repeats this in the Hyperaspistes part 1 quite unequivocally: “Wherever the meaning of
the Scripture is clear I will allow no scepticism. The same goes for the decisions of the
church.”

12 See Lagarrigue, 2001, I b 10, 480. On the question of bondage and freedom of the
will in Luther and Erasmus respectively see e.g.: Georges Chantraine, Erasme et Luther,
libre et serf arbitre. Etude historique et théologique. Paris, Lethieulleux: Presses universitaires
de Namur, 1981.
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three stages: beginning, middle and end, this view attributes the beginning
and end to grace and admits that freedom of the will has a role to play only in
the middle part and only in such a way that the two causes, grace of God and
human will work together. However, grace is the main cause, the will is only
subsidiary and cannot do anything without the main cause, while the latter
is self-sufficient. Thus the fire burns by its natural virtue and yet God, who
acts with and through it, is the main cause of it burning, which would suffice
by itself and without which the fire could not burn.?®

As was pointed out by André Godin, the opinion that Erasmus recommends is
Thomist and has nothing sceptical about it.!* What might appear sceptical about
Erasmus’ view is his weighing up of several opinions before giving his prefer-
ence to the one that is most valid. He does not, as Luther does, put forward
one view discounting all the others from the outset. Instead, acting in accord
with his professed dislike of assertions, he puts his readers on guard against
attributing either too much to freedom of the will as Pelagius did or attributing
too much to faith as the anti-Pelagian Augustine and Luther did.'> However, at
no point does Erasmus suspend judgement. He is in fact firmly convinced that
there is a correct middle view between Pelagianism and extreme determinism.
This conviction is based on his conception of the nature of faith. According to
him, faith makes no sense without charity or love, which is an expression of the
human will. In other words, as he puts it:

I have no intention of fencing with those who consider that faith is the source
and the capital point of everything even if it seems to me that faith and charity
are born of one another and sustain one another. Surely charity nourishes
faith just as oil nourishes the flame of a lamp. Indeed we are more willing
to place our faith in someone we love very dearly. And there is no shortage
of people who want faith to be the point of departure and not the final point
of salvation. But that is not what we want to debate.'

This passage and Erasmus’ treatise as a whole is full of qualifiers such as “I have
no intention”, “it seems to me,” “I do not wish to debate.” These, however, do not
in any way point to scepticism or even to uncertainty. They are due to Erasmus’
dislike of contentiousness, on the one hand, and to his striving for a particular
rhetorical effect on the other hand. By appearing uncertain Erasmus can gain the

trust of his readers who will take more notice of what he says. He can also hope

13 See Lagarrigue, 2001, 1V, 8, 549.

14 See André Godin, “Le libre arbitre” in Erasme, eds. C. Blum, A. Godin, J.-C.
Margolin and D. Ménager. Paris: Laffont, coll. Bouquins, 1992, 689—747. The image of the
fire has as its source Thomas Aquinas, S. Th. Ila liae, q. 109, art. 1, conclusio.

15 See Lagarrigue, 2001, 1V, 7, 548.

16 See Lagarrigue, 2001, IV, 6, 548.
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to persuade Luther himself and his disciples that their views are not as opposed
as all that. However, the demurrers, qualifiers, self-disparaging remarks etc. are
no more than window dressing. Indeed, Erasmus’ conclusion to his treatise is
anything but sceptical. It is a product of firm conviction. Even more importantly,
at no point does he suggest that he does not know; on the contrary he fears that
he will be told that he is too dogmatic in his claim to support tradition and so too
reliant on human knowledge. This is how he ends the Diatribe:

I know that I am going to be told: ‘Erasmus should learn Christ and say goodbye
to human wisdom. No one can understand these things if they do not have the
Spirit of God.” If I do not yet understand what Christ is, that is surely because we
have been wide off the mark in our search for him up until now. However, I would
really like to know what sort of spirit guided all those doctors of the church and
all those ordinary Christians (for the people were most likely in agreement with
the teaching of the bishops) if they have not understood this for 1300 years.”

The final phrase would not have fooled his opponent. Although expressed in
the usual Erasmian veiled terms, it is no more and no less than an accusation of
innovation, which was tantamount to accusation of heresy.

Knowledge or the issue of what we know or what we do not know does not
play any part in Erasmus’ attack on Luther. Even though Erasmus grants that
some biblical passages are obscure to the point of making the Bible appear self-
contradictory, he repeatedly stresses that these contradictions are no more than
apparent. As for his apparent rallying on the side of the Sceptics and his repeated
qualifiers and disclaimers, they do not in any way affect his argument.

Castellio

The question of the status of faith as against knowledge of the world which
proceeded from the senses did not become an issue until the 1560s and could
be considered characteristic of Calvinism. The man who openly raised it and
who sought to distinguish between knowledge and faith against Calvin and Beza
(both of whom maintained that faith was God given knowledge) was Sebastian
Castellio. Despite his enduring reputation as the sole sixteenth century defender
of religious tolerance, he is slightly less well known than Erasmus and so
requires a few words of introduction.'® His reception has been rather complicated

17 See Lagarrigue, 2001, IV, 17, 501.

8 The latest biography is an impartial study by Hans Rudolf Guggisberg, Sebastian
Castellio. Humanist und Verteidiger der religiosen Toleranz. Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1997. Hereafter: Guggisberg, 1997.
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by the fact that liberal Protestants to this day consider him as the incarnation
of the “true Reformation” as opposed to Calvin’s dictatorial obscurantism.'
He was born in 1515, one of seven children in a peasant family of St. Martin-du-
Fresne in the Haute-Savoie. After studies at the Holy Trinity College in Lyon,
he converted to the Reformation in 1540 and left for Strasbourg to study under
Calvin. On his return to Geneva in 1541, Calvin obtained for him the job of
rector in the newly founded “College de Rive.” Castellio showed already at this
time a pronounced interest in the Bible and its hermeneutics. In 1542 he pub-
lished for the use of schoolboys his Dialogi sacri, a manual consisting of Bible
stories in the form of dialogues. 1545 saw his first major quarrel with Calvin.
Castellio thought that the Song of Songs was simply a pagan love poem and not,
as Calvin would have it, an allegory of Christ’s love for the church. The other
bone of contention was his view that Christ’s descent into hell in the Apostles’
Creed was literally that and not Christ’s abandon on the cross. As result of this
quarrel Castellio left Geneva for Basel where he was to publish all of his biblical
works.” After a period spent as proof-corrector, he obtained the chair of Greek
at Basel University.

His second stand against Calvin and Genevan Calvinism dates from 1553
when he publicly opposed the execution of Michael Servetus on the grounds that
capital punishment by a civil authority cannot be justified in cases of religious
heresy. It was in the context of the controversy surrounding Servetus’ death that
Castellio first formulated his theories of faith and knowledge which he later
elaborated in De haereticis non puniendis and in De arte dubitandi. Both these
treatises remained unpublished, the former until 1971,?! the latter until 1937.2
His stand on capital punishment for heretics as well as his theories of biblical
interpretation, which he put into practice in his Latin and in his French transla-
tions of the Bible, made him into something of a thorn in the flesh to orthodox
Calvinism, while winning him later a reputation as a precursor of liberal Protes-
tantism. At the time Calvin and Beza accused him of various sins and heresies.

19 See Ferdinand Buisson, Sébastien Castellion, sa vie et son eeuvre, 1515-1563, 2 vols.
Paris: Cherbuliez, 1865. Reprint: Nieuwkoop: de Graaf, 1964.

2 Castellio’s Latin Bible appeared in 1551 then in revised editions in 1554 and 1556. It
was also the object of several posthumous editions. His French Bible was only published
once in 1555 in his lifetime. See Guggisberg, 1997, 333 for full bibliography. The French
Bible (La Bible nouuellement translatée avec la suite de I’histoire depuis les tems d’Esdras
jusqu’aux Maccabées e depuis Maccabées jusqu’a Christ...) has been reprinted in 2005
with a critical introduction by Marie-Christine Gomez-Géraud (Paris: Bayard, 2005).

2l Sebastian Castellio, De 'impunité des hérétiques. De haereticis non puniendis, eds.
Bruno Becker and M. Valkhoff. Geneva: Droz, 1971. Hereafter: Castellio, 1971.

22 See Castellio, 1937, 1981.
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Among the charges were sympathies for the Islam, blasphemy, pride, cruelty and
first and foremost Academic scepticism,” a charge that angered Castellio
sufficiently to elaborate his theories on faith and knowledge.* Curiously, it
was the accusation and not Castellio’s reply that stuck with historians and that
earned Castellio the reputation of a “mildly sceptical” as Popkin would have it*
or “undogmatic” Christian, as Guggisberg put it.?

Beza’s and Castellio’s Concepts of Faith and Knowledge

I shall now examine more closely Beza’s accusations of scepticism and Cas-
tellio’s epistemology as elaborated in his replies to Beza, De haereticis non
puniendis and De arte dubitandi. The issue goes back to the anonymous com-
pilation published in 1554 and generally known as the Farrago Belli, which
Calvin and Beza recognised immediately as coming from Castellio’s pen.”” The
compilation of theological opinions (including Luther’s) on non-persecution of
heretics contained a preface to Duke Christoph of Wiirttemberg by “Martinus

BThese accusations figure very prominently in Theodore Beza, De haereticis a ciuili
magistratu puniendis libellus aduersus Martini Belli farraginem et nouorum Academicorum
Sectam, Theodoro Beza Veselio auctore. Geneva: Robert Estienne, 1554, 40, 42, 48, 51, 54,
63ff. etc. Hereafter: Beza, 1554.

%#See Castellio, 1971, 22 which I shall discuss at greater length below and Castellio,
1937, 1981, lib. I, cap. XVIII, 49: “Est enim genus quoddam hominum qui nihil dubitari,
nihil nesciri volunt, omnia audacter affirmant et, si ab eis dissentias, sine vlla dubitatione
damnant neque solum ipsi nihil dubitant sed ne quidem ab aliis dubitari patiuntur et, si
dubites, non dubitant Academicum appellare, qui nihil certi, nihil explorati haberi posse
putes. Ego vero certi et explorati plus etiam habeo quam ipsi velint.” (My emphasis).

» Popkin, 1979, T0-11: “This mild, sceptical attitude and defense of divergent views
elicited a nasty and spirited response. Theodore Beza saw immediately what was at issue
and attacked Castellio as a reviver of the New Academy, and the scepticism of Carneades,
trying to substitute probabilities in religious affairs for the certainties required by a true
Christian.”

% Guggisberg, 1997, 124: “Im ersten Hauptteil enthélt die Diskussion der ersten
Grundfrage einen weit ausholenden Angriff auf das durch die “neuen Akademiker”
vertretene undogmatische Christentum. Ohne klar definierte Dogmen gibt es fiir Beze
keinen Glauben, und zu den wichtigsten aller Dogmen gehort die Lehre von
der Trinitit....Diesem Vorwurf folgt derjenige des Relativismus: die “Akademiker”
behaupten, dass viele Aussagen der Heiligen Schrift fiir die Menschen unverstdndlich
seien und dass man bei der Beurteilung abweichender und irrender Auslegungen stets auf
das gottliche Endgericht zu warten habe.” Guggisberg does not investigate De haereticis
non puniendis in detail and does not even mention De arte dubitandi. His summary of
Beza’s treatise, however, is useful and clear.

See Guggisberg, 1997, 89101, 334. Guggisberg identifies and sets in context all the
testimonies cited in the Farrago.
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Bellius,” in other words by Castellio himself, who is also represented by two
other sets of testimonies in the volume, those of Georg Kleinberg and Basil
Montfort. None of the three pieces authored by Castellio himself under these
names actually states in so many words that Scripture is unclear on such and
such point. However, that is the implicit assumption behind them. In the pre-
face particularly, Bellius insists that while any man’s morals can be the object
of agreement, morality being based on clear criteria, the same cannot be said
about a man’s faith. All faiths, Jews, Moslems and Christians, agree that theft
is wrong because, according to “Bellius”, this is a part of the law of God which
Paul says is written in the hearts of all nations.” By what criteria can we judge
which faith is wrong? There is no clear answer. However, according to “Bellius”,
one way of knowing that one’s faith is right is to be kinder, more understanding
and more forgiving than the person whose faith is different from ours. Christians
who persecute their fellow men and especially fellow-Christians in the name of
Christ are guilty of the worst form of blasphemy. As Guggisberg quite rightly
points out, Castellio’s viewpoint is the standard humanist one in the sense that
he places human dignity and piety before any doctrinal agreement. In this he is
a worthy follower of Erasmus.?’ To him the real heretics are those who behave
cruelly and intolerantly towards their fellow-believers. “Georg Kleinberg”
asserts in his testimony that far too many are killed because of disagreements
over Scriptural passages the meaning of which is not established. He goes on
to say that if their meaning were established, all the long-standing controver-
sies in the church would have ceased a long time ago.* That being said, at no
stage in the Farrago is the authority of Scripture contested and all three, Bellius,
Montfort and Kleinberg, support their arguments by copious biblical references.
All in all, the Farrago is best qualified as a humanist piece, pleading purity of
heart as the sole criterion for a Christian, disclaiming the necessity of squabbling
about details of dogma, and suggesting that Scripture contains no clear answer
on issues such as the Trinity. It does not expound on knowledge and belief and
does not defend the necessity of not knowing.

Beza saw a particular danger to Calvinism in the distinction Castellio made
(as yet not very clearly) between knowledge via the senses and belief. This
distinction implied that pious behaviour or, for that matter, impious behaviour
such as stealing was perceptible by the senses and understanding and therefore

2 See Martinus Bellius, De haereticis an sint persequendi et omnino quomodo sit cum eis
agendum.. .[=Farrago Belli] (Magdeburg: Georg Rausch [=Basel:Johannes Oporinus|1554),
23. Hereafter: Farrago, 1554.

» See Guggisberg, 1997, 96.

% See Farrago, 1554, 127-128.
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a matter for universal agreement even between adherents of different religions
such as Judaism or the Islam. Objects of faith, on the other hand, such as the
nature of the Trinity, free will, infant baptism, presence of Christ in the eucha-
rist could not be grasped by the senses and, even more seriously in Beza’s view,
could not be understood fully for want of adequate biblical testimony. They
were therefore objects of belief and belief, according to Castellio’s doctrine of it,
could at any time be controverted by knowledge. Whether Castellio was aware
in 1554 of the full implications of what he said, remains uncertain. I would like
to suggest that he was not, given his subsequent efforts at clarifying the issue of
knowledge and faith. However, in Beza’s eyes, the slightest hint that there might
be opposition between knowledge and faith meant a threat to the foundations
of the Reformation. There was only one course left and that was to establish
once and for all that faith in its orthodox Calvinist version was knowledge, and
not only that but a form of knowledge superior to that gained by the senses and
the understanding. The accusation of scepticism was not unjustified from Beza’s
point of view. Castellio implicitly made faith subordinate to knowledge of per-
ceptible objects and to understanding thus rendering it uncertain and subjective,
as close as it could come to a purely human act. Although the distinction is not
applicable in Latin, we could say that Castellio in the Farrago made faith syn-
onymous with belief. This was a blow not just against the Calvinist Reformation
but against the standard Christian conception of faith as divinely given, albeit
requiring the willing assent of the person.>’ As Beza put it:

The licence you claim is such that... you think you can introduce any weird
tale into the church and establish opinion in place of faith, and probability of
the Academicians in place of necessity. But this must be alien to all those who
are pious and who not only believe but understand what they believe and who
are ready to account for their faith by referring to the word of God...*

In place of the offending distinction, Beza proposed another:

It is true that faith should be distinguished from knowledge or understanding
but in such a way that whoever posits faith, also necessarily posits understand-
ing and not the contrary, because faith comes from hearing the preaching of

3 For a modern discussion of this see e.g. J. D. Hick, Faith and Knowledge, 2nd.
edition. London: Macmillan, 1988.

32 Beza, 1554, 67: “Nempe haec est licentia quam captatis vt ...quaeuis portenta in
ecclesiam Dei inuehere possitis et pro fide opinionem, pro veritate verisimilitudinem, pro
necessitate probabilitatem Academicorum stabilire. Sed absit hoc a piis omnibus qui non
modo credunt sed etiam intelligunt quid credant et parati sunt ad reddendam fidei suae
rationem ex Dei verbo...”
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the word of God and this act of hearing is such that it gives complete certainty
and applies to each one of the elect a doctrine which is offered to all. Intel-
ligence, on the other hand, although not natural (for homo animalis does not
understand things which are of God), is nonetheless to be considered among
those gifts which God imparts sometimes even to the impious and the repro-
bate for a particular reason.®

In other words, Beza postulated categorically that faith was knowledge; it was
knowledge of being saved for those whom God had predestined to salvation.

Castellio’s Epistemology: De Haereticis Non Puniendis and De Arte Dubitandi

De haereticis non puniendis was a highly polemical reply to Beza. The treatise,
which, as I said, remained unpublished until 1971 had no claims to being a fully-
fledged theory of knowledge and faith. Castellio was above all concerned to
refute his adversary’s arguments one by one, referring with particular care to
the Bible so as to show the basic agreement between his own teaching and that
of the Holy Writ. I do not propose to analyse the work in its entirety and shall
just concentrate on those sections, which throw a light on the author’s supposed
scepticism.

Castellio reacts violently to the title of Beza’s work and more particularly
to the phrase: “aduersus nouorum Academicorum sectam.” He objects to the
fact that Beza chooses to “thus defame an excellent school of philosophy.”**
Secondly, he objects to Beza calling “new” what is in fact very ancient. Thirdly,
he asserts that Beza’s charges against him are false, in other words that he is not
an Academic sceptic although he approves of their system of thought because
they were the only philosophers who overtly acknowledged the inferiority of
their system to Christianity. Moreover, he argues that the name (not the system)
“academic” fits Beza and his disciples much better than him, Castellio.

As befitted a professor of Greek, Castellio must have known what Academic
scepticism was and why it came into existence. However, it is only its relationship
to Christianity that he discusses in any detail. He explains that the intention of its

¥ Beza, 1554, 74: “Distingui enim debent intelligentia et fides, ita tamen vt qui hanc
statuat, illam quoque necessario ponat, non contra; quia fides ex auditu est praedicati
verbi et auditu quidem eiusmodi vt plerophorian gignat et doctrinam vniuersaliter
oblatam singulis electis applicet. Intelligentia vero, quamuis et ipsa non sit a natura
(homo enim animalis non intelligit quae Dei sunt) tamen inter ea dona recensetur quae
interdum etiam impiis et reprobis certas ob causas Dominus impertit.”

3 Castellio, 1971, 22: “Hic ego multa reprehendo. Primum quod philosophicarum
sectarum optimam in hoc titulo obiter vituperas.”
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adherents was to stop themselves asserting as certain, things that were not certain
(and they thought nothing was certain) lest they gave their assent to something
that was not the case with unfortunate consequences. Castellio singles out Soc-
rates famous for his “I know that I know nothing.” According to Beza’s oppo-
nent, that was the wisest form of ignorance in a philosopher who was deprived
of the light of Christ, and one which surpassed by far the rash knowledgeability
of others.® He contrasts Socrates with Aristotle and the Peripatetic school. Aris-
totle, he notes, thought he knew everything and yet he asserted several mon-
strous errors some of which contradict the very principles of Christianity, e.g., he
claimed that the world was not created, that a man bitten by a rabid dog would
not catch rabies, that glory was something to be sought etc.*

In other words, Castellio singles out Academic scepticism because, in his
view, it is the only antique system of thought which admits that it cannot match
up to Christianity. He has no wish to be counted as a Sceptic, which would be
tantamount to being considered a pagan, worse still- hence his objection to the
term “new”-an inventor of a new pagan system, whose name has resonance of
“academia” or “schola” that is of scholasticism. He claims to find Academic
scepticism in various New Testament injunctions not to judge too quickly, such
as Luke 6,37;1 Cor 4, 5;II Cor 12, 2; I Cor 3, 18 and Gal 6, 3. The opposition he
establishes between Socrates and Aristotle is a classic humanist opposition that
would have found total support of Erasmus. He also plays on Beza occupying a
post at the Academy of Lausanne to accuse him in turn of being an “Academi-
cian” or an “Academic sceptic”:

And how is it that you disgrace us with the hateful name of Academic and you
yourself praise the Academy of Lausanne and call a Christian school just that,
“an academy”, unless you yourself approve the opinions of the Academic
sceptics? And if you do not, why do you deceive people with this appellation
“academy”?%

Thus while eloquent, Castellio’s reaction to being called an “Academic sceptic” is
not ultimately revealing of anything other than the underlying conviction that all
antique systems of thought are inferior to Christianity although only Academic
Scepticism says that it is. This is coupled with routine humanist approval of
Socrates and a dislike of Aristotle. The conceit of Beza’s “Academism” which
in Castellio’s book is synonymous with neo-paganism recurs throughout the
treatise. Castellio puts his opponent on guard against overthrowing Christian

3 Castellio, 1971, 22.
% Castellio, 1971, 22—23.
37 Castellio, 1971, 25.
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religion “seeing as in your academies you learn, teach and lecture on those
authors who openly conflict with Christian faith.” Who are these authors? This
opportunity to take a dig at Beza’s youthful love poems that remained a thorn
in the reformer’s flesh for much of his life would have been too good to miss.
Castellio specifies: “I mean philosophers and poets some of whom teach things
that go against Christian faith while others, such as Ovid or Theodore Beza and
suchlike transmit the art of sinning and adultery.”*

Also too good to miss would have been the opportunity to remind Beza of
Luther’s dislike of Aristotle. At the same time Castellio returns the accusation
not of scepticism but of “Academism” against Beza. It is he and his like, and
not Castellio, who overturn religion with the stupid wisdom of their academies,
which are no more than hotbeds of discord. At this point Castellio accurately
cites several passages from Luther’s Adventspostillen, criticising academies with
their reliance on Aristotle as inventions of Satan.* Lively though these pages
are, their aim is not to defend scepticism but to refute the accusation of exces-
sive pagan learning by returning it against Beza.

However, Castellio must have seen that his conception of faith in the Farrago
Belli required some clarification in view of Beza’s spirited identification of faith
with knowledge and also in view of the reformer’s accusation that he, Castellio, was
reducing Christianity to the same level as the Islam. Still maintaining his polemi-
cal stance, Castellio therefore includes a theoretical explanation of his position.

He argues that it is faith that is the source of knowledge and not the other
way around as Beza would have it. Referring to II Peter 1,5-8 (‘supplement your
faith with virtue, virtue with knowledge, knowledge with self-control’) he claims
that this passage shows that knowledge has nothing to do with faith other than
being its outcome. He uses the analogy of boyhood, adolescence and adulthood.
Boyhood needs neither of the other two stages, but both adolescence and adult-
hood require boyhood as a preliminary stage.* He thus extends the scope of the
concept of faith in reply to Beza’s contention that God has granted through faith
a certain amount of knowledge to the true church, which enables its members to
be assured of their salvation:

We bring faith not just to one sort of things which should be believed, such as
the promises of our gratuitous salvation but to all truth revealed to us by God

3 Castellio, 1971, 92: “Vide tu Beza ne vos potius religionem euertere velle videamini
qui in academiis vestris eos authores discatis, ediscatis, doceatis qui cum christiana
religione plane pugnant. Philosophos dico et poetas quorum nonnulli pleraque contra
veritatem docent, alii etiam peccandi et adulterandi scortandique artem tradunt vt
Ouidius, vt Theodorus Beza et eius generis alii.”

¥ Castellio 1971, 92—93.

4 Castellio, 1971, 54.
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through his prophets or his apostles, be it threats or promises, and we encom-
pass this faith in the one and only Jesus Christ our Lord, who encloses all the
treasures of heavenly blessings and indeed divinity itself which inhabits him
physically. All these benefits are held forth to us in the Gospel as something
that we are to fasten on and enjoy through faith.*

Thus defined, faith can no longer be knowledge in Castellio’s view and disputa-
tions about issues such as the Trinity or real presence are no part of Christianity,
which is founded on the scala salutis as defined in II Peter 1, 5-8: faith leading
to virtue, leading to knowledge, leading to self-control etc.* This brings him to
Beza’s point that if Christianity is to do with virtue and self-improvement, then
there is no difference between Christians, Moslems and Jews. He retorts that
only the faith (and the resulting virtue) of Christians can guarantee them sal-
vation.® In order to point up the special status of Christians, Castellio has to
distinguish between knowledge of God which is equivalent to obedience and
justice and knowledge of Christ which is not knowledge in any strict sense of
the word as Beza would have it but which is faith leading to virtue, which leads
to knowledge.*

What Castellio manages to do in De haereticis, is to clear himself of any sus-
picion of reducing Christian faith to religious belief. By insisting on the special
status of Christian faith as a conviction that inevitably leads to virtue and by
extending the concept to include all biblical truth which is divinely revealed,
i.e. the sum of all threats and promises which are in some way encapsulated in
Christ, Castellio confers a transcendental quality to faith, which did not come
to the fore in the Farrago, where he insisted on the distinction between the cer-
tainty of knowledge of God via the senses and the intellect and the uncertainty
of faith in Him. By conflating the issue of faith and knowledge in De haereticis
Castellio restored the transcendental dimension of the former but forgot to
assign any definite status to the latter. De haereticis might thus be considered a
fideist treatise in Sabatier’s or Popkin’s sense of the term.

4 Castellio, 1971, 55: “Fidem nos non ad vnam aliquam duntaxat speciem rerum
credendarum referimus, quales sunt promissiones salutis nostrae gratuitae, sed ad
omnem veritatem nobis diuinitus per prophetas et apostolos reuelatam, siue promittat
siue minetur et hanc in vno Christo Iesu Domino nostro complectimur, quippe in quo
omnes thesauri coelestium bonorum atque adeo diuinitas ipsa corporaliter habitet, quae
beneficia omnia in euangelio per fidem nobis applicanda et fruenda proponuntur.”

4 Castellio, 1971, 54.

4 Castellio, 1971, 58, 59, 56.

4 Castellio, 1971, 57.
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De Arte Dubitandi

Obviously, Castellio did not feel that he had stated his position adequately or at
least he felt that the issue of faith and knowledge required further elaboration
once the heat of the controversy had died down. He wrote De arte dubitandi et
confidendi, ignorandi et sciendi in 1563 just before he died. Still aimed against
Calvin and Beza, it is a mature reflection on the issue of faith and knowledge.
Although not very clearly structured and containing a certain number of
repetitions as Elisabeth Feist Hirsch pointed out,” the treatise does confront
the fundamental issue of faith and knowledge which had received only partial
treatment in the Farrago and in De haereticis. Never having been the object of a
detailed investigation, Castellio’s last work fully merits our attention.

In the opening chapters he makes an attempt at distinguishing clearly between
doubting, believing, not knowing and knowing. He also explains that he hopes to
bring “those who think that they know everything” to a more reasonable view
of their limitations:

There is a type of man that does not want anything to be unknown or doubt-
ful: they will affirm anything with daring and, if you disagree with them, they
condemn you without the slightest degree of doubt. And not only do they
doubt nothing themselves but cannot bear others to doubt and if you do
doubt, they do not have the slightest doubt or hesitation about calling you an
Academician, because you seem to be certain of nothing. However, I am cer-
tain about many more things than they would have me. Suffice it to say that I
am quite certain (as certain as they are in their own way) that they are rash in
their assertions and in their audacious condemnations of people who do not
share their opinions. I am sure that I shall bring it about with God’s help that
they who now think certain what they in fact ignore, will consider the matter
more calmly having let go of their self-love, if only they will allow themselves
to be led in that direction.*

# Castellio, 1937, 1981, 1.

4 Castellio, 1937, 1981, lib. I, XVIII, 49: “Est enim genus quoddam hominum qui
nihil dubitari nihil nesciri volunt, omnia audacter affirmant et, si ab eis dissentias,
sine vlla dubitatione damnant neque solum ipsi nihil dubitant, sed ne quidem ab aliis
dubitari patiuntur et, si dubites, non dubitant Academicum appellare, qui nihil certi, nihil
explorati haberi posse putes. Ego vero certi et explorati plus etiam habeo quam ipsi
velint. Nam, vt caetera taceam, eos in omnia affirmando et caeteros non suae opinionis
homines tam audacter damnando temerarios esse certum exploratumque habeo idque vt
ipsimet quoque, quod nunc ignorant certum exploratumque habeant, effecturum me Deo
volente credo, si modo eo adduci se, sicuti debent, patientur, vt deposito amore sui rem
ipsam aequis animis audiant atque considerent.”
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Castellio sees as doubtful that which is based on conjecture, or, to use his own
terms, that which is probable. He puts in this category things which cannot be
perceived by the senses or the intellect and which are not conveyed by trustwor-
thy authors but which are not contrary to either sense or intellectual perception
or to trustworthy authors. As an example he cites the question of whether the
apostle John would eventually die or not, question which arose because Jesus
says: ‘what is it to do with you if I want him to stay until I return?’ He consid-
ers that it is permissible to not know things that are neither ordained by God,
nor necessary to men for knowing Him, nor necessary for either doing or justly
avoiding their duty. He cites as emblematic the issue of the perpetual virginity
of the Virgin Mary. As for things that can be known, according to Castellio, they
can be grasped immediately by the senses or the intellect. He gives an example
Jesus’ raising of Lazarus, which the Jews who were present would have perceived
quite clearly. Things that we must know are God’s works and His demands from
us as Christians.*’

Has Castellio changed his view of faith not being knowledge? The latter
statement would lead the reader to believe that faith in God implies knowledge
but it turns out that Castellio believes that this “compulsory” knowledge of God
is available to all from sense and intellectual perception. As he puts it:

Therefore as regards knowledge I assert that it is man’s duty to know God and
his precepts, that is his duty towards God. If he knows God and does his duty, he
is blessed even though there may be great many things he does not know. And
it is easy to have this knowledge. For the world, as it is God’s work, cannot be
unknown to any man in the entire universe. And the precepts of love, on which
rests the teaching of the law, the prophets and of Christ (who is the end-all of
all teaching), are so clear, so natural and so familiar to man that even the most
wicked people, who do not want to obey them, know them and give their assent
to them whether they want to or not, when they have them explained. And the
best proof of this is that even the wicked individual will agree if you say to him
that he must love God and that he must do as he would be done by.*

47 Castellio, 1937, 1981, lib. I, cap. XIX, 51.

4 Castellio, 1937, 1981, lib. I, cap. XXI, 54: “Quare de scientia hoc dico, hominis
officium esse Deum eiusque praecepta, hoc est officium suum cognoscere. Haec si nouit
et officium suum facit, beatus est etiam si alioquin plurima ignoret. Haec autem scire
facile est. Nam et mundus quod Dei opus est nulli homini in vniuersum ignotus esse potest
et charitatis praecepta, a quibus et legis et vatum et Christi doctrina pendet et in quam
vnam desinit, ita sunt perspicua, ita naturalia et homini cognata, vt etiam impii homines
et qui eis obtemperare nolunt, tamen ea, velint nolint, sciant et, si eis dicantur, non
possint non assentiri, cuius rei, vt caetera omittam, hoc argumentum est euidentissimum,
quod, si vel sceleratissimo homini dicas et Deum esse amandum et alteri non faciendum
quod tibi nolis fieri, fatebitur.”
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Castellio appears to abandon his 1555 position by making God and virtue the
object of knowledge. God’s existence, his commands, our duty to Him are a
matter not for contention or probability but for the senses and the intellect. The
existence of the world and ethical norms constitute in Castellio’s view an objec-
tive argument for God’s existence.

Why then is faith not knowledge? Or to put the question more exactly: if
God’s existence and his basic demands on man are the object of knowledge,
what is the object of faith according to Castellio? The question is not easy to
answer, as he does not always distinguish clearly between belief and faith. Thus
sometimes when he talks about faith he means “belief that” (as in a statement
such as “I believe that there are camels in this desert”) and at other times about
“faith in” with the specifically Christian connotation of personal trust which
is the foundation of the believer’s relationship to God and Christ. The first
example he gives of faith thus turns out to be an example of ordinary belief.
He is thus unclear when he claims ironically that faith is in fact a very common
concept familiar even to the most ignorant people but not to his opponents who
claim to be learned:

For they said that faith was knowledge or conception thus showing them-
selves to be more ignorant than illiterate men, women and even children. For
everyone understands what it is to believe and what faith is (the two being
synonymous) as they understand nothing else. Therefore they carefully distin-
guish the two when they talk so that there is no ambiguity possible. For even
children talk thus when they have heard some news: ‘what did he say?’ ‘he
said our father is back’. ‘do you believe he is’? ‘yes, I do.” ‘do you know for cer-
tain’? ‘I do not’. “Then why believe that he is?’ ‘because I have always known
him who told me as someone truthful.’ Therefore to believe is to have faith or
to give credence to an assertion which is either true or false. For we believe
things that are false as often as we believe things that are true, which cannot
be said of knowledge, for things which are false cannot be known although
they can be believed. And no one will dispute that Christian faith is a virtue
but I do not see how knowledge can be a virtue nor do I find it praised as a
virtue anywhere in the Scripture...”¥

¥ Castellio, 1937, 1981, lib. I, cap. 19, 52: “Fidem enim tradiderunt esse noticiam siue
scientiam in quo plane sese ostenderunt minus sapere quam illiterati homines, quam
foeminae, quam denique pueri sapiunt. Omnes enim quid sit credere quidue fides (quod
idem est) ita intelligunt vt nihil magis. Itaque eam inter loquendum a scientia discernunt
vt nihil prorsus habeat difficultatis aut ambiguitatis oratio. Nam vel pueri ita loquuntur
dum noui aliquid nunciatur: - quid narrat ille? rediisse patrem. credisne rediisse?. credo.
scisne certo? nescio. cur ergo credis?: quia semper veracem eum cognoui, qui narrat. - Est
igitur credere dictis seu veris seu falsis fidem habere. Saepe enim non minus creditur
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According to this view a statement such as “I believe that our father is back”
appears to be formally identical with the statement “I believe in our salvation
through Jesus Christ.” Furthermore, Castellio has not altered his position on the
relationship between knowledge and faith, asserting that knowledge is the end
of faith and/or belief. Obviously, the boys in his example will no longer need to
believe that their father is back once they actually see him. Their belief will have
given place to knowledge. Until that moment, however, their belief may well be
false. This ought to imply that for Castellio Christian faith is susceptible to being
contradicted in the same way as the little boys’ belief about the whereabouts of
their father.

However, this is not the case, and here lies one of several paradoxes of
Castellio’s thought. His definition of Christian faith, appearances to the contrary,
has not undergone any changes since 1555. Faith is still the belief that all of God’s
promises, accounts, precepts and prophecies in the Bible are truthful.*® To qualify
as someone having faith, a Christian must believe not just some but all of these
to be truthful. While excluding the question of God’s existence or for that matter
basic moral questions which we saw pertain to the realm of knowledge, faith in
all of God’s threats and promises as conveyed in the Bible is in Castellio’s view
a specifically Christian virtue, as its object distinguishes it from ordinary beliefs
about things which may turn out to be true or false. This faith is common to all
Christian groups, he adds, which is why none of them dispute the basic authority
of the Bible. Problems arise when Christians try to misapply knowledge to
certain propositions in the Bible which God meant to remain obscure, or which
should be interpreted as they stand without any attempt to make them conform
to any particular individual’s understanding of them. When Christ says ‘turn the
other cheek’, affirms Castellio, he means just that: that we should not retort to
violence with violence. Why then do the reformers support the violence of civil
authorities against the Anabaptists? They allow their intellect to run away with
them. There is no doubt, he also notes, that while the Bible states clearly that
God is just and good, that we must love and worship Him while fleeing sin, it
does not say anything clear about whether infants should be baptised, whether

falsis quam veris, id quod de sciendo dici non potest, quippe falsa quae sunt sciri non
possunt at credi possunt. Denique fides Christiana virtus est, id quod nemo inficiabitur.
At scientia quomodo virtus sit non video, nec eam in sacris Litteris vt virtutem laudari
comperio...”

% Castellio, 1937, 1981, lib. I, cap. 19, 53: “Sed sic statuimus fidem non esse scientiam sed
a scientia sic differre vti docuimus esseque Christianam fidem omnibus Dei dictis credere.
Sunt autem Dei dicta aut narrationes aut praedicationes, aut praecepta, aut promissiones
aut minae: his omnibus qui non credit is fidens non est etiamsi aliquibus credat...”
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Christ is physically present in the sacrament, whether we are justified by faith
and many other similar matters, which are constantly disputed.’!

Whatever the modern reader may feel about Castellio’s confusion or rather
conflation between Christian faith and ordinary belief, his view of faith as an
expression of general trust in the truthfulness of whatever God says and his
point about the agreement among Christians on the basic issue of the authority
of the Bible (distinctive characteristic of Christianity as a religion of the book, as
we would say nowadays) convey something of the psychology of religious belief.
His apparent expression of doubt with respect to the capacity of the human
intellect to attain to total knowledge of divine matters through deciphering of
biblical propositions against God’s will, would thus seem to point to a fideism,
already voiced in De haereticis.

At the same time, however, and this is another paradox in Castellio’s system,
he seeks to give the intellect as important a role as he possibly can in recognising
God’s existence and basic ethical concerns dictated by the Almighty. Why this
emphasis on the importance of the intellect, given its fundamentally defective
nature? The answer can only be that Castellio wants to give reason and faith
equal weighting even if it means contradicting himself. Above all, he wants to
overthrow once and for all Calvin’s doctrine of man’s reason being so thoroughly
corrupted by the original sin that the most that man in his post-Redemption con-
dition can use it for is to make him aware of his total dependence on God.*

Still on the question of Scriptural passages and their interpretation, Castellio
notes that Christ during his time on earth said things that accorded with reason
and with the senses and that he would not have communicated anything to his
public had he not appealed to their senses and reason as well as to their faith.
It follows therefore that much of what Christ said is rational and therefore
attainable by our reason. This shows in his view that man’s senses and reason
were not irretrievably damaged by the Fall and that the Genesis passage ‘their
eyes were opened’ simply refers to Adam and Eve’s awareness of their own
nakedness and contains no negative connotations.” Admittedly, reason can-
not grasp biblical propositions, which God intended to be obscure, but this is
not a handicap as God intended them to remain obscure. Furthermore, reason,
according to Castellio, is the only tool of biblical interpretation. As he puts it:

5 Castellio, 1937, 1981, lib. I, cap. 22, §7: “Primum omnium monendus est lector cum
de scientia agimus, non agere nos de sacrarum Litterarum authoritate in quam fides
intuetur, sed de mente siue sensu cuius est scientia. Constat enim inter omnes Christianas
sectas (quarum causa nos hic laboramus) de authoritate, neque an veraces sint sacrae
Litterae sed quomodo sint intelligendae quaestio est.”

32 On Calvin’s view of reason see Irena Backus, Historical Method and Confessional
Identity in the era of the Reformation (1378-1615). Leiden: Brill, 2003, 89—101.

3 Castellio, 1937, 1981, lib. I, cap. XX VII, 69—70.
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So reason is the seeker, the finder and the interpreter of truth that corrects or
questions anything, which is either obscure or damaged by ravages of time in
both sacred and profane writings, until such time as the truth shines forth or
the matter is declared uncertain on a sounder basis.™

Castellio is certainly not a sceptic with regard to knowledge. Human intellect,
reason and senses know what God intended to be known. Faith is of no help in
deciding on the correct exegesis of obscure biblical propositions. Christian faith,
however, although apparently subject to the same limitations as ordinary belief,
does provide the framework in which a Christian can exercise his senses and his
intellect in such a way as to obtain knowledge of God and his works. However,
in the second part of his treatise, Castellio argues that faith is not a product of
the intellect but of the will. It is an emotional faculty apt to err. He notes that
we tend to believe what we find congenial and not what we find unpleasant. As
a perfect illustration of the distinction between faith and knowledge, he cites
Jesus’ healing of the blind man in John IX, 1ff. According to him, the fact that
the blind man carried out Jesus’ command to go and put mud on his eyes and
then to wash it off in the pool of Siloa, shows that he believed he would see.
Had he not had the faith, he would not have gone. Having regained his sight,
however, he knew that he saw so that his faith had been replaced and super-
seded by knowledge.* It is plain, according to Castellio’s schema, that the blind
man would not have acquired knowledge of God unless he had had faith first.
Where faith scores over intellect, is that it can have as object divine promises
or commands which the intellect finds completely improbable. Castellio cites
the example of Abraham who believed against all evidence and probability that
he, an old man, would beget offspring from the aged and sterile Sarah. He sees
this as pointing to the falsehood of Calvin’s and Beza’s position that faith is

3 Castellio, 1937, 1981, lib. I, cap. XXV, 67: “Denique haec ratio illa est veritatis
indagatrix, inuentrix, interpres, quae si quid in Litteris tum profanis tum sacris vel
obscurum vel tempore vitiatum est, aut corrigit aut in dubium tantisper vocat donec
tandem vel veritas elucescat vel saltem de re incerta amplius pronuncietur.”

% Castellio, 1937, 1981, lib. II, cap. 3, 89: “De fide. Eam videlicet voluntatis esse non
intellectus. Proximum est vt de fide dicamus. Fidem non esse notitiam vt quidam tradunt
supra demonstrauimus et quid sit ea ostendimus. Atque id ipsius rationis iudicio facile
percipi potest. Tam enim sciunt omnes ratione praediti quid sit credere, quam quid
videre, audire, cogitare estque id cognitu facilius quam definitu. Adducam exemplum
ex quo natura fidei plene et proprie perspici queat. Id erit ex Iohannis Euangelio [cap.9)]
vbi narratur quemdamodum Iesus illum caecum natum sanauerit, videlicet lutatis eius
oculis et eo ire ad Siloam piscinam ad lauandum quo ille facto vidit. Quod enim iussus
iuit, fuit credentis videlicet se visurum. Nisi enim credidisset, non iuisset. Quod autem
lotus vidit, fuit scientis, scilicet se videre. Atque hic illa fides finem habuit, videlicet in
aduentu scientiae.”
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knowledge. In his view Abraham’s intellect could not possibly have assented to
anything so improbable.’

Faith thus is an act of the will, an expression of man’s willingness to believe
what God says, however unlikely. It is a faculty that Castellio considers as com-
pletely independent of the intellect and whose possession does not enable any
man to make claims to knowing obscure biblical propositions such as those con-
cerning the Trinity. What Calvin and Beza would have found equally, if not more,
outrageous, was Castellio’s assertion that faith is not a gift of God. To prove this
the Basel scholar proposed his own interpretation of Eph. 2, 8ff.:

But they further allege passages in which faith is shown to be a gift from God,
and this would suggest that it does not depend on man’s will. For what is given
to man by God, he cannot obtain it by his own will. And I am not even inclined
to refer to the passage Eph.2, 8 ff. that is so frequently cited here: “For it is by
his grace that you are saved, through trusting Him; it is not your own doing.
It is God’s gift, not a reward for work done.” For the apostle calls ‘gift of God’
not faith but the fact that they are saved, in other words, salvation. Anyone
who reads this passage with care (which cannot be done if we are too rash in
accepting the general view), will see that it is salvation that is meant for three
following reasons...”’

Castellio’s contention that there is basic knowledge of God and his precepts,
which is available to all of mankind via perception of creation and ethical aware-
ness, is quite clear and poses no particular problems. His definition of faith,
however, seems to function on two levels. Firstly, faith as a product of the will is

% Castellio, 1937, 1981, lib. IT, cap. 4,91: “Addunt haec: intellectus est facultas naturalis
ideoque necessario assentitur aut dissentit aut dubitat prout est euidentia rerum quae ei
obiiciuntur. Proinde sine euidentia non assentitur et porro neque credit. Respondeo. Imo
saepe credit homo res minime euidentes minimeque probabiles, id quod de cognoscendo
dici non potest. Credidit Abraham se senem ex sene et sterili Sarah sucepturum prolem,
id quod erat minime euidens minimeque probabile. Erat quidem probabile Deum qui
promittebat vere dicere. Sed res ipsa quam promitteabt Deus erat per se minime
verisimilis. Nos autem hic non quaerimus an Abraham Deum cognosceret sed an eam
rem quam illo promittente credebat, cognosceret, id quod negamus.”

57 Castellio, 1937, 1981, 1ib. I1, cap. 6, 96: “Sed allegantur insuper quidam loci, in quibus
fides donum esse Dei ostenditur, ex quibus effici videtur vt ea non sit arbitrii hominis.
Quod enim homini diuinitus datur, id non ipse sibi homo sua voluntate parat. Neque
vero huc adducere libet locum, qui in hoc argumento vulgo allegari solet, videlicet ex
Pauli Epistola ad Ephesios, vbi sic loquitur: ‘beneficio seruati estis per fidem idque non
ex vobis. Dei donum est non ex factis, ne quis se iactet [Eph.2, 8ff].” Ibi enim Dei donum
vocat non ipsam fidem sed quod seruati sunt, hoc est ipsam salutem, id quod ex tribus
rationibus deprehendet, qui locum illum non inconsiderate (vt fit dum vulgi opinioni
temere assentimur) sed paulo attentius legerit.”
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formally identical to ordinary belief and therefore likely to err. On another level,
Christian faith, although still a fallible product of the will, has a unique status as
it enables man to believe those promises of God which his intellect and senses
find improbable. It becomes superfluous once knowledge is gained. Castellio at
no point specifies whether he means knowledge of God in this life or the next.
Be that as it may, Castellio, contrary to what Popkin and others thought, cannot
be thought a sceptic in matters of faith. Popkin conflated ancient, modern and
early modern concepts of scepticism. If we replace them in their respective con-
texts, we can see that Castellio’s firm belief in reason and its role as that which
replaces faith puts him outside Academic scepticism and outside the Pyrrhonian
criterion of truth problem. His distinction between reason and faith does not
imply any doubt beyond the age-old theological debate about the truth value
of rational propositions as against the propositions of faith. Arguing that faith
and reason are distinct does not imply scepticism either in its Academic or in its
Pyrrhonian form.

Henri Estienne’s and Gentien Hervet's Editions of Sextus Empiricus®

Before concluding, a word needs to be said about Henri Estienne’s edition
of Sextus Empiricus, which came out in 1562, a few months before Castellio
began De arte dubitandi. If he ever consulted the edition or knew of its exist-
ence, he never referred to it. In any case, as we saw, the object of contention
between him and Beza was not Pyrrhonian but Academic scepticism. In 1569
Estienne’s text and annotations were republished by the post-Tridentine Catho-
lic controversialist and humanist, Gentien Hervet (1499-1584) who added his
own translation of Sextus’ Aduersus Mathematicos as well as a new preface.”’
The intellectual climate which these two editions or rather their prefaces reveal
throws an interesting light on Castellio’s outlook while placing him outside
the sphere of influence of the work itself. While granting that Sextus abuses
sometimes his intelligence and criticises dogmatic philosophical positions which

8 Sexti Philosophi Pyrrhoniarum hypotyposeon libri tres. Quibus in tres philosophiae
partes seuerissime inquiritur. Libri magno ingenii acumine scripti variaque doctrina referti:
Graece nunquam, Latine nunc primum editi. Interprete Henrico Stephano (Parisiis) 1562.
For details of edition, copies available and text of the preface see Jean Céard et al., La
France des humanistes. Henri Il Estienne, éditeur et écrivain (Europa Humanistica).
Turnhout: Brepols, 2003, 89—94. Herafter cited as Céard, 2003.

% Sexti Empirici viri longe doctissimi Libri aduersus Mathematicos...Gentiano Herueto
Aurelio interprete. Eiusdem Sexti Pyrrhoniarum hypotyposeon libri tres...Graece nung-
uam, Latine nunc primum editi, interprete Henrico Stephano...Paris: Martin Le Jeune,
1569. Hereafter: Hervet, 1569.
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are correct, Estienne finds his epoche (suspension of judgement) preferable to
certain assertions of ancient dogmatic philosophers, who deny the evidence of
the senses for the sake of an abstract position.®” As regards their attitude to God,
he notes that many ancient dogmatic philosophers tend to set themselves up in
judgement over divine providence thus ending up with an impious or an atheis-
tic view of it. Sceptics for their part admitted suspension of judgement listening
to philosophical arguments about God, but on the other hand said that their
observation of everyday life led them to an instinctive belief in God’s existence
so that they were impelled to honour and worship him. His aim in editing Sextus
is to cure dogmatic thinkers of his own era of their excessive attachment to
particular philosophical positions.’' In other words, Estienne is worried that an
increasing recourse to philosophical arguments in theology may lead to exces-
sive dogmatism and he hopes that the text of Sextus will provide an antidote.
In this he can be said to echo the position of Pico and the hope expressed by
Savonarola, which, as we saw, play no role in either Erasmus’ or Castellio’s view
of knowledge and faith.

Some seven years later Hervet expressed the same sentiments more clearly
and far more polemically in his preface to Sextus:

...As he shows quite clearly that no human branch of knowledge is so solid
as to be error-proof, and there is no exact science which will stand up to the
attacks of arguments and reason, we must pass over lightly disciplines which
inflate without edifying and we must give ourselves over to the one discipline
which is particular to Christians, in other words that we should embrace and
hold on to charity, having faith in what Christ revealed to us and relying on the
hope of future blessings and obeying God.®

In Hervet’s view, Sextus and his system fulfill a triple function. He reminds
Christians that charity, not scholasticism, should be their prime concern. He also
provides ammunition against other pagan philosophers and, most importantly,
he provides the Roman Catholic church with ammunition against their heretical
i.e. protestant adversaries who try to systematise God and things pertaining to
the divine realm, things they cannot understand.®

The editions of Sextus Empiricus by Estienne and Hervet show how
Castellio’s universe was removed from either position. Working from their
different standpoints, both Estienne and Hervet made Pyrrhonian lack of dog-
matism about knowledge in general into a virtue. Castellio did not think that not

% Céard, 2003, 91-92.
8 Céard, 2003, 92.

© Hervet,1569, a2r.
% Hervet, 1569, a2v.
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knowing was a virtue of any kind. In fact he thought that human knowledge was
indispensable and that it provided incontrovertible evidence of God’s existence.
All that he denied was that belief and more specifically religious faith could be
classed as knowledge although it did provide a preliminary and necessary stage
in our quest for full knowledge of God.

Conclusion

At no point does Castellio cast doubt upon man’s capacity to know. Reason,
which produces knowledge, is, in his view, as important a quality as faith. It is
directly linked to the divine Logos. God imparted it to all men, Christian or not,
which explains why so many pagan authors echo Christian values. It is indeed rea-
son and the senses that enable us to grasp the basic fact of God’s existence from
creation and to apprehend the fundamental moral values that God requires of us
humans. Reason or intellect is also the tool for interpreting Scripture. If reason
alone cannot make sense of a Scriptural passage, this means that God intended it
to be obscure. Therefore, contrary to what Beza and Calvin claim, Scripture gives
no man any right to be dogmatic about the nature of the Trinity, the eucharist or
infant baptism. However, reason is separate from the will and from the emotions
that produce faith. Unlike knowledge, faith like any belief, deals not with what is
evident but with what is probable. It is therefore susceptible to err. Had Castellio
put an end to his definition of faith at this point, he would have been easily clas-
sifiable as a sceptic, as Popkin and others suggest. However, Castellio’s full defi-
nition of the concept Christian faith suggests that any suggestion of scepticism
is inappropriate. Faith is what enables man to believe that God is truthful and to
carry out commands which seem unlikely or absurd, as shown by the examples
of Abraham and the blind man in John IX. As we said, faith also leads to man’s
knowledge of God, as, once God has fulfilled a divine promise, however unlikely,
man knows the Almighty to be truthful and therefore no longer requires faith.
Castellio is thus the contrary of a sceptic; he postulates both the total reliability
of reason and intellect, which lead man to obtain knowledge of the world and the
total reliability of faith, which is what leads man to know God.

Thus early modern scepticism has nothing to do with Reformation debates
which focus on the status of reason in relation to faith. As we saw, the term
sceptic as used by Castellio and Beza is merely a rhetorical ploy. If Pyrrhonism
did revive in the sixteenth century, it did so independently of the confessional
debates of the period.*

% T should like to thank both the editors of this volume, particularly José Raimundo
Maia Neto, for observations on the first part of an earlier version of this paper.
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4. TUTIUS IGNORARE QUAM SCIRE: CORNELIUS
AGRIPPA AND SCEPTICISM

Vittoria Perrone Compagni
Universita degli Studi di Firenze, Italia

Translated by Crofton Black

De Vanitate: A Sceptical Crisis?

On 16 September 1526 Agrippa announced to his friend Jean Chapelain that
he had completed a “rather dense volume” entitled De incertitudine et vanitate
scientiarum atque excellentia verbi Dei.! It is not possible to establish whether
the celebrated declamatio invectiva was really finished at this time; in any case,
its publication, by Johannes Grapheus of Anversa, did not take place until 1530.?
The work was reprinted many times and was soon translated into German, Ital-
ian, English, French and later Dutch.? It granted Agrippa a long-lasting, but not
altogether deserved, reputation as one of the sixteenth century’s foremost pro-
ponents of scepticism.

Gabriel Naudé placed Agrippa in his ideal library alongside Sextus Empiri-
cus and Sanchez, among those “who made it their business to overturn all the
sciences.” Modern bibliography, however, prefers to place him in the categories
of anti-intellectualism, mysticism or biblical fundamentalism. This interpretation

! Cornelius Agrippa, Epistolarum libri, 1V, 44,in Opera. Lugduni: per Beringos fratres,
s.d., repr. Hildesheim and New York: Olms, 1970, I, pp. 821-822.

2 The published version had been expanded and perhaps reworked, at least in some
places, according to the author’s custom. Cf. Ch. G. Nauert jr., Agrippa and the Crisis
of Renaissance Thought. Urbana (IL): University of Illinois Press, 1965, p. 108, n. 1T;
P. Zambelli, “Cornelius Agrippa, ein kritischer Magus”, in A. Buck, ed., Die Okkulten
Wissenschaften in der Renaissance. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1992, p. 81, n. 40.

3 In German in 1534; in Italian in 1543;in English in 1569;in French in 1582;in Dutch in 1651.

4 G. Naudé, Advis pour dresser une biliothéque. Paris: Rolet le duc, 1644, repr. Paris:
Aux amateurs des livres, 1990, pp. 44—45: “on ne doit pas negliger Sextus Empiricus,
Sanchez, & Agrippa, qui ont fait profession de renverser toutes les Sciences.”
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has the merit of calling into question the so-called ‘scepticism’ of De vanitate,
but it remains a negative and partial reading. Since the invective, striking out
indiscriminately at all the sciences and arts, does not contain “a serious epis-
temological analysis,”> what are Agrippa’s intentions? And how can his final
categorization in anti-intellectualism, mysticism or biblical fundamentalism be
reconciled with his long-standing interest in precisely those products of reason
which the appeal to verbum Dei should by then have swept away? The paradox
is well-known. At the same time as preparing to print De vanitate, Agrippa was
reworking and expanding the youthful draft of his De occulta philosophia (1510),
which was eventually published in 1533, three years after De vanitate. De occulta
philosophia is not an encyclopaedia assembled purely as a work of erudition, nor
is it an esoteric text which tries to make up for the defeat of reason by taking
refuge in the irrational. It is a work of philosophy, in which Agrippa justified the
epistemological status of magic on the basis of Neoplatonic metaphysics. It is
possibly true that “it may be wrong to expect a simple consistent interpretation
of the thought of such figures as Agrippa,”® but before making a catalogue of his
supposed tensions and inconsistencies it is worth attempting an explanation.
Some scholars have proposed that De vanitate results from a profound per-
sonal crisis (psychological, religious or cultural), leading Agrippa to a radical cri-
tique of the system of occult doctrines, which then spread to a general critique
of his own intellectual choices. This has not resolved the apparent contradiction,
however. No doubt the circumstances of Agrippa’s life between 1526 and 1530
influenced the tone of the work which was in course of preparation, accentuating its
harshness and aggression and inspiring the more polemical and audacious pages.”
But it is unlikely that Agrippa abandoned, in one fell swoop, all his intellectual
convictions, simply on account of indignation at the treatment he suffered at
the court of Luisa of Savoy. The psychological interpretation is insufficient.® Like-
wise the hypothesis of intellectual upheaval remains conjectural as long as the
times, reasons, witnesses and above all implications of this change have not been

5 R. H. Popkin, The History of Scepticism from Savonarola to Bayle. Oxford and
New York: Oxford University Press, 2003, p. 29.

¢ S. Brown, “Renaissance Philosophy Outside Italy”, in G. H. R. Parkinson, ed., The
Renaissance and Seventeenth Century Rationalism. London and New York: Routledge,
2003, p. 86.

7 Agrippa, physician at the court of Luisa of Savoy, had not duly satisfied the request
of the Queen Mother to prepare a horoscope on the political fortunes of France, and had
also expressed a severe judgement on his patron’s propensity for astrological superstition
in a letter sent to the court steward Henry Bouhier, who had shown it to Luisa. This epi-
sode was followed by economic defaulting on the part of the court and an ever-increasing
bitterness on the part of Agrippa.

8 A. Weeks, German Mysticism from Hildegard of Bingen to Ludwig Wittgenstein.
A Literary and Intellectual History. Albany (NY): SUNY, 1993, pp. 120-124.
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identified.’ If Agrippa no longer had any belief in science (and above all in astrol-
ogy and magic) why would he have continued to work on De occulta philosophia,
giving consistency to a project for the reform of magical tradition based on a new
vision of science? There are no proofs for the cultural ‘crisis’ which is supposed to
explain the composition of De vanitate, except for De vanitate itself. The interpreta-
tion that Agrippa was ‘disillusioned with the world’ is therefore entirely circular.

Nonetheless it is undeniable that serious motivations stood behind the vio-
lent attack on the bastions of knowledge!? — as if the awareness of grave and
urgent historical circumstances drove Agrippa to refute, censure and pronounce
anathema on human culture in all its manifestations. The reduction of De vanitate
to a simple exercise of rhetoric in a fashionable literary genre, the paradox,!
while having the merit of focusing on the work’s formal characteristics, does not
take into account the philosophical intentions of the text; it reduces its subver-
sive implications to the point where they become almost inoffensive. Although
Agrippa acknowledged Erasmus as his model, De vanitate is very different
from the Laus stultitiae. Firstly, the critique, which Erasmus had been devel-
oping with fine irony and an ever-increasing prudence, was opened out in De
vanitate into harsh polemic, indignant condemnation and hand-to-hand combat
(monomachia). Secondly, Agrippa’s project was broader, more complex and
more radical than that of Erasmus, as well as being more unrealistic.

The hypothesis that I should like to examine is that the investigation into
knowledge proposed in De vanitate is just one event in a broader philosophical,
moral and religious meditation on the crisis of contemporary society, which
Agrippa had been engaged in from his first works and which still remains central to
his thought after the publication of the ‘sceptical’ declamation.!? Fundamentally,
the reflection on the basis and value of human knowledge which is formulated

? M. H. Keefer, “Agrippa’s Dilemma: Hermetic Rebirth and the Ambivalences of
De vanitate and De occulta philosophia”, Renaissance Quarterly 41 (1988), pp. 614-653;
P. Zambelli, “Continuita nella definizione della magia naturale da Ficino a Della Porta”,in
D. Ferraro and G. Gigliotti, eds., La geografia dei saperi. Studi in memoria di Dino Pastine.
Firenze: Le Lettere, 2000, p. 41. Cf. V. Perrone Compagni, “Introduction”, in Cornelius
Agrippa ed., De occulta philosophia libri tres. Leiden, New York and Koln: Brill, 1992, pp.
47-50; “Astrologia e filosofia occulta in Agrippa”, Rinascimento 41 (2001), pp. 93—111.

10'M. van der Poel, Cornelius Agrippa, the Humanist Theologian and His Declama-
tions. Leiden, New York and Koln: Brill, 1997.

1 B. C. Bowen, “Cornelius Agrippa’s De Vanitate: Polemic or Paradox?”, Bibliothéque
d’Humanisme et Renaissance 34 (1972), pp. 249—256; E. Korkowski, “Agrippa as Ironist”,
Neophilologus 60 (1976), pp. 594—607.

12'V. Perrone Compagni, “Riforma della magia e riforma della cultura in Agrippa”, I
Castelli di Yale. Quaderni di filosofia 2 (1997), pp. 115-140; T. Dagron, “Secrets de la nature et
mysteres divins: Corneille Agrippa lecteur de Pic”, in D. de Courcelles, ed., D’un principe
philosophique a un genre littéraire: les “Secrets”. Paris: Champion, 2005, pp. 105-132.
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in De vanitate is perfectly coherent with regard to the epistemology utilized in
his other works. It does not conclude with the acceptance of the impossibility of
reforming the system of knowledge, but rather with a proposal for a serious project
of cultural reform. In this perspective, the recourse to scepticism assumes a paid-
etic function: it becomes a critical tool for attacking and refuting Aristotelian
philosophy. Agrippa does not intend to pronounce a vote of no confidence on
science in general, but rather to pass judgement on the state, methods and prac-
titioners of the philosophical school which dominated at that time. This judge-
ment is undoubtedly very severe. Contemporary culture, lost in useless sophisms,
is no longer able to fulfil its task of guiding the respublica Christianorum. In
the absence of an intellectual elite who are seriously interested in moral and
religious progress, the social fabric has become torn by corruption, by political
and religious struggles and by heresies and superstitions. De vanitate proposes
to identify the causes and the historical responsibilities for the general spiritual
wreckage of Christian society; but it also proposes remedies.

Obviously, since Agrippa perceived the crisis in cultural terms, his solution
turned on proposing an alternative model of knowledge and education. It is
precisely this ‘reformatory’ intention of De vanitate which allows us to establish
a continuity of ideas between this text — apparently purely negative — and the
works which preceded and followed it. At the same time, the emphasis on the
civic function of philosophy can be considered the characteristic and ‘original’
element of Agrippa’s work. As is well known, he composed his texts by gather-
ing a broad range of citations, which became extrapolated from their original
context and recomposed — like the pieces of a complicated mosaic — in a new
explanatory structure. According to some scholars this excessive dependence on
sources corresponds to an irrepressible desire for encyclopaedism. Others have
seen it as reflecting a tendency towards popularization of culture; and others,
more directly, as pure and simple plagiarism.'* Personally I think that Agrippa’s
modus operandi should instead be considered in the light of a conscious ideolog-
ical programme. On the one hand, the ‘re-writing’ of sources uncovered presup-
positions and implications which the sources themselves often left unsaid. On
the other, by arranging his citations and borrowings in a complex and diverse
organization, Agrippa connected in a single coherent design arguments and
points of view which remained separate in contemporary discussion. In this way,

13 Cf. respectively, P. Zambelli, “Introduzione”, in “Agrippa di Nettesheim: Dialogus
De Homine”, Rivista critica di storia della Filosofia 13 (1958), p. 55; B. P. Copenhaver,
“Natural Philosophy/Astrology and Magic”, in C. B. Schmitt and Q. Skinner, eds., The
Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1988, p. 264; F. Secret, “L’originalité du De occulta philosophia”, Charis. Archives de
I’Unicorne 2 (1990), pp. 57-87.
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in the ‘new’ text produced by Agrippa, the multifarious aspects of the critique
of university tradition and religious institutions took on the strength of a united
movement and transferred the clash from a purely cultural context onto a plane
which could be defined, at least broadly, as political.

The risks inherent in such an operation were made clear by both Lefevre
d’Etaples and Erasmus, who reacted with worry and agitation or circumspect
coolness to the promises of Agrippa that he would become their ally and
defender.' From this point of view it is particularly instructive to read the articles
of condemnation which attacked the heretical assertions of De vanitate in 1530%:
the theologians of Louvain had understood very well that, in Agrippa’s work,
philosophical and religious discussion had by then turned into an ideological battle,
which undermined their hegemony in the name of a new cultural model.

Scepticism and Cultural Reform

The most striking aspect of De vanitate is undoubtedly its pars destruens. From
grammar to dance, from theology to hunting, from ethics to dice-games, the all-
encompassing polemical parade emphasizes the purely opinion-based nature,
the instability and the dangers of human contrivances. Everything which rea-
son invents and practises, relying on its strength alone, is fallacious, useless and
harmful: “the sciences are ambiguous, full of errors and disagreements”; they
“do not make their possessors nearer to felicity in any way,” because “true felic-
ity (vera beatitudo) does not consist in the knowledge of the good things, but in a
good life”; in sum, “if one must dare to speak truly, the structure of the sciences
is so risky and unstable that it is much safer not to know anything than to know.”
The happiest life is the life of ignorance.'® The discussion develops through a

4 Agrippa, Epistolae, 11, 27-28; 30-31; 35-36, pp. 675-680, 682-683; VI, 31; 36; VII, 6;
11; 17-19; 38; 40, pp- 987, 994, 999—1000, 1008, 1015-1017, 1064, 1066. Cf. also Erasmus,
Opus epistolarum, ed. P. S. Allen. Oxonii: Clarendon, 1906-1958, X, 2800, pp. 209—210.

15 Cf. Cornelius Agrippa, Apologia adversus calumnias propter Declamationem de
vanitate scientiarum et excellentia verbi dei, sibi per aliquot Lovanienses Theologistas
intentatas. S.1.: 1533, s. t.

16 Cornelius Agrippa, De incertitudine et vanitate scientiarum atque artium declamatio,
1,in Opera, 11, pp. 4-5: “[scientiae] possessorem autem suum nihilo reddent beatiorem”;
“Vera enim beatitudo non consistit in bonorum cognitione, sed in vita bona”; “Quod si
audendum est verum fateri, tam est scientiarum omnium periculosa inconstansque traditio
ut longe tutius sit ignorare quam scire”; p. 8: “omnes scientiae nil nisi decreta et opiniones
hominum sunt, tam noxiae quam utiles, tam pestiferae quam salubres, tam malae quam
bonae, nusquam completae, sed et ambiguae, plenae erroris et contentionis”; ep. ded.,
p- “4: “nihil scire foelicissima vita”.
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constant oscillation between moral or religious evaluation and epistemological
critique. It is the moral angle, however, which is prevalent — not only because
Agrippa also examines trades, professions, pastimes and social types, which are
not susceptible to epistemological analysis, but also because, when he discusses
science, he is interested in focusing on the ways in which it is used, and its con-
sequences insofar as they have a concrete effect on society, rather than in
investigating methods and subjects.

To maintain his confutation of the products of reason Agrippa makes system-
atic use of the traditional sceptical argument of diaphonia. That is, the discord
which divides practitioners of each branch of science demonstrates the intrinsic
weakness of the inventiones of natural reason; natural reason proceeds by unde-
monstrable conjectures (in the sense used by Lactantius, not that of Cusanus) and,
above all, it cannot be applied to the realm of knowledge of God. The ultimate
model for the compilation of the habitual lists of dissonant opinions is the texts
of the sceptics of antiquity, but for the most part Agrippa makes use of more
recent sources: Ficino, Reuchlin, Francesco Giorgio Veneto, but also Lactantius,
who is a conduit for material from Cicero into De vanitate."” The Examen vanita-
tis doctrinae gentium of Gianfrancesco Pico, on the other hand, is absent, as C. B.
Schmitt showed.!® The absence of the Examen, that is, of the first detailed read-
ing of the work of Sextus Empiricus," is significant and raises the suspicion that
Agrippa had many reservations concerning the ‘sceptical’ and fideistic positions
assumed by Gianfrancesco.”

Nonetheless, the parade of philosophers’ placita, although careful and fastidi-
ous, does not succeed in hiding Agrippa’s own personal preferences. It simply
makes them less immediately obvious, confusing them under the accumulation

7 According to L. Floridi, Sextus Empiricus. The Transmission and Recovery of
Pyrrhonism. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2002, p. 38, “Agrippa probably
relied on Galenus and Aulus Gellius™.

8 C. B. Schmitt, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola (1469-1533) and His Critique of
Aristotle. The Hague: Nijhoff, 1967, pp. 237-242, rightly traced the verifiable similarity
between Gianfrancesco and Agrippa to the use of common sources. Likewise, the pas-
sage in De vanitate, 7, p. 34, for which Schmitt, p. 241, n. 15, allowed a possible influence
of the Examen, actually derives from Francesco Giorgio Veneto’s De harmonia mundi
(see below, n. 27). Agrippa did make use of Gianfrancesco’s De studio humanae et divinae
philosophiae (in De vanitate) and De rerum praenotione (in De occulta philosophia). In
the first instance, however, he limits himself to culling some second-hand citations, while
in the second instance he turns Gianfrancesco’s meaning completely upside-down.

¥ G. M. Cao, “The Prehistory of Modern Scepticism. Sextus Empiricus in Fifteenth-
Century Italy”, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 64 (2001), pp. 230-280.

2 Cf. contra M. di Loreto, “La fortuna di Sesto Empirico tra Cinquecento e Seicento”,
Elenchos. Rivista di studi sul pensiero antico 16 (1995), pp- 337-339.
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of authorities. So, with reference to the soul, despite the initial declaration
(“If then one should go to ask philosophers about the soul one finds even less
agreement”) and despite the successive citation of forty-one different opinions,
in the end Agrippa does not uphold even the facade of scepticism: they all agree
in recognizing that the soul is a force capable of movement, or else a sort of per-
fect harmony of the parts of the body, which however depends on the nature of
the body. Even demonic Aristotle follows in their steps: in fact he invents a new
word and defines the soul as ‘entelechy’, that is, “the perfection of a natural body
endowed with organs which has life potentially,” of which the soul constitutes the
principle of thought, sensation and movement. This is the empty definition of the
soul of the most authoritative Philosopher, which does not declare its essence,
nature or origin, but merely its action. Finally, above and beyond all these philos-
ophers are those others who define the soul as a divine substance, complete and
indivisible, present throughout the whole body and each of its parts, the product
of an incorporeal Maker to the extent that it depends solely on the power of its
Efficient Cause, not on the bowels of matter. This opinion has been upheld by
Zoroaster, Hermes Trismegistus, Orpheus, Aglaophemus, Pythagoras, Eumenius,
Ammonius, Plutarch, Porphyry, Timaeus of Lokri and divine Plato, who says that
the soul is an essence which moves itself, and is endowed with intellect.?!

Divine Plato, demonic Aristotle. It is clear that this note of dissent is not
intended to lead to the suspension of judgement and the indifference of ‘neither
this one nor that one’. Rather, it contrasts two different models of rationality,
passing an explicit value judgement on them (“supra hos omnes sunt alii”).?

2 Agrippa, De vanitate, 52, p. 108:“Quod si de anima ab illis aliquid sciscitemur, multo
minus conveniunt”; pp. 109—110: “omnes quidem in hoc convenientes, quod anima sit vis
quaedam agilis ad movendum, vel esse partium corporalium sublimem quandam harmoniam,
sed tamen ab ipsa corporis natura dependentem. Atque horum vestigia sequitur
daemoniacus Aristoteles, qui invento novo vocabulo animam vocat entelechiam, scilicet
perfectionem corporis naturalis organici, potentia vitam habentis, dantem illi principium
intelligendi, sentiendi et movendi. Atque haec receptissimi Philosophi animae futilis
definitio, quae non essentiam, naturam, aut eius originem declarat, sed effectus [affectus
ed.]. Porro supra hos omnes sunt alii, qui dixerunt, animam esse divinam quandam substantiam,
totam ac individuam ac toto ac cuique corporis parti praesentem, ab incorporeo authore
taliter productam, ut ex sola agentis virtute, non ex materiae gremio dependeat. Eius
opinionis fuerunt Zoroastes, Hermes Trismegistus, Orpheus, Aglaophemus, Pythagoras,
Eumenius, Hammonius, Plutarchus, Porphyrius, Timaeus Locrus et divinus ille Plato,
dicens animam esse essentiam sui motricem intellectu praeditam.” Cf. M. Ficinus, Theo-
logia Platonica, V1, 1, ed. R. Marcel. Paris: Les Belles Lettres, I, 1964, pp. 223-225; Fran-
ciscus Georgius Venetus, De harmonia mundi totius cantica tria, 1, 11, 4; 14-15. Venetiis: in
aedibus Bernardini de Vitalibus, 1525, ff. 28r; 37v-38r.

2 The adverb supra can be used not in an axiological sense but in an adjunctive one
(“besides all these”), but Agrippa generally uses praeter to express this.
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One might suspect that the adjective divinus has an ironic undertone, in revolt
against the ‘Platonizing’ enthusiasm of some of Agrippa’s contemporaries
— Ficino, above all, from whom the most part of the passage is derived. But
this suspicion can only be valid if De vanitate really recognizes that there is no
criterion for establishing truth in the conflict between philosophical schools; or
if it states that truth is not attainable in any form. I shall discuss the problem in
more depth below. For now I shall limit myself to pointing out an intimation of
a solution which is contained in the same chapter:

There is still a raging discussion among theologians on the question of whether,
when souls are detached from their bodies, they retain memories and sensations of
the actions which they undertook during their earthly lives (which is the opinion
of the Platonists); or if, instead, they completely lack any such knowledge, as the
Thomists maintain firmly along with their Aristotle. ... But it is certainly clear that
this conclusion [of the Thomists] is not so much opposed to the assertions of the
Platonists, as to the authority of the Holy Scripture and to the Truth, since Scrip-
ture says that the impious will see and know that He is God, and they will render
account not only of their actions, but also of their idle words and their thoughts.”

The suggestion just made here is not unimportant. Scripture constitutes a lydius
lapis on the basis of which one can pass judgement on different positions?; one
philosophical school is found to be consistent with the criterion of truth, at least
on this matter.”> I do not think it insignificant that this school should be iden-
tified with the tradition of prisca theologia to which elsewhere Agrippa, like
Ficino, attached such prestige for its role as a prophecy of Christianity.

It seems debatable therefore whether Agrippa “like the ancient sceptics
directly questioned human ability to know causes.”” In reality, he derived some

3 Agrippa, De vanitate, 52, p. 113: “Quippe etiam gravis inter Theologos disputatio
est an (quae Platonicorum opinio est) in animabus exutis eorum, quae in vita gesserint
relinquerintque, memoria sensusque supersint, aut istorum cognitione omnino careant;
quod Thomistae cum suo Aristotele firmiter tenent ... quod tamen manifeste est non tam
contra Platonicorum assertionem, quam contra Scripturae authoritatem Veritatemque,
cum dicat Scriptura visuros et scituros impios, quia ipse Deus est, quin et omnium non
modo factorum, sed et verborum ociosorum et cogitatuum rationem reddituros.”

2 Agrippa, De vanitate, 100, p. 298: “Igitur ad ipsum verbum Dei oportet nos omnes
scientiarum disciplinas et opiniones tanquam ad Lydium lapidem aurum, examinare, atque
in omnibus eo ceu ad solidissimam petram confugere atque ex eo solo omnium rerum veritatem
venari ac de omnibus disciplinis, de omnium opinionibus et commentis iudicare.”

% See also Agrippa, De vanitate, 54, p. 123: “Platonici vero cum suo Platone et Plotino,
divina semper redolentes, in unione cum summo bono felicitatem locaverunt.” Cf. Georgius,
De harmonia mundi, 1, 1, 17, 1. 22v.

% Ch. G. Nauert, Humanism and Culture of Renaissance Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995, p. 201.
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points of sceptical inspiration which his contemporary sources (of a Platonic
orientation) used as a means of questioning the capacity of Aristotelian episte-
mology to account for the nature of things. It is true that “he employs a major
sceptical argument when he demonstrates the unreliability of sensory experi-
ence.” In chapter 7 Agrippa states that knowledge based on sense perception
is not able to guarantee a sure and truthful experience, since the senses are fal-
lible; nor does it succeed in revealing the causes and properties of phenom-
ena or in knowing intelligibles, since these escape the grasp of the senses.?’” But
the brusque statement of the untrustworthiness of sensory experience, which
Agrippa derives from Francesco Giorgio Veneto, does not lead to the conclusion
“that all human knowledge is open to question.”? Instead, it is the preliminary
stage in proving that science cannot exist on the basis of a theory of knowledge
derived from the senses; one which then serves to introduce another epistemol-
ogy which is the foundation for true knowledge. From the cultural point of view,
the destructive action of scepticism has the great merit of putting an end to the
discussion between the schools by eliminating one of the two contenders, that is,
all philosophers who draw their foundation from sensory experience. From the
pedagogical point of view, however, scepticism is no more than a preliminary
training. Sceptical interrogation of worldly reality demonstrates the inconsist-
ency of that which is subject to the incessant flux of becoming and dissolves
the illusory certainty offered by the immediate experience of the senses.”” In
this respect, too, the sceptical process of doubt (directed towards physical real-
ity) could be numbered among the preliminary preparations which open for
man the approach to felicity. Agrippa indicated this in chapter 1 of De vanitate:
“disciplines applied from outside (disciplinae foris adhibitae) bring about a sort
of condition of purification, which in a certain measure contributes to felicity,”
even if they are not the cause “by which felicity is fully realized for us.”* I think
that the ‘purification’ should be understood as relating to the idea of knowledge

27 Agrippa, De vanitate, 7, pp. 34-35. Cf. Georgius, De harmonia mundi, proem., ff.
ar-3r; 1, 1,8 and 17, ff. 111; 22r—231.

2 Ch. G. Nauert, Humanism and Culture of Renaissance Europe, p. 202.

¥ This was the position which Agrippa’s two main sources, Marsilio Ficino and
Francesco Giorgio Veneto, took on scepticism. On Ficino’s attitude to the sceptics, cf.
A. De Pace, La scepsi, il sapere e I’anima. Dissonanze nella cerchia laurenziana. Milano:
LED, 2002. On Francesco Giorgio, cf. C. Vasoli, Profezia e ragione. Napoli: Morano, 1974,
pp- 129—403; Filosofia e religione nella cultura del Rinascimento. Napoli: Morano, 1988,
pp- 233-250.

% Agrippa, De vanitate, 1, p. 5: “nec aliud efficiunt disciplinae foris adhibitae, nisi quia
conditionem nobis quandam purgatoriam adhibent, ad beatitudinem aliquid conducentem,
non tamen rationem ipsam, qua nobis beatitudo compleatur, nisi eis adsit et vita in ipsam
bonorum translata naturam.”
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and that among the disciplinae foris adhibitae should be included the employ-
ment of sceptical doubt.’! Systematic debate over sensory representation and the
suspension of judgement concerning the appearances of the material world free
the soul from false opinions. They demonstrate the inadequacy of the empirical
dimension and direct the search for truth towards the intelligible.*> Purification
leads to a new spiritual attitude which makes the philosopher capable of under-
taking the route to true knowledge. In De occulta philosophia, Agrippa desig-
nates this sort of intellectual and moral renewal as a dignificatio hominis.

Beyond Scepticism: Platonic Epistemology

Although sceptical techniques of analysis of sensory knowledge are rec-
ognized as having a preparatory critical value, they still precede the actual
process of attaining knowledge and remain ‘outside’ (hence foris adhibitae)
the true and proper acquisition of truth. Truth, in fact, is grasped only by
turning inwards to where the innate ideas which God implanted in the soul
at the moment of creation are stored. The acceptance of a Platonic* theory
of knowledge is positively expressed in the final peroration of De vanitate,
when Agrippa invites the reader to abandon the schools of the sophists in
order to regain the awareness of the cognitive inheritance to which every
soul has the original title:

You, therefore,... if you wish to attain this true and divine wisdom — not that
of the tree of the science of good and evil, but that of the tree of life — reject all
the sciences of man and the investigation and discursive examination of flesh
and blood. ... If you do not enter into the schools of philosophy or the gym-
nasia of the sophists, but into yourself, then you will know everything. In fact,
the knowledge of all things was placed in you at the moment of your creation
(concreata est enim vobis omnium rerum notio). The Academici affirm it and
the Holy Scriptures attest it: God created all things in their greatest goodness,
that is, in the highest grade of perfection which each one could attain. Just as
God planted trees bearing fruit, so He created souls as rational trees, filled

3 The development of this theme by Ficino and Giorgio, undoubtedly Agrippa’s main
sources of reference on this matter, lends weight to this interpretation.

32 Cf. Agrippa, De occulta philosophia, 111, 3, pp. 406—408.

*Tuse the term ‘Platonic’ in the broad sense. Agrippa’s main source is Ficino’s version
of Neoplatonism, which also includes a smattering of hermetic philosophy. On Ficino’s
Platonism, cf. M. J. B. Allen, Plato’s Third Eye. Studies in Marsilio Ficino’s Metaphysics
and Its Sources. Aldershot and Brookfield (VT): Variorum, 1995; Synoptic Art. Marsilio
Ficino on the History of Platonic Interpretation. Firenze: Olschki, 1998.
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with forms and with concepts. But the sin of the first man put a veil over all
this and oblivion, mother of ignorance, made her entrance.*

Agrippa cites the Academy alongside Holy Scripture to support the idea that
man has an innate realm of knowledge which needs to be recovered by means
of a suitable paideia. This was Augustine’s interpretation of the Academici as
guardians of Platonic teachings, which were not to be divulged.*

Original sin is a veil which separates truth from the human intellect, a forget-
fulness of the self and of the self’s proper status as having been created ad imag-
inem Dei. It obscures the cognitive and practical capacity of man, impedes him
from overcoming sensible appearances and turns him away from his destiny:

So now, ‘you who are wrapped in shadows,” remove (whoever can!) the veil of
your intellect. You who are drunk on forgetfulness, ‘vomit forth’ Lethe’s chal-
ice. “You who are lulled by the sleep of irrationality, ‘awaken’ to the true light.
And soon, ‘with face uncovered,” you ascend ‘from splendour to splendour.’
You have received an anointing ‘from the Holy One, as John says, ‘and you
know everything.

The overlapping of phrases drawn from Scripture and the Corpus Hermeticum
accentuates the religious and mystical tone of this exhortation. However, apart

3 Agrippa, De vanitate, peror., pp. 311-312: “Vos igitur nunc ... si divinam hanc
et veram non ligni scientiae boni et mali,sed ligni vitae sapientiam assequi cupitis, proiectis
humanis scientiis omnique carnis et sanguinis indagine atque discursu ... iam non in
scholis philosophorum et gymnasiis sophistarum, sed ingressi in vosmet ipsos cognoscetis
omnia: concreata est enim vobis omnium rerum notio. Quod ut fatentur Academici,
ita Sacrae Literae attestantur, quia creavit Deus omnia valde bona, in optimo videlicet
gradu, in quo consistere possent. Is igitur, sicut creavit arbores plenas fructibus, sic et
animas ceu rationales arbores creavit plenas formis et cognitionibus; sed per peccatum
primi parentis velata sunt omnia intravitque oblivio, mater ignorantiae.” Cf. Georgius, De
harmonia mundi, 111, 2, 6 and o, ff. 22r, 25v.

3 Augustinus, Contra Academicos, 111, 17, 38. This interpretation had also been tacitly
received by Ficino, De voluptate, in Opera omnia. Basileae: ex officina Henricpetrina,
1576, ripr. anast. Paris: Phénix, 2000, I, pp. 986. This reading was in any case completely
in consonant with the conviction, shared by Ficino and Agrippa, that truth should be
expressed aenigmatice.

% Agrippa, De vanitate, peror., p. 312: “Amovete ergo nunc, qui potestis, ‘velamen’
intellectus vestri, qui ‘ignorantiae tenebris involuti’ estis; ‘evomite’ lethaeum poculum,
qui vosmet ipsos oblivione inebriastis; ‘evigilate” ad verum lumen, ‘qui irrationabili somno
demulcti estis’; et mox, ‘revelata facie’, transcendetis ‘de claritate in claritatem’: uncti enim
estis ‘a Sancto’, ut ait Ioannes, ‘et nostis omnia’.” The phrases in inverted commas derive
from tracts I and VII of the Corpus Hermeticum, I Cor. 15,34,11 Cor. 3,18 and I John 2, 20,
as indicated by Keefer, “Agrippa’s Dilemma”, pp. 636-637. But Agrippa’s first-hand source
is Georgius, De harmonia mundi, 111, 2, 6 and 9, ff. 22r, 251-v; 111, VIII, 18, ff. 131v-132r.
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from its formal appearance, the conceptual nucleus of the passage is clear. The
removal of the “veil” of intellectual clouding takes its starting point from man
and from a decision by his reason: it is an epistemological ascent. It is encour-
aged by the untying of the soul from terrestrial hindrances and articulated as a
gradual passage from the lowest species to the highest genera (“de claritate in
claritatem”), that leads to the reunification of all causes in the First Principle.
The return to original perfection is an ‘illumination’; not a mystical illumination,
but an intellectual one, a reminiscence, the reappropriation of self-knowledge.
In the final analysis, it is the knowledge of the self as mens (or intellectus).

The doctrine of mens is without doubt the stable and permanent central structure
around which Agrippa’s whole philosophical journey takes place.” In the tripartite
division of psychological faculties, which Agrippa derived from Ficino and Reuchlin,
mens represents the highest function, the caput or the suprema portio of the soul, the
divine spark which is present in man. It is the storehouse for the innate ideas infused
by God into the soul at the moment of creation, and it functions continually by means
of a direct intuition of ideas in God. We are not always aware of this uninterrupted
contemplation, however, because the activity of lower powers distracts the attention
of our conscious glance. Ratio is an intermediate function between the mind and the
idolum (that is, the sensory faculties which are connected to the material world). Its
position between the two makes reason unstable, fluid and subject to error. In fact,
reason, the seat of the will, is free to conform to either of the contrasting directions
indicated to it by the other parts of the soul. When reason “silences” the sensory part
(suspending, as it were, the empirical ego and its view of the world) and turns itself
inwards to the mind, it becomes conscious of the constant illumination of the mens
by God; it grasps essences by an act of intuition which is superior to the act of reason,
insofar as it is “contact of the essence with God.”*® God’s illumination, which acts on
the mens, therefore constitutes the basis and the safeguard of human knowledge. Rea-
son, attaining the innate contents of the mens, produces a science which is legitimized
by its divine origins and therefore not susceptible to the assault of sceptical doubt.*

3 In the early draft of De occulta philosophia (1509/1510) the doctrine of mens con-
stitutes the presupposition for the reform of magic; in De triplici ratione cognoscendi
Deum (1516) it acts as the criterion of individuation of ‘true’ theology; in De originali
peccato (1518/1519) it is applied as the key to biblical exegesis; in the final redaction of
De occulta philosophia (1533) it is enriched by kabbalistic nuances and developed in an
eschatological perspective.

3 Cornelio Agrippa, De triplici ratione cognoscendi Deum, 5,in V. Perrone Compagni,
Ermetismo e cristianesimo in Agrippa. Il “De triplici ratione cognoscendi Deum”. Firenze:
Polistampa, 2005, pp. 140-144; De occulta philosophia, 111, 43, pp. 358. Cf. Ficinus, Theologia
Platonica, X111, 2, ed. Marcel 11, pp. 206-214.

¥ Cf. Ficinus, Theologia Platonica, X111, 4, Marcel IL, p. 170: “Unde et vera ratiocinatio
nascitur ex intelligentia vera, et humana intelligentia ex divina.”
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Although De vanitate does not dwell on the explanation of the doctrine of
the three parts of the soul, it is certainly implied and put into effect in a passage
from chapter 98, which deals with theologia interpretativa. Agrippa states that
God has entrusted to man the task of clarifying the obscurity of the words of the
prophets, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Interpretative theology is not
based on perfect knowledge given by God in a prophetic vision (which is actually
the object of study of this branch of theology); nor is it based on the discursive
knowledge of the Peripatetics, who use procedures which are inappropriate to
God (definition, division and combination). Instead the science of interpreta-
tion proceeds according to “alia cognoscendi via.” This third mode consists in
Truth adapting itself to our purified intellect, as the key is with the lock. Indeed,
as much as our intellect is very desirous of knowing the whole truth, so is it
receptive to all intelligibles.... Even if we do not comprehend by the full light
of day that which the prophets and those who see divine things directly express,
nonetheless by means of the intellect a door is opened before us. In this way, from
the conformity of perceived truth with our intellect, and from the light, which
illuminates us from this opened threshold, we acquire a much greater certainty
than the apparent demonstrations of the philosophers, their definitions, divisions
and combinations are able to offer.*

This form of knowledge cannot be considered to be the result of a mystical expe-
rience, because Agrippa explicitly categorizes it as the epistemological procedure of a
human science, distinct from prophetic vision. It is an intellectual experience, which
has left the sense-based discursive knowledge of the Peripatetics behind (the intel-
lect is thus defined as ‘purified’) and forms itself around a series of metaphysical
intuitions: the recognition of the self and of other entities as created things, charac-
terized by ontological deficiency and the deeply-rooted need for God, “beginning,
middle, end and renewal”; the awareness of the innate and natural tension which
pushes each existing thing to a reconjunction with its Beginning; the acceptance of
man’s cosmic mission, which justifies his definition as “beginning and end” of all

4 Agrippa, De vanitate, 98, p. 287: “Haec itaque divinorum interpretandi theologia non
Peripateticorum more definiendo, aut dividendo, aut componendo, quorum modorum
nullus ad Deum attingit, cum ille nec definiri nec dividi nec componi possit, progreditur,
sed alia constat cognoscendi via, quae inter hanc et propheticam visionem media est,
quae est adaequatio veritatis cum intellectu nostro purgato, veluti clavis cum sera. Qui ut
est veritatum omnium cupidissimus, ita intelligibilium omnium susceptivus est. ... Quo,
etsi non pleno lumine percipimus ea, quae depromunt prophetae et hi qui ipsa divina
conspexerunt, aperitur tamen nobis porta, ut ex conformitate veritatis perceptae ad
intellectum nostrum et ex lumine, quod ex ipsis penetralibus apertis nos illustrat, multo
certiores reddamur quam ex philosophorum apparentibus demonstrationibus, definitionibus,
divisionibus et compositionibus.” Cf. Georgius, De harmonia mundi, 1, VIII, 2, f. 1161-v;
III1, 11, 10, f. 26r.
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created entities, and as therefore superior even to angels. Indeed, this ontological
medium, created in God’s image and likeness, is the teleological link through which
the reditus of all things to the source of being is fulfilled.*!

It is through possession of this knowledge, which the reason finds in the mens,
that the most profound meaning of Scripture can be comprehended. Interpreta-
tive theology is formed at the point of intersection between the philosophical
perception of truth (necessarily partial) and the light which is reflected from the
“opened door,” beyond which lies the perfection of the world of archetypes. It is
in this sense that Agrippa defines faith as the fundamentum rationis, that is, the
criterion of guarantee and the firm basis of human knowledge. Fides does not
provide new contents, but unveils the deep sense of the existing contents of the
reason, which is operating in harmony with its mens.*”

It is also in this way that I interpret a passage from De vanitate which has
generally been used as evidence of Agrippa’s fideism. “All the secrets of God
and of nature, the whole foundation of customs and laws, the whole knowledge
of past, present and future, are confided in the sacred words of the Bible.”* His
attested familiarity with Giovanni Pico’s Heptaplus makes it likely that Agrippa
wished to emphasize the superiority and perfection of Revelation with respect
to the products of human culture, but not its absolute otherness with respect to
reason.* Revelation is without doubt the absolute and complete expression of
Truth; but it originates from the same source as the contents of the mind of man,
which the activity of reason is dependent on. Since God is the sole source of
truth, the tradition of faith is homogeneous with philosophical contemplation,
which finds its justification in Revelation. Through divine will, rationality and
its higher level of ‘spiritual intelligence’ are able to establish a relationship of
continuity. Agrippa reaffirmed this point on several occasions:

Faith — a power which is superior to all others, because it is not based on
human constructions but leans completely on Revelation — illuminates every-
thing all around. It originates from on high, from the first light, and it remains
very close to the first light: so it is far and away more noble and excellent than
the sciences, arts and opinions which move from lower things and gain access
to our intellect by means of the reflection which we receive from the first light.

4 Agrippa, De triplici ratione, 1, pp. 93—101; De occulta philosophia, 111, 36, pp. 506-513.

2 Cf. contra Keefer, “Agrippa’s Dilemma”, p. 633.

 Agrippa, De vanitate, peror., p. 313: “Omnia enim Dei et naturae secreta, omnis
morum et legum ratio, omnis praeteritorum, praesentium et futurorum notitia in ipsis
sacris Bibliorum eloquiis traduntur.” Cf. Georgius, De harmonia mundi, 111,11, 9, f. 25v.

# Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Heptaplus, aliud proem., ed. E. Garin. Firenze:
Vallecchi, 1942, p. 199.
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Finally, by means of faith man becomes in some way identical to the higher
things and enjoys the same power.*

Fides is the underlying premise of true knowledge and imparts the correct orienta-
tion to reason’s activity. For this reason, rational science and all its practical applica-
tions gain authenticity and legitimacy if they develop in a theological framework.
This does not mean that for Agrippa reason has to draw its contents directly from
Scripture. Rather, it means that the contents of science, procured by the exercise of
reason, are ‘true’ when they do not contradict divine design, do not hinder the spir-
itual progress of the Christian, and contribute to the good of man and the world.
Certainly the architect will not seek in the Bible the technical instructions for how
to put up his building. Instead, he and those who commission him need to seek
there the indication of the modus and finis of this discipline — which would be that
itis “extraordinarily necessary and beautiful” in itself and capable of making a large
contribution to the well-being of the civil community, if men had not rendered it
vain and noxious by using it excessively “for the simple exhibition of riches” and
by heedlessly destroying the natural surroundings. In this case, then, the reform of
the discipline can be limited to the adoption of a form of social behaviour which
takes inspiration from the teaching of the Evangelist: money lavished on building
ever-bolder bell-towers would be better spent in supporting the poor of Christ who
are the true temples and the true images of God.*

A Temporary Alliance

Devanitate doesnot putscience in opposition to faith or the Holy Book in opposition
to the books of men. It opposes Aristotelian philosophy, worldly science
and the source of unbelief, to philosophy in a broadly Platonic sense, the journey

4 Agrippa, De occulta philosophia, 111, pp. 412—413: “Fides vero, virtus omnium
superior quatenus non humanis commentationibus, sed divinae revelationi tota innititur,
per universum omnia lustrat; nam, cum ipsa superne a primo lumine descendat atque illi
vicinior existat,longe est nobilior atque excellentior quam scientiae et artes et credulitates
a rebus inferioribus per reflexionem a primo lumine acceptam ad intellectum
nostrum accedentes. Denique per fidem efficitur homo aliquid idem cum superis eademque
potestate fruitur.” Cf. J. Reuchlin, De verbo mirifico. Das wundertitige Wort (1494),1, eds.
W.-W. Ehlers, L. Mundt, H. G. Roloff, P. Shifer and B. Sommer. Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt:
Fromann-Holzboog, 1996, pp. 84, 290—292; Guilielmus Alvernus, De fide, 1, in Opera
omnia, ed. B. Leferon. Orléans: Pralard, 1674-1675, I, p. 6E.

4 Agrippa, De vanitate, 28, pp. 64-65. On the confutation of alchemy and astrology, cf.
V. Perrone Compagni, “Dispersa intentio. Alchemy, Magic and Scepticism in Agrippa”,
Early Science and Medicine 5 (2000), pp. 160-177; “Astrologia e filosofia occulta in
Agrippa” (quoted above, n. 9).
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of the soul towards its supramundane source and the model of a Christian
scientia in verbo Dei. 1 do not think that this expression is redolent of a fideistic
attitude. Instead I think that Agrippa meant to refer to a religiously-orientated
science: a science which can move freely in the sphere of the visibilia Dei in
order to know His invisibilia and to trace the Beginning and origin. It does this
in the knowledge of the harmony between faith and reason which another
philosophy had disowned, infecting the world with a plague of ratiunculae,sophisms
and impertinent questions about God.*’

There is, in sum, a divine path to knowledge, which is that of Plato, the science
of man,founded on God and dealing with God; and there is a demonic path, which
is that of Aristotle, the science from man, constituted merely on human abilities
and dealing with lower things. It is demonic because it renews and perpetuates
the sin of Adam, inspired by Satan, and his proud ambition to make himself equal
to the Creator in the knowledge of good and evil. Every man renews the original
sin when his reason overturns the natural hierarchy of the parts of the soul and,
abandoning the mens, entrusts itself completely to the senses, ignoring God and
investing the foundation of truth in a created thing. Original sin is repeated in the
schools of the contemporary ‘theosophists’ who try to know God by the wretched
means of their rebellious reason, constructing a “science of the flesh” which is
uncertain and vain, deprived of stability, inert in its operation and morally pernicious.
Ignorantia Dei, the original stain, is not a passive ‘not-knowing’ (which is, in any
case, unthinkable, because God is not concealed in unfathomable transcendence,
but makes Himself known and “shines everywhere” in nature, and, above all,
inside man).* On the contrary, ignorantia Dei is an active neglecting, the will to
turn away from God and the pride in being an end in oneself.

This distinction between different forms of rationality — diversely valued
according to their basis and their final point of view — allows us to consider
Agrippa’s declamatio invectiva as not being part of a true and proper profession
of scepticism, of general anti-intellectualism or of rigorous fideism. Instead it
can be realigned with the antiaristotelian and antischolastic critiques of Ficino,
Reuchlin and Francesco Giorgio Veneto. Agrippa does not propose abandonment
in God in the undifferentiated indifference of Sextus Empiricus’s ou mallon
outos he ekeinos; rather, scepticism for him constitutes an exercise in education,
necessary for pointing contemporary culture towards the apprehension of truth.
He borrows the perspective, if not the words, of Origen in the Contra Celsum:

4 Cf. contra van der Poel, Cornelius Agrippa, who unwaveringly interprets Agrippa’s
antischolastic polemic as an “opposition of faith and reason” (p. 71), deriving from
Neoplatonic influences.

4 Agrippa, De triplici ratione, 3, p. 108.
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By ‘the wisdom of this world which is stupidity in the eyes of God” we under-
stand all philosophy founded on false concepts, with idle and useless results....
Certainly we do not call a Platonic philosopher, who believes in the immortality
of the soul, stupid.... It is much better to accept the arguments of faith by
means of reason and wisdom rather than by means of faith alone.*

The true intentions of De vanitate have to be picked out from deep inside in the
text, hidden beneath more polemical and provocative statements. The sciences
of their own accord “do not procure for us any divine felicity which transcends
the capacity of man, except perhaps that felicity which the serpent promised to
our ancestors”; but in itself “every science is both bad and good” and deserves
whatever praise “it can derive from the probity of its possessor.”* Agrippa
appropriates here, in a version a rebours, the Aristotelian principle of the ethical
neutrality of science: it is the spiritual attitude of the knower, his probitas, which
constitutes the moral criterion of the discipline and ensures good or bad usage.

It is true that the digression Ad encomium asini invites the reader to put
down the baggage of the human sciences and return to being “naked and simple
donkeys,” and thus newly capable of carrying on their own backs the mysteries
of divine wisdom, like the donkey which carried Jesus into Jerusalem. But this
ironic exhortation, packed with references to Erasmus’s Adagia, is thoroughly
polemical: it is the “egregi scientarum doctores,” who profess a purely human
— or indeed, demonic — science, who must be subjected to the metamorphosis of
the donkey. For these asini cumani, that is, the scholastic theologians who have
borrowed the skin of the lion “which goes around roaring in search of a victim
to devour” (the demon of 1 Peter 5,8), the motto nihil scire foelicissima vita is
valid, since “an ignorant simpleton and country bumpkin sees what a scholastic
doctor, whom human sciences have perverted, does not see.” Ignorance is only

4 Origenes, Contra Celsum, 1, 13, ed. M. Borret. Paris: Les éditions du Cerf, 1967, I,
p. 110-1I12.

0 Agrippa, De vanitate, 1, p. 2: “scientias ipsas non tantis praeconiis extollendas, sed
magna ex parte vituperandas esse mea opinio est, nec ullam esse quae careat iusta
reprehensionis censura,neque rursus quae ex se ipsa laudem aliquam mereatur, nisi quam
a possessoris probitate mutuatur”; p. 3: “id vos prius commonuero scientias omnes tam
malas quam bonas, nec aliam nobis supra humanitatis metam afferre deitatis beatitudinem,
nisi illam forte quam antiquus ille serpens pollicebatur primis parentibus.”

St Agrippa, De vanitate, 102, p. 309: “Quin imo Cumanos asinos admonitos volo quod,
nisi humanarum scientiarum depositis sarcinis ac leonina illa (non quidem a leone illo
de tribu ITuda, sed ab illo qui ‘circuit rugiens et quaerens quem devoret’) mutuata pelle
exuta, in nudos et puros asinos redieritis, esse vos portandis divinae sapientiae mysteriis
omnino penitusque inutiles”; p. 310: “Sic, inquam, saepissime videt simplex et rudis idiota,
quae videre non potest depravatus humanis scientiis scholasticus doctor.”
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foelicissima when science has caused moral corruption: “There is nothing more
fatal than a science stuffed with impiety.”"? Adam’s sin of pride (impietas) recurs
every time that man does not direct his knowledge to the ends desired by God,
but thinks of the world as a system endowed with its own significance, and takes
himself to be a self-sufficient centre for the formulation of truth. Instead, philos-
ophy should be religious progress — or, rather, a regressus, a return to the source
of being.>® Therefore, if the reason respects its subordination to the mens, that
is, to the message which God has implanted directly in the soul, it fulfils the role
which has been assigned to it in the scheme of creation, which is to know God by
means of the book of nature. On the other hand, since the book of nature, too,
is written digito Dei, the fundamental goodness of the world is implied; and it is
also implied that man has the ability and, in fact, the task of reading these pages.
Reason is therefore perfectly literate and legitimate when it comes to decipher-
ing this bundle of communicative signs. Nonetheless, since the book is a means
by which God has wanted to help men by supporting them in the return to their
origin, the reading should be done with the eyes fixed on the author more than
on the contents.>* The knowledge of physical reality is merely a way of retracing
in sensible objects the cosmic process of love, which is centred on the eternal
Good, beginning, middle and end of everything which exists. Man’s greatness
resides purely and simply in his capacity to grasp God by contemplating His
works, the created symbol which bears witness to its creator.”

The ‘paradox’ with which Agrippa confronts his readers lies in the simultaneous
presence of two speculative currents which represent, despite their apparent
incompatibility, the expression of a consistent train of thought. On the one hand,
optimism concerning the nature of man and his potential to realise his own des-
tiny; on the other hand, pessimism concerning the historical condition of culture
in his own age and its realistic capacity to be a guide and instrument of progress
for the human race. De vanitate delineates the separation between wisdom,
which is also religion, and the science which proclaims its own self-sufficiency

2 Agrippa, De vanitate, 1, p. 4: “Nihil autem inauspicatius, quam ars, quam scientia
impietate constipata.”

3 Cf. Hermes Trismegistus, Asclepius, in Corpus Hermeticum. Asclepius, eds. A. D.
Nock and A. J. Festugiere. Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 19925, I1, pp. 312—313: “Puram autem
philosophiam eamque tantum divina religione pendentem tantum intendere in reliquas
oportebit, ut apocatastases astrorum, stationes praefinitas cursumque commutationis
numeris constare miretur; terrae autem dimensiones, qualitates, quantitates, maris
profunda, ignis vim et horum omnium effectus naturam cognoscens miretur, adoret atque
conlaudet artem mentem divinam.”

3 Cf. H. Blumenberg, Die Lesbarkeit der Welt. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 19832,
pp. 60-61.

3 Agrippa, De triplici ratione, 3, pp. 108-110.
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and takes no account of the sacred — the separation, that is, of true knowledge
from false, and of the true use of knowledge from its abuse.

In waging its audacious monomachia against an ever-more-worldly reason,
De vanitate found a powerful ally in sceptical doubt, the preliminary educative
stage which opens the debate about the sensible knowledge of particulars and
makes a start towards the intellectual knowledge of universals.

But Agrippa neutralizes Academic scepticism by inserting it into the Platonic
tradition and accrediting it with the possession of a positive knowledge which
coincides perfectly with Christianity. As far as Pyrrhonian scepticism is con-
cerned, the material put forward by Agrippa is particularly scarce.® Pyrrho is
cited only three times. While the initial epigram represents him in the attitude of
nescientia, the chapters on the soul and on moral philosophy reproduce the doxo-
graphic sources with such sloppiness as to transform suspension of judgment into
dogmatic paradox: Pyrrho was a plebeius philosophus, who refused the evidence
of natural reproduction and denied happiness.”” This attitude of contempt may
explain why Agrippa skips Pyrrho’s name while discussing the unreliability of
sensory experience — whereas its source, Francesco Giorgio, openly recognized
that was Pyrrho who had demonstrated with many arguments that senses are
fallible.®® Of Sextus Empiricus there is no mention. Perhaps Agrippa was still
convinced by the judgement which he had passed on Sextus Empiricus’s critical
method fifteen years earlier, in the opening lecture to a course on the Corpus
Hermeticum held at Pavia in 1515. On this occasion, he took on Ficino’s aver-
sion to Pyrrhonian and Sextan scepticism; the sceptics, he maintained, have no
sure opinion to follow, but rather, all things are undifferentiated for them. Therefore
they discuss everything, maintaining both contrary positions, and mixing and
confounding things which in the natural order are separate and distinct. Like
the giants, accumulating mountain upon mountain, they seem to wage war on
the gods, when, fortified by a few syllogisms, they have the unbridled impudence
(quarrelsome as they are, and more prone to chatter than a whore) to say what

% Too scarce to be able to see him as one of the sources of Pyrrhonism in the
Renaissance, as suggested by S. Hutton, “Platonism, Stoicism, Scepticism and Classical
Imitation”, in M. Hattaway ed., A Companion to English Renaissance Literature and
Culture. Oxford: Blackwell, 2003, p. 52.

57 Agrippa, De vanitate, f. 4v: “Inter philosophos ... nescit quaeque Pyrrhias”; 52,
p- 115: “Sunt qui generationem omnino negent, ut Pyrrho Eliensis”; cap. 54, p. 123:
“Transeo reliquos plebeios philosophos, qui omnino felicitatem sustulerunt, ut Pyrrho
Eliensis, Euricolus et Xenophanes.” See also, 1, p. 7: “fuerunt Pyrrhonici et alii multi, qui
quidem nihil affirmabant.”

8 Agrippa, De vanitate, 7, p. 34: “sensus omnes saepe fallaces sunt”; Georgius, De
harmonia mundi, proem., f. 2r: “[sensus] fallaces sunt, sicuti multis rationibus probat
Pyrrho Heliates.”
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they like about everything with everyone. Armed with a handful of argumentative
cavils and the darts of the sophists, they think that they can break down the door
of every discipline, even that of sacred Scripture, and penetrate to its interior.
They are despised and spurned by all the more authoritative philosophers.”

Only one year later, in De triplici ratione cognoscendi Deum, Agrippa
directed the same words against contemporary theologians, the teosophistae and
philopompi of the schools, sowers of discord and unbelief among Christians. He
kept this characterization intact in De vanitate.®

Agrippa’s adherence to scepticism could not be anything more than a lim-
ited means to an end. In the framework of his cultural project, the preliminary
pars destruens undertook the burden of demolishing the foundations of a cul-
tural tradition which had made itself an instrument of power in the hands of
“inn-keepers of the word of God.”® The pars construens, however, developed
by proposing a different epistemology and by affirming the redefined role of
the intellectual in society. More than an epistemological investigation, the De
vanitate is a manifesto for Neoplatonic and Hermetic theology. As such it is an
exhortation to re-appropriate the Christian foundation on which reason rests.

¥ Cornelius Agrippa, Oratio habita Papiae in praelectione Hermetis Trismegisti De
potestate et sapientia Dei, anno MDXV, in Opera, 11, pp. 1099—-1100: “Tertium vero
disserendi genus Scepticorum est, quos penes nihil certum est quod sequantur, sed omnia
illis indifferentia sunt. Ideoque de omnibus in utranque partem disputant et quae naturae
ordine disiuncta distinctaque sunt, permiscent atque confundunt. Et perinde ac gigantes,
montibus montes accumulantes, bellum contra deos gerere videntur, dum aliquot instructi
syllogismis, homines rixosi ac meretriculis loquatiores, incunctanter audent quavis de re
cum quovis linguam conferre; litigiosis enim quibusdam altercationum captiunculis ac
sophismatum iaculis armati, omnium disciplinarum etiam sacrarum Literarum fores se
posse diffringere et penetrare arbitrantur. Atque hi a quibusque consummatis philosophis
ac theologis aspernantur respuunturque.” The source is Ficino, De voluptate, p. 986, as
indicated by van der Poel, Cornelius Agrippa, pp. 68-69. The simile of the giants, as far as
I am aware, is Agrippa’s own contribution.

% Agrippa, De triplici ratione, 5, pp. 138-140, 154-164; De vanitate, 97, pp. 282—286.

1 Agrippa, De vanitate, 97, p. 283.
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Pedro de Valencia’s Academica' of 1596 has been called “a quite objective history of
ancient scepticism” and cited as proof that “knowledge of the Academic position was
certainly on a much better footing at the end of the sixteenth century than it had been
at the beginning.”® But why did this Spanish humanist of the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries write such a history? Was he a sceptic, and were his other
writings sceptical? If not, what was his purpose in writing it? The plot thickens when
we discover that he also wrote numerous manuscripts about social and economic
issues ranging from the price of bread to the burning of witches; that he engaged in
serious Bible scholarship; and that he was named Royal Chronicler in 1607. How did
scepticism fit into his life and ideas as a humanist and eventually a court intellectual?

The short answer is that Pedro de Valencia was not a sceptic if that means a
follower of either of the ancient traditions of Pyrrhonism or Academic scepti-
cism, out to promote his school. Whether he might have been a sceptic in some
more general meaning of the term will be explored below. We can add to the
short answer that he wrote it because a friend asked him to, and by his own
account he spent only 20 days on it. Since this one thin volume was the only
substantial history of philosophy that he wrote, in an oeuvre of manuscripts that
is expected to take up eleven thematic volumes (some of them in multiple
sub-volumes) in the Complete Works,* we cannot conclude that it was a very

Y Academica sive de iudicio erga verum ex ipsis primis fontibus. Antwerp: Plantin,
1596. Modern edition with Spanish translation facing Latin original: Academica, tr. and
ed. José Oroz Reta. Badajoz: Diputacion Provincial de Badajoz, 1987.

2Richard H. Popkin, The History of Scepticism from Savonarola to Bayle. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2003, 38.

3Charles B. Schmitt. Cicero Scepticus: A Study of the Influence of the Academica in the
Renaissance. The Hague: Nijhoff, 1972, 75.

“Pedro de Valencia. Obras Completas, General Editor, Gaspar Morocho (Leén:
Publicaciones de la Universidad de Ledn, 1993-), seven volumes so far published (2007).
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important part of his intellectual life. But such as it is, it gives us substantial
insight into his work as a whole and into the state of knowledge of scepticism in
late Renaissance Spain.

Pedro de Valencia’s Life and Work

Pedro de Valencia was born in 1555 in Zafra, in what is now the Province of
Badajoz in the Region of Extremadura.’ He studied Latin in Zafra, arts at the
Colegio de la Compafiia in Cérdoba, and earned a bachelor’s degree in law
at Salamanca. Upon graduating, he retired to his hometown of Zafra for the
quiet life of a scholar. He met and collaborated with Benito Arias Montano
(1527-1598), an outstanding humanist scholar who was chiefly responsible for
the great Antwerp Polyglot Bible of 1569-1572.

Pedro de Valencia wrote his Academica in 1590, to judge from the dedica-
tory letter, or in 1594, to judge from later scholarly opinion.® It was printed in
Antwerp in 1596 by the Plantin printshop at the behest of some of his friends: he
claimed that he wrote it in 20 days and that they printed it without his permis-
sion and “against my will, or at least against my taste.”” In the dedicatory letter
Pedro de Valencia notes that he wrote it at the request of one of his friends
from Zafra, Garcia de Figueroa y Toledo, a high official — Gentleman of the
King’s Chamber — in Madrid. Garcia de Figueroa had asked for an explanation
of Cicero’s Academica, presumably as part of an effort of intellectuals at the
court to understand that fragmentary and complex work. Other scholars have
affirmed that this was part of the European-wide response to the dual threats to
accepted authority and truth of the Reformation and the rediscovery of Sextus
Empiricus and Pyrrhonian scepticism.?

The rest of Pedro de Valencia’s scholarly output was enormous. A brief out-
line of the writings expected to be included in his Complete Works includes his
theological and biblical scholarship. He studied Greek with Francisco Sédnchez

3See Gaspar Morocho, “Introduccién a una lectura de Pedro de Valencia — Primera
parte (1555-1587)” in Pedro de Valencia, Obras Completas, ed. G. Morocho, vol. 5.1,
Relaciones de Indias, 1. Nueva Granada y Vicirreinato de Perii, 1993, 19—21. There is a
time-line of Valencia’s life and activities in G. Morocho, “Introduccion a una lectura de
Pedro de Valencia” in Pedro de Valencia, Obras Completas, ed. G. Morocho, vol. 5.2,
Relaciones de Indias, 2. México, 1995, 15-64.

®Dedicatory letter in Pedro de Valencia, Academica, ed.J. Oroz, 63; editor Oroz’s date
of 1594 given at T1.

"Quoted by J. Oroz in his “Introduccién” to Pedro de Valencia, Academica, ed. J.
Oroz, 11.

8 Juan Luis Sudrez Sdnchez de Ledn, El Pensamiento de Pedro de Valencia: Escepticismo y
Modernidad en el Humanismo Espaiiol (Badajoz: Diputacion de Badajoz, 1997), 20, 66, etc.
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de las Brozas and Chaldean, Hebrew, and even Arabic with Arias Montano, and
worked with the latter on numerous projects. He wrote major manuscripts in
defense of Arias Montano’s biblical scholarship long after the latter’s death. He
also wrote short manuscript commentaries on St. Luke, the authors of the sacred
books, grace, the books of the New Testament, and more.

One part of his theological writings consists of his spiritual writings: he trans-
lated Arias Montano’s Dictatem Cristianum® and Saint Macarias’s “Homilies”
and “Opusculas.”’® Closely related, in turn, to his interest in Christian spirituality
and retirement was an interest in Greek cynic retirement. He translated Dio
Chrysostom’s “On Retirement”!! and drew on Epictetus for a manuscript on
“Those who try to live quietly.”> He wrote his own manuscript on “Examples
of Princes, Prelates, and other Illustrious Men who Resigned their Offices and
Dignities and Retired,” in which he cited dozens of figures from Homer through
Timon and Timoleon to Diocletian and various Popes on the merits of with-
drawing from public affairs.!

Valencia’s economic and political writings have been published in two
volumes of the Collected Works. The economic writings include letters and
speeches to various officials concerning matters such as taxes, the price of wheat
and bread, inflation, poverty, the abuse of power, and the redistribution of land.**
In all of these he takes what might be called a proto-Enlightened position, con-
cerned about the plight of the poor and the weakness of the country, and calling
for substantial reform.

The political writings include a “Treatise on the Converted Moors of Spain”
in which Valencia explores the problems created by the forced conversion of the
Muslims in Spain in the early sixteenth century (1502, Granada; 1526, Valencia
and Aragon). His solution is less radical and more humane than the one that

°Pedro de Valencia, Obras Completas, ed. G. Morocho, vol. 9.2, Escritos espirituales.
La “Leccion cristiana” de Arias Montano, 2002.

WPedro de Valencia, Obras Completas, ed. G. Morocho, vol. 9.1, Escritos espirituales.
1. San Macario, 2001.

1“QOracién, o discurso de Dion Chrystostomo, que se intitula Perianachoreseos,
esto es, del Retiramento. Traducida del Griego”, Manuscript 5586, Biblioteca Nacional,
Madrid, 29r-34r.

2¢Discurso fundado creo que en el Epicteto de Arriano sobre los que pretenden vivir
con quietud”, Manuscript 11160, Biblioteca Nacional, Madrid, 72r-76r.

B<“Exemplos de Principes, Prelados, y otros Varones ilustres, que dexaron Oficios, y
Dignidades, y se retiraron”, Manuscript 5586, Biblioteca Nacional, Madrid, 1r-17r [also in
Mss. 5585, 1451-152V]. See John Christian Laursen, “Scepticisme et cynisme dans ’oeuvre
de Pierre de Valence”, Philosophiques 35,2008, 187-206.

“Pedro de Valencia, Obras Completas, ed. G. Morocho, vol. 4.1, Escritos sociales,
1. Escritos econémicos, 1994.
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was soon to be adopted: he proposes dispersion of the “moriscos” or converted
Muslims throughout Spain in order to speed up their assimilation.” In 1609,
however, the government ordered the expulsion of the moriscos.

In another set of manuscripts Pedro de Valencia exposed the fraud of the
Parchment and Leaden Books of Granada, also known as the Apocrypha of
Sacromonte. The supposed Parchment was found in 1588 in the Torre Turpiana
and the Leaden Books were discovered in a cave on Monte de Valparaiso in
Granada. They were eventually exposed as a fraud, denounced as heretical by
the Vatican, and prohibited by Carlos I1I in 1776. They represented an attempt
by moriscos and Old Christians to forge a syncretism and an alliance between
Christianity and Islam against Judaism and the judaizers among the New
Christians.!®

The Apocrypha of Sacromonte were very popular among the people and
many political figures. They appealed to nationalism by claiming that Spain
was the land of God’s Chosen People. Humanists who exposed the fraud were
quickly attacked, and the issue became a hot political contest between the
Spanish court and the Vatican, with the latter demanding to see them. Pedro de
Valencia was asked to give his opinion in 1607, and he closely followed Arias
Montano in denouncing them as a fraud. Among other arguments, he made the
common-sense points that leaden books would not survive long uncorroded
underground, that writings supposedly dating from the times of Nero would not
be written in contemporary Spanish, that they use a name for Granada that was
not used in those days, and so on.'” The Apocrypha were finally sent to Rome in
1643 and condemned as a fraud in 1682.

Pedro de Valencia also wrote memoranda on norms of government and
public health.'® As royal chronicler in the years 1607-1620, he was responsible
for compiling and editing the Relations from the Indies, covering many volumes.
After a notable auto-de-fé in Logrofio, he wrote a “Discourse on Stories about
Witches,” treating most manifestations of witchcraft as explainable by naturalistic
causes and effects. He advised that even those who confess are probably
hallucinating, and deplored the burning of witches. His policies seem to have

5Pedro de Valencia, Obras Completas, ed. G. Morocho, vol. 4.2, Escritos sociales,
2. Escritos politicos, 1999, 13—-139. See also Pedro de Valencia, Tratado acerca de los moriscos
de Espariia, ed. Joaquin Gil Sanjuan (Mdlaga: Algazara, 1997).

16 Gaspar Morocho, “Estudio introductorio” in Pedro de Valencia, Obras Completas,
ed. G. Morocho, vol. 4.2, Escritos sociales, 2. Escritos politicos, 1999, 141-357.

7“Discurso sobre el pergamino y laminas de Granada” in Pedro de Valencia, Obras
Completas, ed. G. Morocho, vol. 4.2, Escritos sociales, 2. Escritos politicos, 1999, 420—455.

BPedro de Valencia, Obras Completas, ed. G. Morocho, vol. 4.2, Escritos sociales, 2.
Escritos politicos, 1999, 471-527.
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been adopted by many Spanish authorities.’? Finally, Pedro de Valencia’s historical
and literary criticism includes the first substantial critique of the poet Luis de
Gongora’s flowery poetry.

One upshot of all this is that we see that Pedro de Valencia was a polymath,
intervening in nearly every important issue in late sixteenth- and early
seventeenth-century Spain. All of this scholarly production raises the question:
did Valencia’s knowledge of ancient scepticism affect in any way his writings on
other issues? Can we say that he was “sceptical” in his treatment of those issues,
or was his work in each area insulated from the others? We shall return to these
questions below, but for now let us return to Valencia’s Academica.

The Content of Pedro de Valencia’s Academica

A good summary of Pedro de Valencia’s text can be made from the chapter
titles that exist in some of the editions.?! The first chapter reviews the opinions of
Plato about the criteria of truth, drawing on Alcinous, Plutarch, Plato’s dialogues,
Galen, Eusebius, and others as an introduction to what Cicero says about Plato
in Lucullus. The second chapter discusses Arcesilaus and the Middle Academy,
with sources in Lactantius, Sextus Empiricus,?? Diogenes Laertius, and more.
The third chapter makes the case that Arcesilaus was a partisan of Pyrrho, with
similar sources and a final reliance on St. Augustine. Chapter four is a summary
of Pyrrhonism, relying largely on Diogenes Laertius and Sextus Empiricus.

The next two chapters take up the Stoic criteria of truth and doctrine of the
fantasia kataleptike, since these were the dogmatic principles that provoked the
sceptics. Chapter seven returns to the Academy, discussing Carneades and the New
Academy. It quotes and explains numerous sentences from Cicero’s Academica.
Chapter eight explains Carneades’s criterion of the pithanon,some evidence from
Clitomachus,and more on arguments in utramque partem. Chapter nine deals with
the successors of Carneades and chapter ten with Antiochus of Ascalon. Chapter
eleven is about the Cyrenaic philosophers, chapter twelve about the criterion of
truth of Epicurus, and chapter thirteen about the criterion of Potamon.

YPedro de Valencia, Obras Completas, ed. G. Morocho, vol. 7, Discurso acerca de los
cuentos de las brujas, 1997.

M. Pérez Lopez, Pedro de Valencia: primer critico gongorino. Salamanca: doctoral
dissertation, 1988.

2 For example, Pedro de Valencia, Academica, ed. J. Oroz.

2 At the end of the book Pedro de Valencia says he has used Sextus Empiricus spar-
ingly because he does not have the original Greek, but only the Latin translations, and
he does not have much confidence in translations. Pedro de Valencia, Academica, ed.
J. Oroz, 240-241.
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In the last few paragraphs Pedro de Valencia ruminates about the obscurities
and inadequacies of the history of philosophy and concludes that the best route
to truth is through God. In a previous article, I observed that, based on the text
of his Academica, “there is not much reason to believe that Valencia’s work is
sincerely religious” and quoted another author on this sort of last paragraph: it
is “similar to the final clause in modern works by which the author subjected his
doctrine to the judgment of the church: nobody would take it at face value.”
But setting it in the context of the rest of his manuscripts,in which Catholic truth
is taken for granted, explored in detail, and evidently relied upon with genuine
faith, I think it is clear that Pedro de Valencia was indeed religious and that the
final paragraphs can be taken at face value.*

Pedro de Valencia had the philological training and language skills for sophis-
ticated history of philosophy. But judging from the fact that the only other “his-
tory of philosophy” that he wrote were translations of Stoic and Cynic pieces
on retirement and bits and pieces of ancient philosophy as relevant to his many
practical interests, we may conclude that history of philosophy was simply not
very important to him.

The Fortuna of Pedro de Valencia’s Academica

Pedro de Valencia’s Academica was reprinted in Latin several times in the eight-
eenth century. An edition of Cicero’s Academica, published in Paris in 1740,
included Valencia’s text. The editor of the Paris edition, Joseph Olivet (Pierre-
Joseph Thoulier, abbé de Olivet, 1682-1768), wrote in a preface that “Pedro de
Valencia...is the author who has best penetrated into the arcana of Greek phi-
losophy... [He is] the only one who has understood the Academica of Cicero.”
That same year David Durand brought out in London his own French translation
of Cicero together with the Latin text and Valencia’s Latin text. In the preface

%], C. Laursen, “Cicero in the Prussian Academy”, History of European Ideas 23
(1997), 121-122. The author quoted was Glinter Gawlick.

2 As Sudrez puts it, “One of the questions on which everyone who has studied any
aspect of the life or work of Pedro de Valencia agrees is the profoundly sincere character
of his religiosity” (Sudrez, El Pensamiento de Pedro de Valencia, 28).

B M. Tulii Ciceronis Opera, ed. Joseph Olivet. Paris: Coignard, et al., 1740, vol. 1, 16:
“Petrus Valentia... Homo non vulgariter doctus, & qui, haud scio an omnium solertissime,
in veteris philosophiae adyta penetravet, Academica Ciceronis.” Also quoted (but
misscited as vol. 3) by J. Oroz in his “Introduccién” to Pedro de Valencia, Academica, ed.
J. Oroz, 48. Valencia’s text is in vol. 3, 595-629.
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he called Valencia’s book “excellent in itself and necessary for understanding
Cicero, and particularly these two fragments.”? “He seems to incline himself
to the side of doubt, although he professes to maintain a balance,” he added.”
A separate edition of Pedro de Valencia’s text seems to have been published in
London that year.”®

Durand’s edition was well publicized in the pages of the Bibliotheque
Britannique. In a proposal for a new edition of all of Cicero’s philosophical
works published in 1740 as an announcement of his edition of the Academiques,
Durand mentioned that he had first heard of Valencia from Olivet’s proposal
for a new edition.”” The next year the Bibliothéque Britannique published long
excerpts from Durand’s preface and commentary on Cicero in one issue, a fur-
ther extract in another issue, followed by an almost complete French paraphrase
translation of Pedro de Valencia’s Academica in a third issue.® The latter also
included a list of Valencia’s publications, pointing out that none other than the
Academica had been published.!

Valencia’s Academica was also republished in later editions of Olivet’s
edition of Cicero’s works in Paris (1742), Padua (1753), Geneva (1758),%> Oxford
(1783), and Madrid (1797). It was also reprinted in Madrid in 1781 as part of a
collection of works by eminent Spaniards.*

% Académiques de Cicerén, avec... le Commentaire Philosophique de Pierre Valentia,
Juris. Espagnol,ed. David Durand. London: Paul Vaillant, 1740, xvi: “excellent en lui-méme,
necessaire pour bien comprendre Ciceron, & particulairement ces deux fragmens.”

2 Académiques de Cicerén, ed. Durand, xvi: “Il paroit un peu pencher lui-méme du
coté du doute, quoiqu’il fasse profession de tenir la balance égale.”

B Academica sive de iudicio erga verum... Editio nova emendatior. London: Bowyerianis,
1740. The copy I have seen was printed as the latter part of the Durand edition, but with
its own title page and repaginated, suggesting that it may have been printed separately.
It is also the subject of the translation/paraphrase in the Bibliothéque Britannique, tome
17, 1741, 60-139. J. Oroz misspells the publisher as “Boxyrianis” in his “Introducciéon” to
Pedro de Valencia, Academica, 53.

¥ Bibliothéque Britannique tome 15, 1740, 392—416, at 402—403.

3 Bibliothéque Britannique tome 17, 1741, 102-118; tome 17, 1741, 320-369; tome 18,
1741, 60-139.

31 Bibliothéque Britannique tome 18, 1741, 139-140.

32 M. Tulii Ciceronis Opera, ed. Joseph Olivet, Editio tertia. Geneva: Fratres Cramer,
1758. Valencia’s text is vol. 3, 606—641.

$Francisco De la Cerda y Rico, ed., Clarorum Hispanorum opuscula selecta et rariora.
Madrid: Antonium de Sancha, 1781, 157-252.
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The Academica was also translated into French by Frédéric Castillon at the
Prussian Academy in 1779.>* Like Valencia, Castillon was a believing Christian,
and the main reason he translated the piece may have been to smother in erudi-
tion the anti-Christian implications of Cicero’s Academica, which he had been
ordered to translate by the impious Frederick I1.¥ Valencia’s Academica and
Castillon’s notes on it took up 138 pages of volume I of a two-volume edition of
Cicero’s Academica.*® This would make it too long and expensive for all but the
most scholarly readers. One reviewer concluded that he would have shortened
the introductory materials and omitted the Valencia translation “because we
fear that they would seem too much to go through for most readers,” but that
may have been Castillon’s purpose.’’

In the nineteenth century, James Reid wrote: “Of all the works on ancient
philosophy before our time, Pedro de Valencia’s Academica is by far the most
important for the study of Cicero’s Academica. The Spanish writer acquired a
knowledge of post Aristotelian philosophy that has not been superceded until
now.”*® It is surprising, then, that a century later the major scholarly study of
Cicero’s Academica of the end of the twentieth century, Carlos Lévy’s Cicero
Academicus, does not mention Valencia’s work.*

Was Pedro de Valencia a Sceptic?

Returning now to the question as to why Pedro de Valencia wrote his book on
Academic scepticism, I have already mentioned that he wrote it for a friend. We
naturally presume that if a historical figure writes on a particular philosophical

% Les Livres Académiques de Cicerdn, tr. and ed. Frédéric de Castillon, 2 vols.
Berlin: Decker, 1779, vol. 1. This has not been noticed by any of the other scholars
cited in this article. Nor has it been noticed that Castillon’s translation of Valencia was
reprinted in a later edition of Cicero’s Academica, along with Valencia’s Latin text
and Durand’s translation of Cicero: Académiques de Cicerén... Nouvelle edition. Paris:
Barbou, 1796. Giorgio Spini, “Giovan Francesco Salvemini De Castillon tra illuminismo
e protestantismo” in Enea Balmas, ed., I Valdesi e I’Europa (Torino: Brandoni, 1983),
318-350, reports that there was another edition of Castillon’s translation in 1825, but I
have been unable to find it.

3Laursen, “Cicero in the Prussian Academy”, 117-126.

% Les Livres Académiques, tr. and ed. Castillon, vol. 1, 173-311.

S Gottingische Anzeigen von gelehrten Sachen, vol. 2, 141 Stiick, 18 Nov. 1780, 1151-1152.

¥ Cicero, Academica, ed. James S. Reid. London: Macmillan, 1885, 72. In the National
Library in Madrid there is also a manuscript translation into Spanish of Pedro de
Valencia’s Academica from 1873 by Francisco de Borja Pavén: cited by J. Oroz in his
“Introduccion” to Pedro de Valencia, Academica, ed. J. Oroz, 56.

¥ Carlos Lévy, Cicero Academicus: Recherches sur les Académiques et sur la philosophie
Cicéronienne. Rome: Ecole francaise de Rome, 1992.
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school, then he might be sympathetic to that school, trying to promote its virtues.
Especially if we do not know very much about what else he wrote, we may be
especially inclined to think that Pedro de Valencia wrote on behalf of scepticism.
And this has been one trend in the scholarship, even by those who do know
more about his other writings.

One of the most influential scholars in Valencia studies was the great Spanish
scholar Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo. He knew a great deal about Pedro de
Valencia’s other writings, and assembled lists and summaries of them in two arti-
cles in 1875.% In those articles he did not attribute any sympathy with scepticism
to Valencia: the Academica was simply a very fine piece of history of philosophy.
But in a lecture of 1891 he wrote that Pedro de Valencia’s own opinion was
“transparent.” He was “inclined enough to the thesis of Arcesilaus and the prob-
abilism of the New Academy... his book was intended principally to vindicate,
within certain limits, ancient scepticism.”*! Menéndez y Pelayo’s chief argument
for this position was that Valencia had written that “When I hear that illustrious
men are credited with ridiculous and irrational opinions... I refuse to believe
they are faithfully interpreted: how is it possible that an absurdity that leaps
to the attention of my very limited understanding could have been taught...
by such great men?”** But although the use of such a principle of interpretive
charity may be a sort of vindication of ancient scepticism, it hardly proves that
Valencia was inclined to the thesis of Arcesilaus and the probabilism of the New
Academy. Nevertheless, many scholars following Menéndez y Pelayo took this
as the lesson of his work.

Not long after Menéndez y Pelayo, M. Serrano y Sanz wrote that Pedro de
Valencia was “one of the most sceptical men of the sixteenth century.”* In 1972
Ben Rekers wrote that the Academica “clearly has sceptical tendencies,” with a
footnote to Menéndezy Pelayo.* In 1983 Alain Guy drew explicitly on Menéndez
y Pelayo to write that Valencia displayed “a certain relativism” and was “above

“Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo, “Apuntamientos biograficos y bibliograficos de
Pedro de Valencia” [orig. 1875] in his Ensayos de critica filoséfica. Buenos Aires: Emecé,
1946,309-334.

“'Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo, “De los origenes del criticismo y del escepticismo y
especialmente de los precursors Espafioles de Kant” [orig. 1891] in his Ensayos de critica
filoséfica, 268.

“1bid., 269.

“Manuel Serrano y Sanz, Pedro de Valencia: Estudio biogrdfico-critico. Badajoz:
Diputacién Provincial, 1981 [orig. 1910], 19.

“Ben Rekers, Benito Arias Montano (1527-1598). London: Warburg Institute and
Leiden: Brill, 1972, 118.
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all attached to the probabilism of Arcesilaus and Carneades.”® In 2001 Carlos
Lévy pointed out that his attitudes toward Arcesilaus and Carneades should not
be run together. Rather, Valencia rejects the dogmatic belief in isosthenia of the
Pyrrhonism of Arcesilaus and approves of the probabilism of Carneades.*

Nevertheless, even Lévy cannot point to an unequivocal confession of Valen-
cia’s faith in Carneadean scepticism. Perhaps this was why Luis Gomez
Canseco’s measured assessment mentions Valencia’s claim to provide no more
than a commentary and insists that he did not identify with any school, but
cannot resist adding that “one observes a certain nearness of the author to the
object of his studies.”

In recent years, the scholar who has done the most to dispel the myth that
Valencia accepted scepticism in any strong sense is Juan Luis Sudrez.® I am
going to suggest that he is wrong on a number of points, but may be right on the
main issue. In two articles and a book, Sudrez takes on the question head-on.
He argues that Valencia could not have been a real sceptic because scepticism
is inherently conservative and Pedro de Valencia’s many social, economic, and
political writings often call for substantial and progressive change.® But this is a
misunderstanding of the traditions of scepticism, which do not have to be con-
servative. Living in accordance with custom, which Sudrez thinks must always be
conservative, can also include living in accordance with customs of change, cus-
toms that seek progress and improvement.’! In fact, of course, there is probably
no custom on the face of the earth that has endured for any significant time
without change.

“ Alain Guy, Histoire de la philosophie espagnole. Toulouse: Université de Toulouse-Le
Mirail, 1985 [orig. 1983], 68.

4 Carlos Lévy, “Pierre de Valence, historien de 1’Académie ou Académicien?” in
Pierre-Francois Moreau, ed., Le scepticisme au XVlie et au XVlIle siécle. Paris: Albin
Michel, 2001, 174-187.

YLuis Gémez Canseco, El humanismo después de 1600: Pedro de Valencia. Sevilla:
Publicaciones de la Universidad de Sevilla, 1993, 97, 101.

#]. Paradinas Fuentes also makes it very clear that Pedro de Valencia should not be
understood as a philosophical sceptic across the board (El pensamiento socioeconémico
de Pedro de Valencia. Salamanca: doctoral dissertation, 1986, 196).

“Juan Luis Sudrez, “Era escéptico Pedro de Valencia?”, Bulletin Hispanique 99
(1997),397; Sudrez, El Pensamiento de Pedro de Valencia, 84, 127.

9 Sudrez also thinks that there is one sceptical tradition from Pyrrho to the Academy
to Sextus (El Pensamiento de Pedro de Valencia, 86), but much later scholarship distin-
guishes the two traditions. See J. C. Laursen, “Scepticism”, in Maryanne Horowitz ed.,
New Dictionary of the History of Ideas. New York: Scribner’s, 2005, 2210-2213.

31See J. C. Laursen, The Politics of Scepticism in the Ancients, Montaigne, Hume, and
Kant. Leiden: Brill, 1992.
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Sudrez adds an additional argument that Pedro de Valencia could not have
been a true sceptic because, according to José Ortega y Gasset, scepticism is self-
refuting. In one of his writings, Ortega asserted that scepticism relies on a true
notion of the “truth” in order to refute any truth.”> But again, this is just poor
philosophy on Ortega’s part. Sudrez even knows the sceptics’ answer to that: in
his book, he points out that the ancient sceptics always answered to this objec-
tion that (1), no, they were not depending on a notion of truth, but just refuting
other people’s notions of truth, and (2) they do not mind it if scepticism is self-
refuting.”® One of their favorite metaphors was that scepticism is a purgative
that purges itself, or a ladder to be kicked away after climbing up. So, if it is not
true that sceptics rely on a covert truth about “the truth”, then Ortega’s “refuta-
tion” does not refute them.

Yet another argument that Sudrez makes for denying that Pedro de Valencia
is a sceptic in the traditional sense is that Montaigne was a sceptic in the tradi-
tional sense and Valencia was very different from him. It follows that Valencia
was not a sceptic. But this depends upon a very contentious interpretation of
Montaigne. Over and over, Sudrez characterizes Montaigne in very negative
terms: he presents “a demoralized and desperate ethics, without energy, giv-
ing up to destiny,”** he “assumes as a fact the social and economic order as it
has been conceived without criticizing or questioning it,”* his “humanism is a
humanism that locks itself up in an impotent subject in order to preach from
there a demoralized ethics of survival,”* and he represents “moral solipsism.”"’
But most major recent interpretations of Montaigne would disagree with all
of this. Most recent scholars find Montaigne to be sociable, constructive, and
even subversive to the point of revolutionary.®® It would follow, then, that if
Montaigne represents early modern scepticism, Pedro de Valencia’s social and
economic ideas could fit very well under the rubric of such scepticism.

2José Ortega y Gasset, “Investigaciones psicolégicas” in Obras Completas, vol. 12.
Madrid: Alianza, 1983, 413—423. Cited by Suarez, “Era escéptico?”, 402—405.

53 Juan Luis Sudrez, El Pensamiento de Pedro de Valencia, 92—93.

MSuarez, El Pensamiento de Pedro de Valencia, 123, cf. 174; cf. Juan Luis Suarez,
“Trayectorias y estilo intellectual de Pedro de Valencia”, Hispanic Review 67,1999, 71.

3 Suérez, El Pensamiento de Pedro de Valencia, 173.

%Sudrez, El Pensamiento de Pedro de Valencia, 228, cf. 230.

S’Suérez, El Pensamiento de Pedro de Valencia, 236.

8To mention only a few, Jean Starobinski, Montaigne en mouvement. Paris: Gallimard,
1982; David Lewis Schaeffer, The Political Philosophy of Montaigne. Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1990; Alan Levine, Sensual Politics. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books,
2001; Laursen, The Politics of Scepticism, chs. 4 and 5.
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However, even if Sudrez is wrong about the foregoing reasons why Pedro
de Valencia is not a sceptic, he may be right in his characterization of Pedro’s
relation to scepticism. In one of his articles, Sudrez argues that the only places in
the text in which Pedro de Valencia’s own opinions are clear are the dedication,
prologue, and conclusion, and in none of them does he claim allegiance to scep-
ticism. But scepticism as an “intellectual instrument” pervades his work with a
“tendency to invade everything, to grow, to touch on all themes.”’ In the book,
he spells out more of what this means: “the analytical rigor and critical charac-
ter... of his socioeconomic studies betray a certain debt to some of the sceptical
teachings,” Menéndez Pelayo is right about “the eminently critical character of
his thought.”® Pedro de Valencia takes on all of the assertions of the witch hunt-
ers, the Apocrypha-mongers, and the defenders of corrupt economic systems
with “arguments that the Academics used to dispute Stoic epistemology.”®! Only
one of these includes specific mention of the Academic sceptics in an argument
against the witch hunters.”” But in all of his political, religious, and social writings,
Sudrez says, “the presence of concepts and techniques that come directly from
a methodology derived from empirical scepticism is indubitable.”® “Empirical
scepticism,” which Sudrez derives in part from the medical scepticism of Galen
and Francisco Sanches, is his term for Pedro de Valencia’s use of critical reason-
ing in demolishing various dogmatisms and practices.

Let us be clear about what this means. Academic scepticism shows up in
Pedro de Valencia’s writings on other topics such as economics, witches, reli-
gious fraud, and colonial policy only in the attenuated sense of critical reason-
ing which is sceptical of supernaturalism and of conventional wisdom, not of
common sense, religion, or morality. Valencia is a sceptic in the larger and more
diffuse meaning of someone who explores things in depth, considers a variety of
conflicting opinions, and then goes with what seems probable or beneficial. He
is not a sceptic in the narrower sense of allegiance to a particular tradition, nor
in settling for ataraxia as a goal nor embracing a dogmatic Carneadean criterion
of probability.

Pedro de Valencia was not out to promote the scepticism he reviewed in his
Academica in any exclusive way. He was willing to interpret it charitably and see
its merits for particular uses in particular times and places. But this characterization

¥ Sudrez, “Era escéptico Pedro de Valencia?”, 408.

Sudrez, El Pensamiento de Pedro de Valencia, 21, 103.

% Suarez, El Pensamiento de Pedro de Valencia, 115.

©2Pedro de Valencia, Discurso acerca de los cuentos de las brujas,in Obras Completas,
ed. G. Morocho, vol. 7, 1997, 275.

% Sudrez, El Pensamiento de Pedro de Valencia, 114.
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applies to his attitude toward other Hellenistic traditions as well. Some of his
beliefs and moral attitudes are Stoic and, as we have mentioned, some are Cyni-
cal. Each of these schools provided a set of tools for his intellectual workshop,
but none claimed his full allegiance.

Conclusion

The upshot of this analysis of Pedro de Valencia’s work is that we have seen that
substantial and detailed knowledge of ancient scepticism was available in late
Renaissance Spain and considered relevant to contemporary social and political
issues. Full adoption of all of the techniques and attitudes of ancient scepticism
might have been subversive and scandalous, but there was no reason, at least in
Pedro de Valencia’s case, to carry the study of ancient scepticism so far. Rather,
it could form part of a humanist intellectual’s repertoire of historical and philo-
sophical knowledge and skills, as one of many available traditions. It did not
trump religion or practical socio-economic policy, but rather complemented them.
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6. INTER ALIAS PHILOSOPHORUM GENTIUM SECTAS,
ET HUMANI, ET MITES: GIANFRANCESCO PICO
AND THE SCEPTICS

Gian Mario Cao
Florence, Italy

Pico’s context

The more heavily a Renaissance thinker drew upon the Ancient sources, the
more closely his modern interpreters are expected to follow his practice. This
article, part of a larger project to compile a catalogue of Gianfrancesco Pico’s
massive borrowings from Sextus Empiricus,' aims at providing an introductory
map of Pico’s treatment of Sextus, whose writings handed down Greek Pyrrhon-
ism to both Renaissance philosophers and modern scholars. The concern here is
limited to some arguments about Pico’s encounter with Scepticism.

To begin with, a few words about the two characters of our story. Sextus
Empiricus (late-second century AD), the most comprehensive source of Ancient
scepticism, was recovered by Italian humanists as early as the 1440s% nonethe-
less, both his Pyrrhoniae Hypotyposes [PH| and Adversus Mathematicos [M]
remained unpublished until the Latin editions of the 1560s.* Gianfrancesco Pico was
born in 1469 — a contemporary of Machiavelli and Cajetan — and died in 1533,
killed by a nephew in his hometown of Mirandola. His affair with Scepticism
is recorded in the Examen Vanitatis Doctrinae Gentium et Veritatis Christianae

!Trefer once and for all to Gian Mario Cao, Scepticism and Orthodoxy: Gianfrancesco
Pico as a Reader of Sextus Empiricus. With a Facing Text of Pico’s Quotations from Sextus.
Pisa-Rome: Serra Editore, 2007.

2See Gian Mario Cao, “The Prehistory of Modern Scepticism: Sextus Empiricus in
Fifteenth-Century Italy”, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, LXIV (2001),
Pp- 229-279.

3See Richard H. Popkin, The History of Scepticism: From Savonarola to Bayle. Oxford
and New York: Oxford University Press, 2003, pp. 17-43.
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Disciplinae, a massive four-hundred-page folio volume finished by the mid-1510s
and eventually published in Mirandola in 1520.* It was in the Quaestio de falsi-
tate astrologiae of ca. 1510, however, that Pico mentioned Sextus Empiricus for
the first time.’

In his pioneering monograph,® Charles B. Schmitt primarily focused on
Pico’s critical attitude towards Aristotelianism by devoting an in-depth analy-
sis to the relevant part of the Examen Vanitatis (books IV-VI). Furthermore,
Schmitt reminded intellectual historians of Pico’s commitment as a Christian
reformer, influenced by Girolamo Savonarola’s teachings. Scholars building
upon Schmitt’s work have tended to overstate this connection without, however,
even raising the following question: did Pico really accomplish a Savonarolan
mission when he linked Sextus’ arguments to the clampdown on philosophical
liberty carried out by Leo X (Giovanni de’ Medici) during the 1510s? Pico’s
endorsement of the Medici pope’s agenda, documented in several places, is well
exemplified by his Oratio de reformandis moribus.” This blunt speech, designed
to be delivered at the Fifth Lateran Council (1512-1517), was on the same wave-
length as Leo X’s coeval bull Apostolici Regiminis (1513), which condemned
“every proposition contrary to the truth of the enlightened Christian faith.”®
In other words, Pico’s sceptical attitude came about in a context that should be
labelled as pre-Lutheran rather than post-Savonarolan. The Oratio de reform-
andis moribus gave voice to a scathing criticism of Roman Catholicism, whose
impending crisis could not allow any backward-looking nostalgia. If anything,
Pico allowed himself some outspoken remarks on the outrageous magnificence
and luxury that thrived during Julius II’s papacy.” Of course, Pico worked on
his hagiographic Vita Hieronymi Savonarolae down to the early 1530s and

4 Pico’s Examen Vanitatis (hereafter EV, followed by capital and lowercase Roman
numerals referring to books and chapters respectively [e.g., EV T vii]), will be cited from
the princeps edited by the author himself (Mirandola 1520), according to the copy in the
library of San Marco (now Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, 22.2.18).

5 See Walter Cavini, “Un inedito di Giovan Francesco Pico della Mirandola. La
Quaestio de falsitate astrologiae”, Rinascimento, XIII (1973), pp. 133—171: 140, 147, 148.

% Charles B. Schmitt, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola (1469-1533) and His
Critique of Aristotle. The Hague: Nijhoff, 1967.

7 Now available in Gian Mario Cao, “Pico della Mirandola Goes to Germany. With
an edition of Gianfrancesco Pico’s ‘De reformandis moribus oratio’”, Annali dell’Istituto
Storico Italo-Germanico, XXX (2004), pp. 403—525: 516-525.

8 Norman P. Tanner, Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils. Washington, DC: George-
town University Press, 1990, p. 605.

? Cao, “Pico della Mirandola Goes to Germany”, p. 522, . 205: “nostrae tempestatis
Tulia aedificia.”
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continued to look after his fellow Piagnoni (the Friar’s followers). Yet, neither
his language nor his purposes show any trace of Savonarola’s willingness to
challenge papal authority. More importantly, on the eve of the Reformation the
battlefield had become irreversibly European, and Gianfrancesco Pico himself
can be singled out as exemplifying the dense web of intellectual relationships
connecting northern to southern Europe,'” whose moving spirit was Erasmus of
Rotterdam.

Pico’s manuscript source

Even though Florence could no longer be the same elective homeland for
Gianfrancesco Pico as it had been for his uncle Giovanni, it still remained
an important source of rare manuscripts. As far as Scepticism is concerned,
Cicero’s Academica (45 BC) was available already to Petrarch’s generation and
Diogenes Laertius’ Vitae Philosophorum (third century AD) was translated into
Latin by the mid-1430s as well as being printed in the early-1470s,"! but Sextus
Empiricus was something of a rarity throughout the fifteenth century. In Flor-
ence, however, both the Medici private collection and the so-called ‘Medicea
pubblica’ (the library of the Dominican Convent of San Marco) each preserved
one manuscript exemplar of Sextus’ works. In all likelihood, Gianfrancesco Pico
was familiar with a mid-fifteenth-century codex (now Laurentianus 85.11) that
formerly belonged to Giorgio Antonio Vespucci, who bequeathed a number
of books to the library of San Marco on entering the Convent in 1499. Unlike
Francesco Filelfo’s early fourteenth-century codex (now Laurentianus 85.19),
called codex fenestratus because of its large fenestrae or lacunae, and originally
including only the five books of M VII-XI,"? Vespucci’s manuscript made the
whole Sextan corpus available to its humanist readers. The manuscript arranges
Sextus’ writings as though they consisted of only ten books: the first three cor-
responding to PH I-111I, the fourth to M I, the fifth to M II-VI, and the last five
to M VII-XI. According to Hermann Mutschmann, the compilation of Sextus’

10See Cao, “Pico della Mirandola Goes to Germany”, pp. 463—498.

1 See Charles B. Schmitt, Cicero Scepticus. A Study of the Influence of the Academica
in the Renaissance. The Hague: Nijhoff, 1972; Marcello Gigante, “Ambrogio Traversari
interprete di Diogene Laerzio”, in Gian Carlo Garfagnini, ed., Ambrogio Traversari nel
VI centenario della nascita. Florence: Olschki, 1988, pp. 367-459.

12 See Cao,“The Prehistory of Modern Scepticism”, pp. 242—248, which provides some
illustrations as well as a list of both the fenestrae and the missing sections (partly filled in
the sixteenth century).
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writings took place at an early stage of their textual tradition and was probably
related to the need to save paper; the ten books match the ten original papyrus
rolls, each designed to include approximately 2,000 to 3,500 lines (otixot)."* The
following table lists Sextus Empiricus’ books according to the ancient number-
ing system and the recent one used in Mutschmann’s critical edition:

Papyrus Mutschmann’s
Sextus’ books rolls edition
Tuppwvelwy  YmoTumwoewy A’ Pyrrhoniae Hypotyposes I 1 PH1
TTuppwvelwy  YmoTumwoewr B”  Pyrrhoniae Hypotyposes 1T 2 PHII
TTuppwvelwy  YmoTumwoewr [ Pyrrhoniae Hypotyposes 1T 3 PH III
TTpos I'pappaTtikols Adversus Grammaticos 4 M1
TTpos “PrTopas Adversus Rhetores 5 M1l
Tpos TewpéTpas Adversus Geometras 5 MIII
TIpos * ApLbunTikovs Adversus Arithmeticos 5 MIV
TIpos” AaTpoldyous Adversus Astrologos 5 MV
TTpdos Movaikols Adversus Musicos 5 M VI
TIpos Aoyikols A’ Adversus Logicos I 6 M VI
(Adversus dogmaticos I)
Tlpos Aoywkols B’ Adversus Logicos II 7 M VIII
(Adversus dogmaticos II)
Tlpos duoikols A’ Adversus Physicos I 8 M IX
(Adversus dogmaticos III)
1Ipos duoikovs B’ Adversus Physicos II 9 MX
(Adversus dogmaticos IV)
TIpos "Hbwkols Adversus Ethicos 10 M X1

(Adversus dogmaticos V)

Given also that both Diogenes Laertius and the Suda lexicon (tenth century)
mention Sextus’ ten books,' it is by no means surprising that Sextus Empiricus
first appears in Pico’s Examen Vanitatis as the author of ten books: “decem
et ego Sexti sceptici libros perlegi.”’® Unfortunately, this statement does not
fully answer the question whether Pico’s readings are consistent with the mise en
page of Vespucci’s manuscript. Two features of the manuscript are noteworthy

3 See Mutschmann’s Praefatio [1912] in Hermann Mutschmann and Jurgen Mau,
eds., Sexti Empirici Opera. I: I[TYPPQNEIQN YTIOTYTIQXEQN Lipsia: Teubner, 1958,
pp. xxu-xxviy; see also Jerker Blomqvist, “Die Skeptika des Sextus Empiricus”, Grazer
Beitrige, 2 (1974), pp. 7-14-

4 In fact, Diogenes Laertius ascribes more than ten books to Sextus, namely, “other
fine works”: ‘HpoSéTou 8¢ Sifikouoe 2éETos & Eumelplkds, ob kal Td Séka TOV ZKETTIKOY
kal dMa kdMoTa (IX 116). As for the Suda, see Ada Adler, ed., Suidae Lexicon. Lipsia:
Teubner, 1928-1938,1V, p. 341, 1l. 2122 ([235 2éET0s| Eypaer’ HOWKd,” Emokemika BuBNa L),
1. 29 ([236 2éETos] 2kemTikd €v BBNois ).

5 EV 1ii, fol. 7~
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here: on the one hand, it has plenty of titles (most of which are in the margins,
sometimes in addition to those usually present, but remarkably fewer in M); on
the other hand, it does not distinguish headings from main titles in such a way as
to prevent the reader from either overlapping or splitting books incorrectly. But
let us consider some details here (for a complete list, see the Appendix).

Unlike books I and III of PH, book II lacks a table of contents.'® The title of
book III of PH is written in black ink instead of the usual red, thereby running
the risk of passing unnoticed. Interestingly enough, no title at all introduces the
Adversus logicos 11 (M VIII), whose final inscription — pace Mutschmann — does
not bear any reference to the seventh of the ten books (formerly papyrus rolls),
as it does in other manuscripts.”” Equally unambiguous are three further ele-
ments: [1] the note UmopvnudTtwy 6 (ninth book), which manifestly concludes the
Adversus physicos 11 (M X),'® followed by decorative devices in red and black
ink; [2] the list of the contents of the Adversus ethicos (M XI), which expressly
refers to a tenth book (tdde &veotw év TG ) and [3] the final subscription,
which ultimately establishes both that the Adversus ethicos is the tenth book
and that Sextus’ writings comprise ten books (Umopvmpdtor " cé€ETov oreTTLKOD
TOV mpos dvtippnow a’ By’ 8 € ¢’ ' 6 L)Y

Apparently Gianfrancesco Pico became confused when quoting from Adver-
sus Physicos 1 (M IX): “idemque in nono libro mpods ¢uoikols cum dixisset alios
existimasse rerum elementa corporea esse, alios putasse incorporea, eorum expli-
caturus dogmata qui corporea censuissent, hisce verbis usus est, Pepeklidns pev o
lplos yiv éveme [sic] mdvtov elval dpxty kal otouxelov [M IX 360].7% Although
we currently identify the Adversus physicos 1 with M IX, nothing allowed Pico to

16 That would predictably be the following: “These are the contents of the second
book of the Pyrrhoniae Hypotyposes.”

7" See Mustchmann’s apparatus in Sexti Empirici Opera. I: ITTYPPQNEIQN YITOTYTI-
QXEQN p.212:“G [scil. codices omnes] addunt éETov épmetpikod bmopvnudtwr ¢’ (vel
TO €RSopov).”

8 But see Johann A. Fabricius, ed., Sexti Empirici Opera graece et latine. Lipsia:
Gleditsch, 1718,p.633,n. A:“...non decem libri sunt, verum undecim, et hic quem ordimur,
non utique nonus numerandus, sed decimus. Nisi dicamus, ut sane est consentaneum,
disputationem adversus Geometras et Arithmeticos non duobus sed uno libro com-
plexum fuisse. Itaque et in Suidae quoque codicibus émokemTika (lege éTL okemTikd) BLBAa
déka memorantur. Atque iterum: ZikemTika €v BiBMots L.

1 Mutschmann wrongly ascribes to Vespucci’s manuscript (codex L) the variant read-
ing oéEtou éumeLpikov instead of oéETov okemTikol (see Hermann Mutschmann, ed., Sexti
Empirici Opera. II: Adversus dogmaticos libros quinque. Lipsia: Teubner, 1914, p. 429).

2 EV 1 x, fol. 15" It must be pointed out that Pico’s quotation from Sextus bears a
variant reading (¢éveme instead of é\eEe) not otherwise transmitted, not even by Vespucci’s
manuscript (fol. 2827).
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consider it as the ninth book; rather, he must have noticed the marginal addition
of the numeral § (ninth book) to indicate the beginning of the Adversus physicos
II (M X) in Vespucci’s manuscript (fol. 289"). No doubt Pico read through Sextus
Empiricus’ writings; it is not by accident that his quotations draw on almost all
of them, with the sole exceptions of the books Adversus astrologos (M V) and
Adversus physicos 11 (M X). However, the Examen Vanitatis hardly conceals the
author’s puzzlement.” Indeed, in the very same passage Pico correctly records
Sextus’ different treatments of dialectics in PH II and the Adversus logicos 1-11
(M VII-VIII), while he mistakes Aenesidemus’ [Tuppuwvetot Aoyot (Pyrrhonian Dis-
courses) for Sextus’ TTuppdvetor UmoTumioets.? Although we should not jump to
conclusions whenever Pico nods, fresh doubts keep arising because of his misun-
derstanding of the main subdivisions of the Sextan corpus — for instance, whereas
Pico is right to consider the Adversus ethicos (M XI) as the last book,? he is wrong
to refer to the Adversus physicos (M IX-X) as a single book.*

A step back from the text might possibly suggest an explanation. Pico appar-
ently read both Sextus’ PH and M but did not read the anonymous Atoool \dyol
(Contrasting Arguments),” which are often appended to the end of manuscript
sources. Accordingly, we can rule out all the manuscripts including the Atooot Aoyou

2l An accomplished philologist such as Angelo Poliziano was even more disoriented
than Pico: see Lucia Cesarini Martinelli, “Sesto Empirico e una dispersa enciclopedia
delle arti e delle scienze di Angelo Poliziano”, Rinascimento, 20 (1980), pp. 327-358:
351-352.

2 EV 1II x, fol. 97 “In hanc certe plurima sunt moliti cum Aenesidemus in quarto
praecipue Pyrrhoniarum hypotheseon [sic], tum et Sextus quoque Empiricus qui praeter
libros muppwviwy [sic] UroTumwoewy, in quorum secundo logicam sive dialecticam vexat acer-
rime, duo etiam per sese satis ampla volumina scripsit contra logicos...”

# EV 11 xiii, fol. 104" “et Sextus Empiricus inter eos cum acer tum copiosus author
effecit, et in tertio Pyrrhoniorum cum adversus Ethicos disputat philosophos, et in libris
quos particulatim scripsit contra diversas philosophiae partes, nam eum librum qui est
adversus Ethicos ultimum esse voluit.” On the order of composition of Sextus’ works
see Luciano Floridi, Sextus Empiricus. The Transmission and Recovery of Pyrrhonism.
Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2002, pp. 8-10.

2 EVIII xi,fol. 100%:“haec et alia multa de causa et effectu tam in tertio Pyrrhoniarum
informationum, quam in libro contra Physicos parte prima, disseruit Sextus ipse
Pyrrhonius Graece. Ego Latine, ut tenerem libri ordinem, et servarem quod me facturum
receperam, paucula haec attuli, reliqua omisi”; EV III xii, fol. 102": “aliaeque permultae
et in tertio Pyrrhoniorum et in opere contra Physicos ab eo quem saepe citavimus Sexto
ducuntur in medium.”

% On this collection of sophistic arguments “(questionably) dated around 400 BC”,
see the relevant entry by Myles F. Burnyeat in Edward Craig, ed., The Routledge Encyclopedia
of Philosophy. London: Routledge, 1998, 111, pp. 106-107.
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and/or excluding either PH or M.*® It turns out that among the surviving
candidates only Vespucci’s codex was written before the making of Pico’s Examen
Vanitatis.*” Although such a conclusion is not proof, it certainly suggests that
Vespucci’s codex could be Pico’s source.?®

Pico’s attitude toward Sextus

Whatever the case might be, Pico was aware that a close examination of
Pyrrhonism would require a running comparison between Sextus’ accounts
in PH and M. He deeply regretted that no Latin translation of such a valu-
able source was available. This is the reason why the Examen Vanitatis more
than occasionally provides quotations from Sextus’ Greek text as well as Latin
paraphrases of it (“itaque et hinc et inde quae ad propositum facere videamus
decerpemus, e Graeco in Latinum quasi quadam transferentes paraphrasi”).”’
Pico’s treatment of geometry (EV III v) consists of a slavish rendering of Sex-
tus’ Adversus geometras (M 111), a sort of translation meant to bridge the gap
between the Greek source and Latin readers.®® And unlike Francesco Filelfo,
who had filled his Commentationes Florentinae de exilio (ca. 1440) with unacknowledged

% As suggested by Walter Cavini, “Appunti sulla prima diffusione in Occidente delle
opere di Sesto Empirico”, Medioevo, I11 (1977), pp. I-20: 19—20.

27 See Floridi, Sextus Empiricus, pp. 91-93, which lists at least four Greek manu-
scripts that do not include the Atooot \oyor while including both Sextus” PH and M: Lauren-
tianus 85.11 (completed in 1464, year 6973 of the Byzantine era), Londinensis gr. 16.D.XIII
(sixteenth century), Madrilenus BN O-30 (dated at 1549), Vratislaviensis Rehdigeranus
gr. 45 (sixteenth century, seriously damaged). The sixteenth-century codex Escorialensis
E.IIL1 ([2].IL.7 then Z.VIL.14) got lost in the fire at the Escorial in 1671. For further,
and sometimes slightly different, descriptions of Sextus manuscripts, see Hermann Mut-
schmann, “Die Uberlieferung der Schriften des Sextus Empiricus”, Rheinisches Museum
fiir Philologie, LXIV (1909), pp. 244—283, and Denise Davidson Greaves, ed., Sextus
Empiricus TTPOX MOYZIKOYX. Against the Musicians (Adversus Musicos). Lincoln and
London: University of Nebraska Press, 1986, pp. 35-97.

2% No doubt can be raised on Pico’s acquaintance with the so-called ‘Medicea
Pubblica’. When talking about Aristotle’s De anima (EV V viii, fol. 153" “Et in primo De
anima, quod in antiquis exemplaribus Graecis, et duobus praesertim admodum vetustis
in Marciana Florentina Bibliotheca visitur...”), Pico refers to a couple of outstanding
codices owned by the Library of San Marco, now respectively Laurentianus 81.1 (twelfth-
thirteenth centuries) and Laurentianus 87.25 (thirteenth century).

¥ EV I xiii, fol. 104"

%0 See also EVIx, fol. 15%: “quoniam libri horum authorum [scil. Sextus and Theodoretus]
non omnibus noti, quia in Latinam linguam nunquam fuere (quod sciam) conversi.”
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quotations from Sextus’ Adversus ethicos (M XI),*' Pico never concealed his
borrowings. The sections devoted to physics in both PH and M play a role in the
Examen Vanitatis that he did not fail to recognize.®

To give to Sextus what belongs to Sextus, however, Pico did not take a schol-
arly approach. On only one occasion did he refrain from criticizing Epicurus, by
urging himself to provide explanations rather than refutations: “sed explicandi
nunc, non confutandi locus.”* He also tried to establish which Sextus, among
several possibilities, was the Sceptic philosopher; but, while not failing to take up
the single reference to Sextus’ Empirical Commentaries (épumeLplkd UTOPUVARATA
[M 1 61]),* unfortunately lost, he could not solve the riddle of Sextus Empiricus’
identity. His biographical sketch deals with Sextus, Sextius, and Sestius,” mentioned
by sources such as the Suda, Apuleius, Iulius Capitolinus, Galen, Quintilian,
Seneca, Cicero, and Horace. A contemporary of Marcus Aurelius, Sextus
Empiricus was also Plutarch of Chaeronea’s nephew according to the Suda and
Apuleius (Met. T 2).% Tulius Capitolinus (Hist. Aug., Aur. III 2) confirms this iden-
tity, further claiming that Sextus Chaeroneus taught Marcus Aurelius, whereas
the Suda refers to a second Sceptic philosoper called Sextus, in this instance
‘Lybicus’ instead of ‘Chaeroneus’.’” Pico’s summary also includes the references
to Sextus Empiricus supposedly made in Galen’s Institutio logica and in his

31 See Gian Mario Cao, “Tra politica fiorentina e filosofia ellenistica: il dibattito sulla
ricchezza nelle Commentationes di Francesco Filelfo”, Archivio Storico Italiano, CLV
(1997). pp- 99-126.

32 See supra, n. 24.

3 EV I xix, fol. 50 “sed non animadvertit [scil. Epicurus] a sensu differre phantasiam,
quod boni omnes philosophi volunt, et ipse uno de Imaginatione libro multis ab hinc
annis edito satis ostendi, alium enim sensu, alium phantasia percipi potest; atque ubi
sensus non uno tantummodo, sed sexcentis ita dixerim modis erraverit, toties aberrare
phantasiam posse manifestum est. Sed explicandi nunc, non confutandi locus.” Pico’s pas-
sage corresponds to M VII 203.

#EVTii,fol. 7":“Decem et ego Sexti sceptici libros perlegi, qui etiam empirica scripsit
monumenta.”

% On which see at least Hubert Cancik and Helmuth Schneider, eds., Der Neue Pauly,
Enzyclopidie der Antike. Stuttgart and Weimar: Metzler, 2001, X1, cols 476—477, 490—495.

% EV 11, fol. 7*: “Fuit autem Sextus philosophus sub Marco philosopho Imperatore,
Plutarchi consanguineus, qui sceptica scripsit, ut est apud Suidam in collectaneis et apud
alios; atque is puto est Sextus cuius meminit Apuleius, nam et a Sexto philosopho ac
Plutarcho maternae se originis fundamenta traxisse prodidit Apuleius.” See Suidae Lexicon,
IV, p. 341, 11. 18—20.

S EV 11ii, fol. 7% “et in vita Marci Imperatoris atque philosophi Iulius Capitolinus
scribit Sextum Cheronensem Plutarchi nepotem praeceptorem ipsius Marci fuisse, est et
apud Suidam Sexti quoque Sceptici Lybici non Cheronaei mentio.” See Suidae Lexicon,
IV, p. 341,1. 20.
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De sectis medicorum (where he would also be called ‘the African’, ‘Afer’).* None-
theless, Pico correctly warns against mistaking any Sextus/Sestius for a Sceptic,
citing P. Sestius, a Roman philosopher frequently referred to by Cicero (e.g. Att.
141 [VIL.17] 2) and Quintilian (X i 124), among others.* And, to clear up any
possible ambiguity, he maintains both the early Greek origin and background of
Scepticism, and its lasting vitality.*’

Pico handled Sextus Empiricus neither as an organic whole nor as an
independent authority; he was the writer, “qui sceptica scripsit.”* Accordingly,
Pico felt free to arrange Sextus’ doxographic materials in his own order.** Fur-
thermore, he did not hesitate to call into question Sextus’ reliability as well.
Recounting the debate on apprehension (katdAndis) between Arcesilaus and
the Stoics, Pico did not spare his source the following, unjustified disclaimer:
“haec dicentibus Stoicis, contradixit Archesilaus, ostendens comprachensionem
non esse iudicatorium inter scientiam et opinionem, in hunc modum (si vera a
Sexto relata sunt) argumentatus...”* In fact, Pico challenged Sextus’ authority
only where a doctrinal reason called for it, accepting Sextus’ most questionable
accounts as long as they did not undermine his own belief. A case in point is the
following: Pico did not recuse his manuscript source where it credits Sextus with
a criticism of Aenesidemus and an otherwise unknown Permedotus (PH I 222),
both of whom held Plato to be purely sceptical, whereas “Sextus ipse Pyrrho-
nius nullo pacto dubitabundis Platonem adscribi volens.”* All of the manuscripts,

¥ EV 1ii, fol. 7": “Certe Galenus in libro de Sectis Sexti Empirici Afri meminit, et in
eius Isagogico Sexti etiam Empirici mentio est.”

¥ EV 1ii, fol. 7*: “Atque hinc fortasse possunt refutari qui arbitrantur illud Quintiliani
in decimo huc pertinere, cum ait scripsisse non parum multa Cornelium Celsum Sextios
secutum, nam quod alii legant Sceptios pro Sextios, mihi non facit satis quoniam et apud
Senecam Sextiorum mentio, et apud Ciceronem in Epistolarum maxime libris ad Atticum
Sextii saepe nomen citatur, et Horatius etiam scribit ad Sestium, et quidam potuere
Sestii esse qui non Sceptici fuerint, quamvis aliquis qui Sextus diceretur, inter Scepticos
reponatur.”

4 EV 1ii,fol. 7": “Ipse quoque idem Seneca ultimo naturalium quaestionum volumine
[VII 32 2] inquit, Sextiorum nova et Romani roboris secta, inter initia sua cum magno
impetu coepisset, extincta est. At neque Sceptica facultas nova, sed antiqua, nec Romana
sed Graeca, nec extincta cum coepisset, sed diuturna.”

4 See supra, n. 36.

2 E.g., EV 11 i-xx, fols 37*-51" and M VII 25—260 (on the criterion of truth).

$ EV II xiv, fol. 46%: “haec dicentibus Stoicis, contradixit Archesilaus, ostendens
compraechensionem non esse iudicatorium inter scientiam et opinionem, in hunc modum
(si vera a Sexto relata sunt) argumentatus, ipsa consensio quam dicunt compraehen-
sionem et phantasiam, vel in sapiente sit vel in stulto, sed si in sapiente sit scientia est, si
in fatuo opinio, et nihil praeter haec potest inveniri, nisi nomen inane” (my emphasis).
Pico’s passage corresponds to M VII 153.

“ EV1iv,fol.g"
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including Vespucci’s, bear the phrase katd mepundoTor, an untenable reading that
Sextus’ modern editors correct as katd TGV mepL MnuddoTov (“against the school
of Menodotus”, or “in opposition to Menodotus”)* but that Pico trustfully
embraced (“sicuti Permedotus”).*

Pico’s strategy proves selective insofar as he intentionally neglected some
of Sextus’ reports. Any expectations for the chapter devoted to astrology (EV
III viii) will dissolve into frustration upon reading Pico’s warning: “non tamen
ut Sceptici, qui ex geometria et arithmetica lacessita, eam loco se movisse cre-
diderunt, sed propriis et peculiaribus rationibus, idque a nobis factum iri volo,
et quod ita libri praesentis ordo postulat, et quia plura fortasse et explicatiora
quam antea fecimus, sumus allaturi.”*” And when confronting Sextus’ refutation
of cosmic harmony, Pico’s “own peculiar arguments” lead to an overt detach-
ment from the so-called Ephectics (ot édekTirot, the suspenders of judgement).
Sextus says: “That the cosmos is ordered in accord with harmonia is shown to be
false in various ways; even if it is true, such a thing has no power in reference to
happiness” (M VI 37)*;in Pico’s view such a conclusion cannot withstand even
the test of common sense.* In fact, “non Carneadis tormenta, non Ephectico-
rum philosophorum copiae, non Sexti Empirici machinae conficiant praelium.”*
Besides bringing out old arguments and focusing on their consistency rather than
their background, Pico aims at making sense of them: “e Graeco in Latinum

As translated respectively by Benson Mates, The Skeptic Way. Sextus Empiricus’s
Outlines of Pyrrhonism.New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996, p. 120, and
Julia Annas and Jonathan Barnes, Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Scepticism. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000, p. 58, who follow Mutschmann-Mau’s edition (Sexti
Empirici Opera. I: [T'PPQNEIQN YTIOTYTIQXEQN, p. 57).

% EV 1 iv, fol. 9" “Praeter haec alii Platonem inter dogmaticos reponunt, alii
dubitabundum censent fuisse, alii partim quidem inter eos, partim etiam inter illos
reponendum arbitrantur, sicuti Permedotus et Aenesidemus. Ii causam hanc sui sensus
afferunt,quod in Gymnasticis dialogis, ubi maxime Socrates introducitur adversus sophistas
aut ludens aut luctans, ambiguum videatur sermonis genus invehere, ubi vero quicquam
affert serio et pensiculate, vel in persona Socratis, vel Timei, puta de idaeis, de providentia,
vel de virtutibus et vitiis diligendis vitandisque, tum dogmata proferat, a quibus dissentit
Sextus ipse Pyrrhonius, nullo pacto dubitabundis Platonem adscribi volens.”

4 EV 111 viii, fol. 917 (my emphasis).

®Sextus Empiricus ITIPOX. MOYXIKOYZX. Against the Musicians, p. 155.

¥ EV 111 ix, fol. 96" “Nec admittunt Sceptici mundum harmonia gubernari, nec si
admittant, confici ob id propterea volunt ut ipsa faciat ad felicitatem. Atque haec summatim
fere dicunt Ephectici, quibus eo non assentior in omnibus, quod sensu communi satis
constat nullum pene posse inveniri tam barbarum et inhumanum hominem, qui aliqua
etsi non omni musices oblectetur specie, quae ita sonorum et vocum concors discordia
dici posset, ut concors discordia partium venustas, concors humorum discordia sanitas,
concors discordia superorum et inferorum orbium mundi pulchritude.”

0 EV'V i, fol. 131" and see also Schmitt, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, p. 85.
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quasi quadam transferentes paraphrasi; et addentes, impugnantes, interpretantes,
respondentes....”>" In addition, Sextus could be charged with sowing the seeds
of dangerous doctrines. Both his Adversus ethicos (M XI) and PH III provide
unequivocal testimonies of the Ancient Greeks’ approach to incestuous love
that could meet only with Pico’s condemnation. According to Zeno of Citium,
the founder of the Stoic school, “there is nothing out of place in rubbing your
mother’s private parts with your own — just as nobody would say that it was bad
to rub any other part of her body with your hand” (PH III 205).5? Whereas Pico’s
relevant translation is unpredictably literal, his opinion about this passage is
predictably critical: Zeno is no longer a philosopher or even a human being, but
someone far wilder than a beast (most of whom would reportedly either retreat
from intercourse or become furiously insane).>

Here it is definitely morality that is at stake, not ethics. “In absolutissimi
Evangelii luce splendidissima” everything is illuminated, and perennial truths
pave the way for moral behaviour and even happiness: “in quo [scil. Evangelio]
quidquid praecipitur, id est, norma vivendi et ars comparandae felicitatis, quoniam
Dei est verbum semper verum, semper sanctum, semper observandum.” Pagan
philosophy is instead the domain of falsehood, profanity and (no matter whether
always or often) harm; moreover, there is no “ars bene beateque vivendi” left

SUEV I xiii, fol. 104" (my emphasis).

32 Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Scepticism, p. 198.

3 EV 11 xiii, fol. 106" “Illis vero etiam philosophus Zeno, qui ita absurdum esse non
putavit matris particulam filii particula, sicuti nec manu membrum aliud confricari, in
hoc non philosophus (ut mihi videtur), non homo, sed bellua longe immanior, quando
inter eas inventae sunt multae quae et maternum refugerint coitum, et in eo deceptae
sese in praeceps dederint, et in ministros saevierint, si vera prodidit Aristoteles.” For a
further example see EV III xiii, fol. 106": “Quare sileat Cytieus ipse, dum de puerorum
educatione deque sanctitate filiorum in parentes agit, et Iocastae meminit et Oedipi”
(which corresponds to M XI 191).

3 EV I xiii, fol. 107":“O beneficium divinae legis maximum, quae quod certantes inter se
Gentium philosophi nunquam per tot iam saecula sine controversia definiverunt, id paucis et
pacate docuit et explicuit, quid bonum? Quid malum? Quid agendum? Quid declinandum?
Ac primum quidem sub umbra Mosaici rudimenti, deinde in absolutissimi Evangelii luce
splendidissima, quod qui praedicabant, non modo non evertebant contraria vitae ratione, sed
pro eo tuendo etiam cruces oeculeos, ignes perpetiebantur. In quo quicquid praecipitur, id est,
norma vivendi et ars comparande felicitatis, quoniam Dei est verbum, semper verum, semper
sanctum, semper observandum. Quae vero Gentes ex adverso tradidere, vel falsum, vel
prophanum, vel aut semper aut saepe noxium... Mores autem philosophorum ut praeteream
vulgus, si diversae fuerint sectae apprime diversi, si consectanei quoque, non idem, sed et
cum moribus quoque ipsis et vita eorum mirabiliter, ut ille inquit pugnabat oratio. Ars igitur
bene beateque vivendi apud eos haberi non potest, quando nec ars ulla, quae plena non sit
difficultatis et foeta rixarum eorum in studiis et scholis invenitur, neque enim una sed multae
eaeque invicem pugnantes, ergo omnes illas sequi homines nequeunt....”
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to people engaged in never-ending disputes. A difference must be assumed,
however, between someone such as Epicurus, who thinks that “the idea that
God is eternal and imperishable and perfect in happiness was introduced by
way of transference from mankind” (M IX 45),” and the Sceptics, who take a
back seat in the controversy: “inter eos qui affirmarent et qui negarent, Sceptici
quodam modo medii....” Living without holding opinions (d8ofdoTws), yet by
the rules, seems to Pico not the worse possible attitude. Not by chance, the
Sceptics stand out among the pagan philosophers for a diligent erudition and for
their most commendable achievement, meekness: “et humani, et mites.”’

Pico’s attitude toward philosophy

Pico tells the reader that Scepticism did not take root among the Arabic and
North African thinkers, who worshiped Aristotle while neglecting Plato and the
other philosophical schools.®® However, Scepticism was not a reaction to the
concurrent rise of Aristotelianism. Both Aristotle (388—322 BC) and Pyrrho of
Elis (ca. 360—270 BC), the originator of Pyrrhonism, flourished in the fourth
century BC — the former being the tutor of Alexander the Great, whom the lat-
ter accompanied on his expedition to India. The Examen Vanitatis acknowledges
Scepticism as a philosophical attitude that emerged before, and developed inde-
pendently of, Aristotle: “eorum [scil. Scepticorum] multi et ante Aristotelem, et
post Aristotelem fuerunt, et eius scripta vexaverunt acerrime, multique item
cum Aristotele vixerunt.”¥ The Sceptics’ mission, if any, consisted of produc-
ing arguments to be used against the dogmatic kind of philosophy — a kind that
Aristotle historically came to embody but did not invent.

3 R. G. Bury, ed., Sextus Empiricus. Vol. III. London and Harvard: Heinemann and
Harvard University Press, 1931, p. 25.

% EV III xi, fol. 99*: “Ceterum inter eos qui affirmarent et qui negarent, Sceptici
quodam modo medii se agere securius existimarunt, si deos reciperent ddofdoTws, ut
eorum utar verbo, et secundum patrias colerent leges....”

STEV 1111, fol. 76": “Nam nulla secta eruditior, inter omnes aliorum philosophorum
sectas diligentissime versata, et omnium experientissima; neque iracundiae aut
superbiae causa, quando habiti sunt inter alias philosophorum gentium sectas,
et humani, et mites.”

8 EV 11, fol. 7 “Inde populata Graecia et Italia, crebris Barbarum nationum
incursionibus devastata, et Mauros et Arabas philosophia pervenit. A quibus mirum est
in modum cultus Aristoteles, Plato parum, alii omnino nihil. Cuius rei causam quantum
assequi coniectura potuimus quarto huius operis libro referemus. Sed qualiscunque illa
fuerit, Arabes ipsi et Mauri nunquam in porticu aut spatiantes disputarunt aut, quanquam
multae in ea cellae, sedere voluerunt.”

¥ EV'1ii,fol. 7' (my emphasis).
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Gianfrancesco Pico’s critical attitude towards Aristotelianism has caused
much ink to be spilled.® Any further consideration cannot help testing the Scep-
tical flavour of such criticism, however, by rejecting the distinction between the
means and ends of Scepticism. Charles B. Schmitt was fully aware that Pico’s
technical arguments hardly draw on Sextus’, although he sought to appreciate
any “application of Pico’s theoretical Scepticism to a more practical matter,”®!
such as the authenticity of the Corpus Aristotelicum.®* In fact, Pico’s sceptical
philology leads solely to philological prudence; for uncertainty is not only what
philologists deal with, but also precisely what they know. Fifteenth-century
scholarship laid the foundations for textual criticism, a new discipline designed
to cope with loss and recovery. This enterprise was a large part of the humanist
legacy Pico inherited, along with the new library of classical texts he utilized
when compiling the doxographical sections of the Examen Vanitatis.

It must be added, however, that Pico’s chains of quotations and paraphrases
from Sextus’ PH and M are eventually interrupted at the beginning of book IV,
where his anti-Aristotelian tirades start. Whereas scholars have noticed John
Philoponus’ and Hasdai Crescas’ influence on Pico’s critique,* little attention
has been paid to his concomitant dismissal of a sceptical perspective. Pico’s
attack on Aristotle’s reliability, which rests on a withdrawal from specific argu-
ments, cannot be considered such a perspective. “Would we give our assent to
a man who has proved to be mostly wrong?”% Such a strategy does not affect
any distinct theory, while disclosing Pico’s bias against any system other than
Catholicism. And even when providing strictly philosophical refutations of
Aristotle, the Examen Vanitatis does not fulfil what Sextus called “the chief con-
stitutive principle of Scepticism,” namely, “the claim that to every account an
equal account is opposed.”® The order of reasons within the Examen Vanitatis

% Recent contributions include Cesare Vasoli, “Giovan Francesco Pico e i presupposti
della sua critica ad Aristotele”, in Marianne Pade, ed., Renaissance Readings of the
Corpus Aristotelicum. Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2001, pp. 129-146, and
Luca Bianchi, Studi sull’ Aristotelismo del Rinascimento. Padua: Il Poligrafo, 2003.

81 Schmitt, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, p. 66.

62 Cesare Vasoli,“Giovan Francesco Pico e i presupposti della sua critica ad Aristotele”,
p- 145, speaks of “conclusioni estremamemente scettiche.”

8 See Schmitt, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, pp. 128-159 (chap. V: The critique
of Aristotle’s Physics).

8 EV IV xi,fol. 1277:“Sed certe qui errat in pluribus, sibi ipsi tollit fidem in paucioribus.
An homini in plerisque erranti assentiemur? Ita ut quemadmodum nos fefellit in illis,
fallere quoque possit in aliis? An non magis suspendemus iudicium, et incertum quod
relinquitur habebimus?”

8 Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Scepticism, p. 6.
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reveals two different, if related, projects at work: an encyclopedic survey of
pagan philosophy basically grounded in Sextus’ doxographical reports (books
I-1II), and a critique of Aristotle deeply rooted in the long-established tradition
of anti-Aristotelianism (books IV-VI). To go further, one may trace Pico’s dual
approach back to at least two patterns of criticism: the first aiming at a system-
atic yet non-historical assessment of Western thought, and the second taking
seriously the historical primacy of Aristotle.

It is my suggestion that such a background makes it hard to keep Pico’s par-
allel projects within a single framework. Once the historical fact of Aristotle’s
hegemony over the philosophical tradition has been acknowledged, no blame
whatsoever can be put on human reason for being permanently and intrinsically
inconclusive. In turn, once revealed truths have turned the past of philosophy
into a single yet comprehensive testimony against philosophy itself, no specific
refutations can be effectively carried out any more. In order not to collapse,
Pico’s approach must therefore range from the assumption that philosophy has
typically, albeit unsuccessfully, resulted in Aristotelianism,® to the assumption
that any given doctrine cannot but increase the inconsistency — vanitas in Pico’s
own language — of human knowledge.

Pico’s attitude toward Scepticism

Pico ranked the Sceptics as the best of the worst, and the prominence they are
given in the Examen Vanitatis entails no vocation for Scepticism by its author.
In fact, Pico’s refutation of the Aristotelian encyclopedia does not fall within
the range of a Pyrrhonian campaign: “Aristotelem ipsum et ... Peripateticam
sectam singulariter examinemus, non iam ... in acie cum Scepticis stantes....”%
Provided that any book can be understood only by someone who has himself

®Luca Bianchi, Studi sull’Aristotelismo del Rinascimento, p. 138, rightly reminds
that Gianfrancesco Pico pointed out the never-ending dissension about Aristotle’s
doctrine: “Equidem possem duo magna volumina implere ex dissensionibus, variisque
interpretationibus locorum Aristotelicae doctrinae, cuiuscunque facultatis ... Signum
id evidentissimum, quod mille et eo amplius annis in Graecia super Aristotelis sensi-
bus bellatum, et in Lutetia Parisiorum quadrigentis” (EV IV viii, fol. 1237). Once again,
however, such a dissension bears witness not only to Aristotle’s theoretical weakness, but
also to his pivotal role.

7 EV 111 epilogus, fols 109'—110" “Age iam Aristotelem ipsum, et quae ab eo fluxit,
Peripateticam sectam singulariter examinemus, non iam vel sedentes in porticu, vel
recumbentes sub Academica platano, vel in acie cum Scepticis stantes, et circum quaque
quod obstat urgentes. Sed ipso in Lycio cum Aristotele et sectatoribus deambulantes.”
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already had the thoughts that are expressed in it, I suggest that Pico’s under-
standing of Sextus’ writings cannot but betray his close-mindedness bordering,
even, on bigotry. In this regard, it would be too easy, if not culpably lazy, to evoke
Pico’s Latin dialogues of Strix, sive de ludificatione daemonum (1523), as well
as his role in the Inquisition’s campaign of 1522—23 in the Mirandola area — a
campaign that led to at least ten people (seven men and three women) being
burnt at the stake.®® What matters here is whether Scepticism affected Pico’s
intellectual world and made it more, less, or differently consistent.

By resorting to the first mode of suspension of judgement ascribed to Agrippa,
the mode deriving from disagreement (dmo Tfis Stadwrias),” Pico had at his
disposal an unexpectedly catholic device. Its far-reaching effects enabled him to
take advantage of an essential feature of philosophy, namely, its plurality. It is
a single argument that makes the Sceptics both irrefutable and, indeed, appeal-
ing: the more they set arguments in opposition to each other, the more they
acknowledge the lack of criteria of truth. Pico could employ what Sextus calls
Stvapts dvTibeTikn, the ability to set out oppositions,” because of his very trust
in the Sceptics’ meekness. In his view, their criticism would straighten out any
residual ambition among philosophers and support the unfolding of the only
criterion of truth that could escape the regress ad infinitum: the Revelation.

What is striking about Pico’s understanding of Scepticism, however, is not
so much his unsuccessful forecast of a lasting alliance between Pyrrhonism
and Christianity as his attitude toward the past of philosophy. His interpreta-
tion of the dtadwria ends up ignoring the historical making of disagreement.
Regardless of whether they are historically or logically undecided, Pico implic-
itly maintains that all disagreements are undecidable. Thus, he would include
any dispute historically settled — such as the cosmological debate between the
Aristotelian-Ptolemaic theory and Copernicanism.”" Pico’s version of Sextus’

% See the introductory essay in Albano Biondi, ed., Strega o delle illusioni del
demonio, del Signore Giovanfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, nel volgarizzamento di
Leandro Alberti. Venice: Marsilio Editori, 1989, pp. 9—41; see also Alfredo Perifano, ed.,
Jean-Francois Pic de la Mirandole, La Sorciere: dialogue en trois livres sur la tromperie
des démons. Turnhout: Brepols, 2007, pp. 5-33.

8 Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Scepticism, p. 41: “According to the Mode deriving
from dispute, we find that undecidable dissension about the matter proposed has come
about both in ordinary life and among philosophers. Because of this we are not able
either to choose or to rule out anything, and we end up with suspension of judgement”
(PH1 165).

" Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Scepticism, p. 4: “Scepticism is an ability to set out
oppositions among things which appear and are thought of any way at all” (PH 1 8).

" See R.J. Hankinson, The Sceptics. London and New York: Routledge, 1998, p. 30.
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Stadwria ultimately dismisses the very notion of historical development, by putting
all the philosophers fighting each other on the flat arena of human reasoning. In
brief, besides Aristotle’s criticism of Plato, there also is Plato’s criticism of Aris-
totle, even Ptolemy’s criticism of Copernicus. One might say that Pico’s Examen
Vanitatis is Raphael’s School of Athens upside down; and this suggestion would
actually take into account the Vatican frame that encloses both Raphael’s fresco
and Pico’s reading of Sextus Empiricus.

Appendix

This Appendix lists all titles and headings under which is distributed the text
of both the Pyrrhoniae Hypotyposes and the Adversus Mathematicos as trans-
mitted by the codex Laurentianus 85.11. The variant readings accepted in Her-
mann Mutschmann’s edition are indicated in square brackets followed by ‘ed.’.
Words, phrases, and lines missing in the codex Laurentianus 85.11 are supplied
in small round brackets (< >).

Tdde &veotw év 1O mpwTw TGOV TMuppwreiwy UmoTumwoewy (fol.2Y)
MMupwrelwy [sic] bmoTumoewy TGOV €ls Tplta 70 mpdTov (fol. 37)
a’ «arepl Ths drwTdTe Stadopds TOV dLhocodldrs (fol. 31
B <mepl TOV MNoywv Ths okédews> (fol. 3r)

v’ mepl TOV dvopaoidv Ths okemTikfis (fol. 3F)

8" Tl éoTL okéfis (fol.3")

€’ mept Tob okemTikob (fol.3Y)

¢’ mepl dpxdv Ths okédews (fol.3Y)

(" et doypatifer 6 okemTikds (fol. 4r)

N’ el dalpeow éxer 6 okemTikds (fol.4r)

0" el duolohoyel 6 okemTikds (fol. 4Y)

L el dratpotol Ta ¢awdpeva ot okemTikol (fol.4Y)

ta’ mept Tou kputtnplov Ths okemTikfis (fol. 4Y)

3" 7l 1O Téhos Ths okemTikfis (fol.5r)

Ly’ mepl TOV ONooxepdv TpéTwv Ths okédews [émoxfis ed.] (fol.5Y)

W& mepl TOV Séka Tpodmwy (fol. 6r)

mepl ToD mphTou TpodTOU (fol. 6Y)

€l Noyov &€xel Ta Aeydpeva dhoya (Ha (fol.8Y)

mept Tob Sevtépou Tpomou (fol. 107)

mept 1o TpiTou Tpdmou (fol. 117)

mepl ToD TeTdpTou Tpdmou (fol. 127)

mepl ToD mépmTou Tpomou (fol. 13Y)

mepl Tob €kTouv Tpdmou (fol. 147)

mepl Tob €BSOHov TpéTou (fol. 157)
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mept 7o OySdov Tpodmou (fol. 15Y)

mepl ToU évdTou Tpdémou (fol. 167)

mepl TOD SekdTov TpdéTov (fol. 16Y)

e’ mepl TV mévte TPéTWY (fol. 17Y)

¢’ Tlves ot &lo Tpémou (fol. 18Y)

W Tives TpémoL TRs TGV alTiohoywkdy dvatpormis (fol. 197)

i mepL TOY oKeTTKGY dwvidy (fol. 19Y)

10" mepl THs ol paMov dwrijs (fol. 19Y)

k' mepl ddactas (fol. 20r)

ka' mepl TOU Tdxa kal Tob €EeoTi kal Tod évdéxeTar (fol.20%)

KB’ mepl Tob éméxw (fol.20Y)

Ky  mept Tob older Optlw (fol.21%)

k6" mepl ToL mdvTa éoTwv ddpiota (fol.217)

ke’ mepl ToU mdvTa éoTiv drkatdnmta (fol. 217)

kS mepl TOD dkaTaAmT® kal oU kaTaapBdve (fol.21Y)

k(" mepl Tob TavTl AOYw AOyov loov dvTikelobar (fol.21Y)

k' mapamyypata Umép TGV okemTkGr dwvdr (fol.21Y)

KO 6TL Bladépel 1) okemTikn dywyn Tiis “HpakietTov [ HpakielTelov ed.]
dhocodpias (fol.227)

N Tl Sladépel 1) okeTTikY <dywyly Ths Anpokpiteiou duhocodlas (fol. 22Y)

N Tive Sladéper Ths Kupnudikis 1) okédits (fol. 23")

N3 Tive Stadéper Ths TlpwTayopeiov dywyfis T okédis (fol. 23F)

Ny” Tive Sladéper TRs Akadnpaikiis dthocodias 1) okédis (fol.23Y)

N el N katd T laTpikny éumelpia 1) avty éoTt T okéder (fol.25Y)

muppwreloy UmoTuTwoewy TGV els Tpla To mpdTov (fol. 26r)

<Tdde &veaTww év T Seutépw TOV TTuppwvelwy vmoTumhoewr> (fol. 267)
Tvppwretov moTumhoewy TOV €ls Tpla TO SetTepov (fol.26Y)

a’ <€l dlvatal {NTeElV O OKETTLKOS TEPL TOV AEYOUEVWY TApPA TOLS
SoypaTikols> (fol. 26Y)

" moBev dpkTéor TRS TpOs TOUs SoypaTikols (nmoews (fol.28")

" mepl kpttnptou (fol.28")

el Umdpxer T kpurthptov dnbelas (fol. 28F)

mepl ToD U ob (fol. 28Y)

mepl Tod SUob (fol. 31Y)

mept Tob kaf’ 6 (fol. 33Y)

mepl dAnbols kal d\nBelas (fol. 34Y)

el oL TL ploeL dAnbés (fol.357)

mepl onuetouv (fol. 36Y)

ta’ €l €oTL TL onpetov évdewkTikéy (fol. 377)

LB mept dmodei€ews (fol. 407)

DS NN R W

—
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1y’ €l éoTw dmodeilis (fol. 41)

[in marg. sup.] mept dvamodeiktwy (fol. 42Y)
& mepl oculoylopdr (fol. 46%)

e’ mepl émaynyfs (fol. 48")

s’ mept Opwr (fol. 48")

W’ mepl Satpéoews (fol. 49r)

i’ mepl ThHs OvoépaTos €ls onpawvopeva Siatpéoews (fol.49r)
10" mepl Ohov kal pépovs (fol.49Y)

K" mepl yevodr kal eld@v (fol. 49Y)

Ka' mepl ko> oupPepnrkdéTov (fol. 517)
kB mepl codropdTwr (fol. 51r)

mept dpdtBoldr (fol. 547)

muppwrelwr bmoTumdoewy, B’ (fol. 54Y)

Td8e &veoTww év TG TpiTw TOV Tuppwveiov Lmotumoeny (fol. 54Y)
TTvppwrelwy UmoTumhoewy TGOV €ls Tpia TO TpiTov (fol.557)

a’ mept Tod Puokol pépovs (fol. 55%)

mept Beod (fol. 557)

mepl dpx@dv SpaocTik@y (fol. 557)

mept attiov (fol. 567)

el éoTL L Twos altiov (fol. 56Y)

mepl VAkGVY dpxdv (fol. 58)

el kataAnmTa Ta dowpata [sic] (fol. 59r)

mept kpdoews (fol. 61Y)

mept kwnhoews (fol. 62Y)

mepl Ths peTaBatikfis kuwhoews (fol. 62Y)

i’ mepl avfnoews kal petvoews (fol. 64Y)

LB" mepl ddalpéoens kal mpoobéoews (fol. 657)

vy’ mepl peTabécews (fol. 66Y)

& mept Blov kal pépous (fol. 66Y)

e’ mepl duoikiis peTaBoris (fol. 677)

¢’ mepl yevéoews kal dbopds (fol. 67%)

W mepl povijs (fol. 687)

i’ mept Témou (fol. 68Y)

10" mept xpovou (fol. 70r)

K" mept dptbpov (fol.71Y)

ka' mepl TOD MOkoD pépovs THs dLhocodias (fol. 73Y)

KB’ mepl dyabdr kal kak®dv kal ddiaddopwv (fol.73Y)

6TL TO dyaBov Tpux@s (fol. 74T)

™
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Ky €l €oTi TL ploeL dyabov kal kakov kal ddiddopov (fol. 757
k& Tl éoTw N Aeyopévn Téxvn mept Blov (fol. 76)

’

ke’ el &oTu Téxvn mept Blov (fol. 81F)

ke’ el ylveTar év avBpwmors 1 mepl Tov Blov Téxvn (fol. 82Y)

k(' el dudaxTikn [sic] éoTw 1) mept Tov Blov Téxvn (fol. 82Y)

kn' €l €oTt TL Sidaokopevor (fol. 82Y)

kKO" el ot O &iddokwy kal 6 pavbdvwy (fol. 83r)

N el &oTl Tis pabnoews Tpomos (fol. 84T)

N €l Oderel 1) mepl Tov Blov Téxvn Tov Exovta almijv (fol.85")

A3 Bla TU O OKETTIKOS €VioTe Apudpovs Tdls mMOavOTNOW €EpwTay
¢mndetel Aoyous (fol. 85Y)

[in marg. sup.] Tuppwreiwy UmoTuToewy TO TpiTov (fol.86r)

2éETou éumelpikod mpos padnuatikots (fol. 867)
el &oTL pdbnpa (fol. 86Y)
mepl <tol> Sidaokopévou (fol. 87F)
mept owpatos (fol. 87Y)
mept ToD StddokovTos kat pavbdvovtos (fol. 88Y)
mepl TpoTOU pabnoews (fol. 89r)

mpods ypappaTikols (fol. 89Y)
mooax®s AyeTar ypappatiky (fol. 90r)
7{ €oTi ypappatikyy (fol. 91Y)
Tiva pépn ypappatikfis (fol. 957)
OTL apéBodoy éoTl kal AoUOTATOV TO TEXVLKOV TAS YPAURATLKAS HEPOS
(fol. 95%)
«mepl oulaBfs> (fol. 98)
mept dvépaTos (fol. 100Y)
amepl Noyou kat pepdr Aoyouvs (fol. 1017)
mept peptopod (fol. 1027)
[in marg. dex.] mepl mpoobécews kal ddarpéoews (fol. 102r)
[in marg. sin.] wepl ddaipéoews (fol. 102Y)
[in marg. inf.] mepl mpocbéoews (fol. 102Y)
mepl Opboypadias (fol. 1037)
el &oTL Tis TéXVM Tepl ENnriopod (fol. 104Y)
[in marg. sin.] wept éTupoloylas (fol. 1107)
el otoTatov TO toToptkdy (fol. 110Y)
OTL TO TepL Tols TOINTAS KAl ouyypadels pépos ThHs ypappaTikiis doloTar
Tov €oTwv (fol. 1137)
géETou éumelplkol mept ypappatikis (fol. 119Y)
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mept pnTopikis (fol. 119Y)
[in marg. sin.] 8TL Zivov 6 kiTTiels Sta Ths ovoTpodfis THs Xelpods kal
Ths éEamioews Sladépely Ths pnToptkis THY StalekTikny MviEato
(fol. 1207)
oéETou épmetpikod mept pnropikiis (fol. 130r)

mpods yewpéTpas (fol. 130r)
oéETou éumelpikod mpos yewpéTpas (fol. 141Y)

mPos dpLlbunTikols (fol. 141Y)
oéETou EpmeLlpkol mpos dptbunTikols (fol. 144Y)

mpds doTpoldyous (fol. 144Y)
oéETou €umeLptkol mpoOs AoTpoldyous TjTor padnuatikots (fol. 153F)

mpos povatkols (fol. 153r)
[in marg. sin.] dpos dwviis (fol. 156Y)
[in marg. sin.] dpos $6&yyou (fol. 156Y)
oéETou éumelpkod mpos povotkots (fol. 1597)

TOV KATA G€ETOV TPOS TOUS AOYLKOUS TGV S0 TO Tp@dTov: mepl dLhocodias
mept kpttnptov (fol. 1597)
el &oTu kpithptov dinbeias (fol. 1617)
mept kpttnptov (fol. 1617)
mepl dnbetas (fol. 162r)
mepl dvbpwmou (fol. 1857)
TéNos TOV kata oé€Tov okemTikdy (fol.202Y)

«mpos Aoyikots B% (fol. 202Y)
a’ el &oTL TU d\nbés (fol.203")
B el €oTL TL onpetov (fol.215Y)
" mooar Sadopal adiwv (fol. 215Y)
& mepl dmodeiEews (fol.231r)
"¢k Tlvos UAns éoTw 1y amddelbis (fol.232Y)
¢’ el ot ambdellis (fol. 234Y)
oéETou éumetpikod UmopvnudTtwy (fol. 248Y)

<

m

arpds dpuokols A% (fol. 248Y)
mept Bedv (fol. 279Y)
€l elol Beol (fol.254r)
mept attiov kat mdoyovtos (fol.267Y)
mept mpoobéoews (fol. 278Y)
mepl dptBpot kal mpoobéoews kal ddaipéoens (fol.2797)
mepl Bhov kal pépouvs (fol.279Y)
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meplt TGV ToU Aoyou pepdv (fol. 2817)
el &oTL TL oGpa TOV okeapévwr (fol. 2821
[in marg. sin.] 8T TA TépaTa TOV cwpdTwy dpxal (fol.282Y)

«mpos duotkots B (fol. 289r)
[in marg. sin.] 0" (fol.289")
el &oTu TOMOS (fol. 289Y)
et &oTu kivnows (fol. 292Y)
el &omu xpovos (fol.305)
mepl dptbpod (fol. 312r)
mepl yevéoews kal ¢bopds (fol. 317Y)
UmopvnudTtwr 8 (fol. 3217)

pds Mbkols> (fol. 3217)
T48e EveoTww év TG ' (fol.3217)
Tis €oTw 1 dhooxepNs TOV kaTd TOV Blov mpaypdtwv Stadopd (fol.
321Y)
T{ oL TO dyabov kal kakov kat adiddopov (fol. 3237)
el €oTL ¢ploeL dyabov kat kaxdv (fol. 3257)
€l UmoTeBévTwy dloeL dyabdy kal Kak@y €vdéxeTal eUudaLpovens BLodv

(fol. 331

el O mepl TAS TGOV dyabdv kal KaKGV GpUoEwS EMEXWY KATA TAVTA €0TLY
ebdatpwr (fol.334Y)

€l &oTL Tis mept Tov Blov Téxvn (fol.336Y)

el SdakT €oTw Ny mept TOV Blov Téxwvn (fol. 342r)

Umopvnudtor U oé€Tou okemTkOD TGV Tpos dvTtippnow a’ By’ & € ¢
' 6 L (fol. 345Y)

€UTUXEL €V TONOLs Xpdrols code déamota BiBAov Téhos O TabTa ypdas
Bwpds 6 mpodpopits: 86Ea O Beos POV O XpLoTdS L& A0y’
wdkTidros 1y’ cemtepBplw 1’ (fol. 345Y)



7. HUMANUS ANIMUS NUSQUAM CONSISTIT: DOCTOR
SANCHEZ’S DIAGNOSIS OF THE INCURABLE
HUMAN UNREST AND IGNORANCE

Agostino Lupoli
Universita degli Studi di Milano, Italy

It is undeniable that one of the most conspicuous features characterizing
seventeenth-century “modern or Cartesian philosophy™! is both the complete
loss of interest in any consideration or discussion of Aristotelian-scholastic
cognitive psychology? and a parallel new tendency to substitute traditional logic
for an inquiry into the method of science.

It is therefore of historical interest to find these philosophical aspects already
fully outlined in one of the exponents of sixteenth-century scepticism, Francisco
Sanchez. The arguments he develops and expresses are very mature from a
philosophical perspective. They represent a new epistemological approach which,
whilst ignoring the objectifying Aristotelian-scholastic account of knowledge as a
continuous process of actualisation, presents knowledge as a discontinuous and
insuperably unknown relation between “res” and “spectra.” At the same time
his work combines a radical criticism of Aristotelian logic with an insistence on
the preliminary and primary importance of method. Only the titles are left of
those texts that he refers to as being devoted to the method and science accessible
to men® (and in fact we do not know if they actually existed or were perhaps
only drafts or even just ideas). Nonetheless, the philosophical works that are

' The expression is Robert Boyle’s, see Christian Virtuoso I in The Works of the Hon-
ourable Robert Boyle, ed. Th. Birch, London: printed for J. and F. Rivington ecc., 1772,
vol. V, p.513.

2 A fairly complete survey of medieval, Renaissance and modern followers of Aris-
totle’s doctrines, up to the “elimination of the intelligible species in modern philosophy,”
in Leen Spruit, ‘Species Intelligibilis’. From Perception to Knowledge, 2 vols., Leiden,
New York and Kéln: E.J. Brill, 1994.

3 These works would have constituted a trilogy composed, besides the Quod nihil
scitur, also by a Metodon universal de las ciencias and by an Examen rerum. The loss of
the Metodon could be explained by its exclusion from the Opera omnia edited by Sanchez’s
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still available to us describe this science which is accessible to men (imperfecta
scientia) as strictly concerned with “res”, i.e. with things open to empirical obser-
vation and inquiry, as based in “experimentum iudiciumque”* and proceeding
according to what was to become none other than the shibboleth of the Royal Society:
“nullius in verba.” Moreover, his attention to the impediments and “imper-
fections” — historical, human, personal, medical, cultural® etc. — encumbering
even this limited science seems to be a sort of a prelude or destruens part of
the method, so that these latter methodological aspects of Sanchez’s philosophy
may suggest a Baconian attitude towards science. However, more interestingly,
the former — namely the sceptical themes concerning the criticisms of Aristotle
and of the logici and the new epistemological approach — fully expanded in his
magnum opus, are such as to suggest a clearer connection with two different
seventeenth-century “ways of ideas” developments: the Cartesian metaphysical
one, and the Lockean empiricist one (and for different reasons, addressed elsewhere,’
also with Hobbes’s epistemological materialism).

disciple Delassus in 1636 because it was written in Castilian, but the same hypothesis
does not hold for the Examen rerum (See A. Spruzzola,“Francesco Sanchez alla luce delle
ultime ricerche”, Rivista di filosofia neoscolastica, XXVIII (1936), pp. 384-385).

* Franciscus Sanchez Philosophus et Medicus Doctor, Quod nihil scitur, Lugduni,
Apud Ant. Gryphium, MDLXXXTI (hereafter referred to as QNS), p. 9o. The work was
published six times between 1581 and 1665 (considering two editions in 1581). The work
appeared in two Portuguese editions in 1955: in Opera philosophica (Nova edi¢do, precedida
de introdugéo, publicada por Joaquim de Carvalho, Separata da Revista da Universidade
de Coimbra, vol. XVIII, Coimbra: Imprensa de Coimbra, 1955), pp. I-53 and in
F.Sanches, Tratados Filoséficos, Prefacio e notas de A. Moreira de Sa. Traducdo de Basilio
de Vasconcelos e de Miguel Pinto de Meneses, I vol., Lisboa: Instituto de Alta Cultura,
Centro de Estudos de Psicologia e de Histdria da Filosofia, anexo a Faculdade de Letras da
Universidade de Lisboa, 1955, Portuguese translation with parallel Latin texts, pp. 2-156.
After these 1955 Portuguese editions the Quod nihil scitur was published twice: in a French
translation with parallel text — I/ n’est science de rien (Quod nihil scitur), édition critique
latin-francais, texte établi et traduit par Andrée Comparot, préface par André Mandouze,
Paris: Klincksieck, 1984 —, and in the English edition which we shall refer to, That Nothing
Is Known (Quod nihil scitur), Introduction, Notes and Bibliography by Elaine Limbrick.
Latin text established, annotated and translated by Douglas F.S. Thomson, New Rochelle,
NY and Melbourne, Sidney: Cambridge University Press, 1988 (hereafter TNK). See this
last edition (pp. 291-292) for other Spanish and French translations.

3 “Cum iis igitur mihi res sit, qui nullius addicti iurare in verba magistri, proprio marte res
expendunt, sensu rationeque ducti” (QNS, Ad lectorem, italics mine). TNK, p. 168: “T would
address myself to those who, ‘not bound by an oath of fidelity to any master’s words’, assess
the facts for themselves, under the guidance of sense-perception and reason.” (more literally:
“Let the debate take place with them who, not doomed to swear by the word of any master,
defend their stance by their own weapons, guided by sense and reason”. See also QNS, p. 84:
“Nec enim sine dispendio veritatis quis potest iurare in verba magistri” (TNK, p. 272).

® QNS, pp. 77 ff.

7 A. Lupoli,“Hobbes e Sanchez”, Rivista di storia della filosofia LIX (2004), pp. 263-301.
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All these themes are developed particularly in a succinct but very dense
work, the Quod nihil scitur, which explicitly waives any stylistic elegance and pro-
grammatically exploits to the utmost Latin’s natural potential for conciseness.
Further reading difficulties derive from the pseudo-dialogical form adopted by
the author, which sometimes makes the thoughts expressed so terse as to border
upon obscurity, perhaps beyond Sanchez’s very intentions (given that, according
to him, an excessive laconic style should be avoided for the sake of clarity).

This stylistic choice (less relevant in his other philosophical works) is not at
all an extrinsic aspect of Sanchez’s philosophy, since it is the first and most vis-
ible effect of the new intellectual and methodological direction the philosopher
intends to promote (and which in some way he embodies). This new direction
involves a radical reappraisal of all past knowledge, both in terms of content
and form, justified by the author on the basis of his deep dissatisfaction and
disillusion with all past philosophers, which led him to “withdraw into himself”
and “to begin to question everything, and to examine the facts themselves as
though no one had ever said anything about them, which is the proper method
of acquiring knowledge.”® Thus Sanchez inaugurated that (intrinsically anti-
humanistic) resetting pattern, so to speak, of philosophical reflection which
was to characterize the Cartesian or “modern” approach to philosophy in the
seventeenth century.

It is clear, then, that Sanchez’s claims about the stylistic and narrative form
of philosophical and scientific language are not consistent with the mainstream
fifteenth century debate around Aristotle’s logic and dialectic,” but are delib-
erately placed outside it. In fact, Sanchez critically assesses the philosophical
and scientific culture of the time, addressing topics such as the function of books and
writing, the aims of the writer, and the role these play — and should or could play
—against man’s “inborn desire to know.”'® What Sanchez actually claims to do is to
prevent language and writing from hindering or distracting the reader (or tyro)
from his main aim of acquiring knowledge (within, of course, the limits of those
imperfections that inevitably affect human minds).

In line with this stated aim, Sanchez bans rhetoric from the field of philo-
sophical or scientific communication and argues for the adoption of a “middle

8 “Ad me proinde memetipsum retuli; omniaque in dubium reuocans, ac si a quopiam
nil unquam dictum, res ipsas examinare coepi: qui est verus sciendi modus” (QNS, Ad
lectorem). TNK, p. 167. See also QNS, p. 96: “Ut vero ad res me converti, tunc reiecta in
totum priore fide, potius quam scientia, eas examinare coepi, ac si unquam a quopiam
dictum aliquid fuisset” (italics mine).

? From this point of view it is no longer “surprising that in none of his philosophical
works does Sanchez refer to Peter Ramus” (E. Limbrick, Introduction to TNK, p. 36).

WTNK, p. 166. “Innatum homini velle scire” is the incipit of QNS, Ad lectorem.
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way” (medius modus) in writing books, between the exaggerated “brevity” of
obscure writers and the exhausting prolixity of those “who grow old and tired
over its ‘first principles’ — and we along with them.”!!

Anyone who writes at moderate length — assuming that such a person should
happen to exist! —is blamed by all of these ... for the middle way is contrary to
both extremes; it is praised only by those who also have a liking for the middle
way, and who in fact are themselves moderate in character. Such people are
extremely rare, like all fine things, and men do not know of their existence.'

While he observes that both extremes produce the same ill effect of making
us waste our time — the laconic because of their obscurity, the verbose due to
their useless length — Sanchez seizes the opportunity to rank himself among the
“extremely rare” (and destined to be ignored) moderate philosophers.

The rejection of rhetoric, the condemnation of its use in science in order to
satisfy the writer’s vainglory and “self-love,”"* the polemic against authority in
philosophy and science, the fierce attack on the deceitful syllogistic procedure of
Aristotle’s followers, as well as against that “kind of person” who “mixes up and
confuses everything in every place”'* (like Cardano), all belong to the critical or
destructive part of his methodological strategy. A strategy designed to break the

UTNK, p. 270; QNS, p. 82. Aristotle is an example of repetitiveness and Galen himself
is verbose (QNS, p. 32).

2 TNK, p. 270. “Si quis medio scribat modo (si quis forsan sit) ab his omnibus
improbatur: et quod non sat brevis, et quod iusto brevior. Medium enim utrique extremo
utcumque contrarium est. Ab iis solum commendatur, qui medio etiam gaudent, et ipsi
mediocres. Hi rari admodum, sicut et pulchra omnia, incognitique” (QNS, p. 83).

3 “Omnes aut ad laudem, aut dignitates, aut divitias: vix unus scientiam amplectitur
propter seipsam: sicque tantum quisque laborat solum, quantum sufficiat ad acquirendum
finem, non scientiae, sed ambitionis suae” (QNS, p. 77; TNK, p. 264). “Quis enim est
tam sui iuris, qui aliquo illorum [i. e. amor, odium, invidia and others animi affectiones)|
non teneatur? Nullus. Quod si reliqua omnia evadat, illud minime evadet saltem, sui
scilicet amorem” (QNS, p. 95, italics mine). “[Scribentes sunt] Confusi, breves, prolixi,
totque, ut si centena millium centum viveres annorum, non sufficerent legendis omnibus:
quique in pluribus mentiantur, saepissimé gloriae causa, aut fulciendae opinionis” (QNS,
pp- 9293, italics mine; TNK, p. 282). Motives of this kind have degenerated Cardano’s
science: “Trahit te gloriae cupiditas in absurda, ne aliquid ignorasse videaris, et non
naturam ingenio superasse” (De divinatione per somnum, ad Aristotelem, in F. Sanches,
Tratados Filosdficos, cit., p. 226).

YTNK, p. 271; QNS, p. 83. For a passage that testifies to his critique towards authori-
ties see QNS, Ad lectorem, “Nec a me postules multorum autoritates, aut in autores
reverentiam, quae potius servilis et indocti animi est, quam liberi, et veritatem inquirentis.
Solam sequar ratione Naturam. Autoritas credere iubet; ratio demonstrat: illa fidei, haec
scientiis aptior” (TNK, cit., p. 172). Cf. also QNS 88 ff. (TNK, pp. 276 ff.).
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“bewitching spells of Dialectic” which entangle young men aspiring to knowledge,
so that they can “turn to Nature.”" Thus issues about philosophical communica-
tion and writing should not be evaluated against a traditional frame of dialectical
and rhetorical references, but should be viewed as part of the process of building
a modern concept of method which includes a “cathartic” component (to use a
Kantian expression).'®

This methodological intent — which seems to link Sanchez far more to seven-
teenth-century empiricist philosophers than to Renaissance ones — was acknowledged
by sporadic nineteenth and twentieth century literature on Sanchez,"” but has
long been unacknowledged and unappreciated by the historiographic vulgate
because it is incorporated in and, so to speak, hidden under the most systematically
articulate epistemological argument of fifteenth-century scepticism.'®

BTNK, p.275 (“Atque 6 utinam Mercurius ego essem nostris Aeneis, ut relicta infirma,
incantatricéque Dialectica, ad naturam se converterent”, QNS, p. 87).

16 Kritik der reinen Vernunft, Transzend. Element., 11 Teil, Die transz. Logik, Enleitung,
I (Hrsg. von Wilhelm Weischedel, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1990, p. 99).

17 Actually, already in 1864 the Nouvelle Biographie Générale argued against Bayle
and links Sanchez to Bacon and Descartes: “C’est un grand pyrrhonien, a dit Bayle, qui
I’a jugé légerement, et sur le titre de son premier traité de philosophie: De multum nobili
et prima universali scientia quod nihil scitur (Lyon, 1581, in 4°; Francfort, 1628, in 8°).
Au lieu de placer Sanchez a coté de Montaigne et de Charron, il convient mieux d’en
faire un précurseur de Descartes. ‘Mon dessein, dit-il, est de fonder une science solide et
facile, purgée de ces chimeres et de ces fictions sans fondements qu’on ressemble dans
le but, non de nous instruire, mais de nous montrer I’esprit de auteur.” Mais il s’est
contenté de dresser contre la philosophie scolastique et la méthode d’argumentation
un acte d’accusation en regle, et les objections qu’il met en avant se retrouvent plus
tard avec plus force chez Bacon. Il définit la science rei perfecta cognitio; s’il veut rendre
I’étude circonspecte, il ne conclut pas a I'impuissance de la raison. Son livre est d’une
lecture agréable, ecrit d’un style vif et animé; on regrette qu’il n’ait pas achevé sa tache, en faisant
connaitre les véritables fondements de la science et de la méthode, et que les éclairs de
son esprit, suivant I’expression de Tenneman, au lieu de dissiper les ténebres, n’aient
servi qu’a les rendre visibles [Histoire de la philosophy, 1X, 508]”. See also J. Owen,
The Sceptics of the French Renaissance, London: Sonnenschein, 1893; A. Coralnik, “Zur
Geschichte der Skepsis”, Archiv fiir Geschichte der Philosophie XXVII, N.F. XX (1941),
pp. 188—222; E. Senchet, Essai sur la méthode de Francisco Sanchez,Paris: Giard et Briere,
1904; S. Miccolis, Francesco Sanchez, Bari: Tipografia Levante, 1965.

18 “Among the sceptics of the sixteenth century only one other writer besides Sanches
made a major contribution to the diffusion of the sceptical ideas: Michael de Montaigne.
The fame and influence of the Essais de Michel de Montaigne have tended to eclipse the
modest success of the Quod nihil scitur and yet Sanches argues the case for philosophical
scepticism far more cogently than did Montaigne in the ‘Apologie de Raimond Sebond’.
The structure of Sanchez’s argumentation is far better organised, philosophically more satisfying,
and ends on a positive constructive note” (E. Limbrick, Introduction, cit., p. 79).
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On the other hand, Pierre Bayle’s lapidary comment —“étoit un grand Pyrronien”*
— was traditionally unchallenged, up until R.H. Popkin, who rightly questioned
the direct influence on Sanchez of Estienne’s translation of Sextus Empiricus
and pinpointed the rather academic and dogmatic aspects of his scepticism.?
Scholarly reassessment of his scepticism and the parallel acknowledgment of his
methodological interests help to uncover the true relationship and conciliation
between the two faces of Sanchez: between the sceptical (albeit not pyrrhonian)
one, the radical and rigorous denier of science itself and, on the other hand,
the constructive one, the theoretician of method. We shall see that this relation
evolves along more or less the same lines as that from diagnosis to therapy in
medicine (taking into due account the limits of the physician).

Y Dictionaire historique et critique, tome second, second partie, Rotterdam, Reinier
Leers, MDCXCVII, p. 1004. It is possible that Bayle’s opinion was biased by the fact
that some seventeenth-century authors had interpreted Sanchez’s philosophy as the most
dangerous form of scepticism (see R.H. Popkin, op. cit., ch. 10, and E. Limbrick, Introdu-
tion, cit., pp. 77-88).

2 <By and large, Sanchez’s totally negative conclusion is not the position of Pyrrhonian
scepticism, the suspense of judgment as to whether anything can be known, but
rather the more full-fledged negative dogmatism of the Academics” (R.H. Popkin,
The History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Spinoza, Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 1979, p. 560). E. Limbrick and G. Paganini agree with Popkin on the non-Pyrrhonian
nature of Sanchez’s scepticism, but with different remarks. “His scepticism was not,”
the former writes, “as many critics have conjectured, the fruit of his reflections on the
works of Sextus Empiricus, recently made available in their Latin translations by Henri
Estienne (Hypotyposeis, 1562) and Gentian Hervet (Adversus Mathematicos, 1569), but
rather the consequence of his own refutation of Aristotelianism and the terminist logic
of the Parisian Nominalists” (Introduction, cit., p. 24, italics mine). The latter observes
that “il medico portoghese passo alla storia per aver rinverdito piuttosto il lato negativo
che non quello positivo del neoaccademismo, riproponendo in questo modo gli aspetti
confutatori anziché le regole del metodo probatorio” (G. Paganini, Scepsi moderna.
Interpertazioni dello scetticismo da Charron a Hume, Cosenza: Busento, 1991, p. 36).
Paganini more recently went back to the same subject reaffirming that “apparentemente
non c’¢ alcuna traccia della fonte neopirroniana rappresentata da Sesto nell’opera di
Sanches” and claiming that “lo scritto di Sanches da un’eccellente idea di cio che era lo
scetticismo dei moderni prima dell’entrata in scena della teoria neopirroniana del fenomeno”
(G. Paganini, Montaigne, Sanches e la conoscenza attraverso i fenomeni. Gli usi moderni
di un paradigma antico, in eds. M. De Caro, Emidio Spinelli, Scetticismo. Una vicenda
filosofica, Roma: Carocci, 2007, p. 68). The basic thesis of this interesting and perceptive
paper is that this pyrrhonian theory represents the real watershed between Sanchez’s
and Montaigne’s scepticism: the former “costruisce i suoi argomenti scettici all’ombra
della teoria aristotelica (anche se ne rovescia le conclusioni)” (ibid. p. 74), whilst the
latter “concepisce le basi della conoscenza come completamente slegate dal paradigma
aristotelico, che sussisteva invece come riferimento, quanto meno implicito, per il medico
portoghese” (ibid. p. 75). My paper’s conclusions by and large differ from Paganini’s.
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Even though Sanchez taught philosophy for twenty seven years at the University
of Toulouse,* he was really a physician, or more precisely, as he himself reminds
us in the epistle to the reader of Quod nihl scitur, a “professor” of the “medical
art” (a claim which assumes a more pregnant significance in view of the fact that
he was to achieve his lifelong goal of being appointed to a chair in medicine only
thirty-one years later, in 1612 at the age of sixty-one). He was educated as a physician:
in his youth he decided to attend the most advanced and renowned medical
schools of the time, and it was from medicine that he came to philosophy.

To examine “graviora Philosophiae capita to the end that from them other
questions may more easily be deduced” is (as we read at the beginning of Quod
nihil scitur) a necessary step to ensure a thorough examination of the “principia”
of “medical art,” “which lie entirely within the realm of philosophical contem-
plation.”? The function of philosophy seems to become, then, that of providing
an outline of the general epistemological background in which the medical art
is to be situated. But this background dramatically reveals the impossibility
of science (in the true meaning of the word); in other words, it reveals human
beings’ inevitable “ignorance” of reality. The rigorous assessment and demonstration
of this condition necessarily implies representing it as anomalous, that is as a
state of “imperfection” of the human being in its entirety, whether it is found
to affect soul or body; and this anomaly or imperfection Sanchez conceives,
describes and treats according to a physician’s forma mentis, that is as a pathology
—indeed an incurable disease — which first requires a correct diagnosis and, then,
the search for at least a palliative.?

2 From 1585 to 1612 he held both the chair of philosophy at the University of Toulouse
and the appointment of doctor at the Hotel-Dieu: “One can only surmise that the relatively
small number of publications in philosophy, as compared to the massive output of
publications in medicine, does not represent the work of twenty-seven years as professor
of philosophy, and it is regrettable that Sanchez’s other philosophical works have not
been found. On the other hand, Sanchez himself may have preferred to devote himself to
writing the many practical treatises on medicine, which were more relevant to his work as
a doctor, and perhaps he considered that these publications would further his ambitions
to obtain the chair of medicine” (Limbrick, Introduction, op. cit., pp. 22-23).

2 TNK, p. 171. “A principiis rerum exordium sumentes, graviora Philosophiae
capita examinabimus, ex quibus facililis reliqua colligi possint. Nec enim in his inmorari
in votis est omnino: ad Medicam quippe artem viam affectamus, cuius professores sumus:
cuiusque principia omnia Philosophicae contemplationis sunt” (QNS, Ad lectorem).

2 This is interpreted by G. Paganini as a limiting character of Sanchez’s epistemology:
“Gli ostacoli che impediscono la conoscenza sono in realta ben piu di fatto che di diritto;
cosi I’acatalessia ¢ essa stessa il risultato pratico di una condizione fisica o psicologica
perturbata, e non un problema epistemologico nel senso forte del termine” (G. Paganini,
Montaigne, Sanches e la conoscenza attraverso i fenomeni, op. cit., p. 76).
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Thus the Renaissance alliance between medicine and philosophy? acquires in
Sanchez a new and particular meaning by which philosophy helps medicine to diag-
nose the pathology of the human condition (“ignorance” i.e. “quod nihil scitur”)
and medicine helps philosophy both in interpreting human ignorance correctly
—so that ignorance itself and its consequences become symptoms of the “human
misery” —, and in suggesting the palliative treatment (“adiumenta ignorantiae”):

For luckless humanity, there are two means of discovering truth, since men
cannot know things in themselves. If they could acquire intellectual under-
standing of them as they should be able to do, then they would need no other
means; but since they cannot do this, they have found additional ways of com-
ing to the aid of their own ignorance [adiumenta ignorantiae = liniments of
ignorance]. Consequently, although they have no more knowledge because
of these aids (at least in the sense of perfect knowledge) yet they do perceive
and learn something.”

The pathological nature of “ignorance” is revealed in the above quotation by the
fact that human beings “cannot do” what “they should be able to do,” namely,
res per se scire. Underlying Sanchez’s appraisal of ignorance we find a maximal-
ist definition of science of a metaphysical or Platonic kind, as we shall see, that
only philosophy can formulate. This is in some ways even more ambitious than
the Aristotelian one, for it identifies science with “the perfect understanding of a
thing” (rei perfecta cognitio).” This implies such an exhaustive understanding of
the res in all its aspects (substantial and accidental) “by which a thing examined
from all sides, both inside and outside, is understood,”? as to be comparable to
that of the Maker who “solus perfecte cognoscit.””® Consequently, though man

2 A. Wear, R. K. French and I. M. Lonie, eds., The Medical Renaissance of the Six-
teenth Century, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985; I. Maclean, Logic, Signs
and Nature in the Renaissance: The Case of Learned Medicine, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2002.

B TNK, p. 278. “Duo sunt inveniendae veritatis media miseris humanis: quondoquidem
res per se scire non possunt, quas si intelligere, cum deberent, possent, nulli alio indigerent
medio: sed cum hoc nequeant, adiumenta ignorantiae suae adinuére: quibus propterea
nil magis sciunt, perfecte saltem, sed aliquid percipiunt, discuntque” (QNS, p. 9o, italics
mine).

' TNK, p. 200; QNS, p. 23.

Z'TNK, p. 241 “Divide denique omnem cognitionem in duas. Alia est perfecta, qua res
undique, intus et extra perspicitur, intelligitur” (QNS, p. 55).

2 QNS, p.54;TNK, p. 239.“Nec enim perfecté cognoscere potest quis, quae non creavit.
Nec Deus creare potuisset: nec creata regere, quae non perfecte cognoscere praecognivisset. Ipse
ergo solus sapientia, cognitio, intellectus perfectus, omnia penetrat, omnia sapit, omnia
cognoscit, omnia intelligit: quia ipse omnia est, et in omnibus: omniaque ipse sunt, et in

ipso” (QNS, pp. 53-54).
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knows what true science is, he nevertheless finds himself unable to attain knowledge
of even “the clearest and most obvious things which he eats and drinks, touches,
sees, and hears,”” as well as “the self that is in him and with him.”* We can
know the nature of science and define its requirements exactly, but this merely
amounts to knowing that we are necessarily excluded from it; in other words
this understanding turns immediately into an awareness of exclusion, which
amounts to a deep malaise (“melancholy”!) deriving from the frustration of
our “inborn desire to know.” Thus, innate desire for knowledge and the ability to
understand the requirements of true science are the two factors which give rise
to the “misery” of human beings, a perpetual frustration of a paradoxical nature;
paradoxical since “ignorance of things per se” is as natural as the knowledge that
“things per se” are the only true objects of science.

Sanchez’s doctrine revolving around this frustrating knowledge (of our igno-
rance and its relation to the definition of science) may justify Popkin’s inter-
pretation of Sanchez’s scepticism as being of an Academic type.* There can be
good reasons for this, not least because Sanchez himself on several occasions
squarely names Diogenes Laertius and Plutarch as his only sources on scep-
tical doctrines.** However, putting aside labels — which could become a mere
problem of terminology —, two points should be highlighted in Sanchez’s basic
assumption in order to make a comparison with the Pyrrhonian trend of fifteenth
century scepticism.

¥ TNK, p. 239; QNS 54.

0 TNK, p. 239. “Imperfectus autem, et miser homunculus quomodo cognoscet alia,
qui seipsum non nosse potest, qui in se est, et secum?” (QNS, p. 54). Cf. Montaigne,
Les Essais, L. 11, ch. XII, éd. par Pierre Villey, sous la direction et avec une préface de
V-L. Saulnier, pp. 556-557: “En voyla assez pour verifier que ’homme n’est non plus
instruit de la connoissance de soy en la partie corporelle qu’en la spirituelle. Nous I’avons
proposé luy mesmes a soy, et sa raison a sa raison, pour voir ce qu’elle nous en diroit. Il
me semble assez avoir montré combien peu elle s’entend en elle mesme.”

31 «Sed erat hoc maturum Socratis consilium, et erat alias ille melancholicus, ut fere
sunt omnes studiosi, Philosophique” (De divinatione, cit., p. 176, italics mine). “Quod etsi
his omnibus liberum demus iuvenem nostrum: tamen melancholicus tandem fiet, quod
quotidiana ostendit experientia” (QNS, p. 94).

32 Cf. Limbrick, Introduction, op. cit., p. 70 and supra n. 20.

3% Sanchez’s references are to Books 9 and 10 of Diogenes Laertius’s Lives, and to
Plutarch’s Adversus Colotem; that is to say to texts which furnish summary accounts of
the epistemological doctrines of Heraclitus, the Eleatics, the atomists, Protagoras and
Pyrrho, which are referred to as concurring in judging “accidentia nihil in se esse ... sed
solum quaedam nobis apparentia, quae pro varia nostri conditione dispositioneque varia
apparent” (QNS, p. 43,see also p. 52 and 64). Sanchez refers to the same texts for Heraclitus’s
support for the doctrine of the self-unknowability of the soul which he maintains alongside
Vives against Scaliger (QNS, p. 54; cf. Limbrick’s notes, TNK, p. 240).
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First, the impressive demonstrative procedure displayed in his approach to
the inquiry on (the possibility of) science: his definition of science (as we shall
see) does not really appear to be a dogmatic assumption but rather constitutes
a pre-condition made necessary by Sanchez’s strictly demonstrative reasoning.
This originates from the sole proposition — nihil scitur — which appears absolutely
unconditional and independent of any other by virtue of being confirmed by its
very negation. From this point of view, quod nihil scitur** does not represent a dogmatic
truth, but merely a logical one by virtue of its status of being undeniable:

I do not know even this one thing, namely that I know nothing. I infer, how-
ever, that this is true both of myself and of others. Let this proposition be my
battle colour — it commands my allegiance [Haec mihi vexillum propositio,
haec sequenda venit] — ‘Nothing is known’. If I come to know how to estab-
lish this, I shall be justified in drawing the conclusion that nothing is known;
whereas if I do not know how to establish it, then all the more so — for that
was what I claimed.”

Second, the diagnostic expressed by the proposition has the function of saving
human beings from vain labours in searching after the truth in the hope that it might
some day be found.* This does not mean that they can be cured of their ignorance,
but only of the pathological and fatal effects carefully described by Sanchez as
affecting those who fully feel and follow their “innate desire for knowledge.”

3 In Book 9 of Lives of Eminent Philosophers (cf. QNS, p. 10), Diogenes Laertius
ascribes the proposition to Metrodorus of Chios: “who used to declare that he knew
nothing, not even the fact that he knew nothing” (9, 58, Loeb Classical Library ed., vol. I,
p- 471). E. Limbrick adds Cicero’s Academica 11, 23 (“Is qui hunc maxime est admiratus,
Chius Metrodorus, initio libri qui est de natura, ‘Nego’ inquit ‘scire nos sciamusne aliquid
an nihil sciamus, ne id ipsum quidem, nescire (aut scire), scire nos, nec omnino sitne
aliquid an nihil sit’” — Loeb Classical Library ed., p. 560) and Sextus Empiricus’ Adversus
Mathematicos 1, 88. The Academica is never mentioned by Sanchez in Quod nihil
scitur; as for Sextus Empiricus there seems to be no indisputable evidence of a direct use
by Sanchez of the 1562-1569 Latin translations by Henri Estienne and Gentian Hervet.
However, in Sanchez’s renewed use the proposition quod nihil scitur seems to lose the
character of dogmatic truth because it is assigned both the function of the most radical
challenge to every foundation of science, and that of the only (parodoxical) possible
premise for reasoning by virtue of its logical self-sufficiency — a status which renders it
comparable to the cogito.

3 TNK, pp. 172-173. QNS, p. 1: “Nec unum hoc scio, me nihil scire: Coniector tamen
nec me, nec alios. Haec mihi vexillum propositio sit, haec sequenda venit, Nihil scitur.
Hanc si probandi sciuero, meritd concludam, nil sciri: si nesciuero, hoc ipso melius: id
enim asserebam.”

3 QNS, p. 10: “Mihi enim humana omnia suspecta sunt, et haec ipsa quae scribo modo.
Non tacebo tamen: saltem hoc liber¢ proferam, me nihil scire: ne tu in vanum labores
veritatem inquirendo, sperans eam aliquando aperte tenere posse” (TNK, p. 185).
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Notwithstanding the possible connection between Sanchez’s nihil scitur and Cusanus’s
docta ignorantia,” the “vexillum” proposition hammering the reader on every page
of his main work has no metaphysical or theological meaning or development, nor
does it lead to any Renaissance “sagesse” in the style of Vives or Charron.

Ignorance and the consequent fruitless attempts to know “aliquid perfecte”
epitomizes the drama of humankind’s condition, but the only theological mean-
ing that can be attributed to them is that they are “the worst of occupations” God
wished to give “to the sons of men ... that they might be occupied therewith”
and not “find out the work that God has performed from the beginning to the
end.”* This reduction of ignorance merely to a means used by God to drain all
humankind’s energy is only one of the clear signals that for Sanchez ignorance
never seems to find a rational (theological, moral, natural) justification, i.e. it can
never lose its intrinsic paradoxical nature. Therefore ignorance cannot become
docta nor engender real wisdom or superior awareness. Far from making him
wise, the ignorance he himself recognises puts Sanchez “cum stultis stultus.”

Everyone believes himself to be extremely learned; to me, all men seem igno-
rant. [t may be that I am the only ignorant man alive; but I should like to know
this at least, and this I cannot do. What, therefore, can I go on to say that is free
of the suspicion of ignorance? Nothing. Why, then, do I write? What do I know?
With fools you will be foolish. I am a human being — what am I to do?¥

From a strictly rational point of view, the very fact of writing and affirming that nihil
scitur 18 “stultitia,” “folly,” because silence would be in reality the only inescapable
choice, consistent with the impossibility of coherently defining the meaning of words.

Very well then, let us assign names afresh; you have my permission. We shall
then know that this word has this meaning. But this is false. You do not know
what ‘word’ is, what, ‘this’ is, what ‘meaning’ is; therefore, you do not know
that this word has this meaning.*

Neither is there any praise of folly in Sanchez’s identification of “sapientia” and
“folly” because the state of the sapiens is merely that in which the pathology of
ignorance flares up in its virulent form.

3 “Nobis autem cum Deo nulla proportio, quemadmodum nec finito cum infinito”
(QNS, p. 43).

B¥TNK, p. 235; QNS, p. 51.

¥TNK, p. 201, italics mine. Far more effective is the Latin prose: “Quisque sibi doctissimus
videtur: mihi omnes ignari. Forsan solus ego ignarus sum: sed id saltem scire vellem. Non
possum. Quid igitur dicam deinceps quod ignorantiae suspitione vacet? Nihil. Cur ergo
scribo? Quid ego scio. Cum stultis stultus eris: homo sum: quid faciam?” (QNS, p. 24).

“TNK, pp. 183-184. QNS, p. 9: “Dic, denud verba imponamus. Permitto. Sciemus ergo
iam verbum hoc, hoc significare. Falsum: nescis quid sit verbum, nescis quid sit hoc, nescis
verbum hoc hoc significare.”
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We may quite properly compare our philosophy to the labyrinth of Minos: if we
once enter it, we cannot go back, or get ourselves free of its mazes. If we go on,
we encounter the Minotaur, who deprives us of life. This is the end of our stud-
ies, this the reward of fruitless and useless toil, of endless vigils: namely distress,
anxiety, worry, solitude, and the loss of all life’s pleasures — a life like unto death,
alife to be spent in the company of the dead and in struggling, talking, thinking;
to shun the living and lay aside the care of one’s private interests; to destroy
the bodily physique by training the mind. From this cause come diseases, often
madness, and always death. Nor does ‘unflinching toil all problems overcome’
—except in the sense that it takes life away and hastens death, which frees a man
from everything. In this sense, the dying man conquers all, and what Horace says
is so far from being true that on the contrary exactly the opposite happens.*

Sanchez returns several times to the pathologies of the scholar or philosopher,
i.e. of a person who, to combat his own ignorance, kills himself in the struggle.

What kind of life could be more unhappy or more unfortunate than this? Why
did I say ‘kind of life’? Rather, it is a kind of death — as I previously remarked.
Well then, would you wish anyone to submit himself to such a disastrous way
of living? Yet these are some who do so. Suppose our young man to be one of
these. Then, even though he should possess an excellent constitution and per-
fect health, he will at once fall into a decline. When he has wasted his bodily
strength by studying, he will have to battle with a host of diseases, or morbid
conditions; cold in the head, catarrh, arthritis, weakness of the bowels, and
hence bouts of indigestion, loss of appetite, diarrhoea, and obstructions, espe-
cially those of the spleen; he who devotes himself to his studies suffers from
every kind of ailment. In the end, he dies prematurely. Again, these things dis-
turb the mind, affecting its principal seat, namely the brain, whether initially
this happens of itself, or transmitted from another. But even if we suppose
our young man to be free from all these troubles, yet finally he will become
melancholic, as everyday experience proves.*

“TNK, p. 234. QNS, p. 50: “Non immeritd Philosophiam nostram liceat conferre Monois
labyrintho: in quem ingressi regredi non possumus, nec explicare nos: si pergamus,in Minotaurum
incidimus, qui nobis vitam adimit. Hic finis studiorum nostrorum, hoc praemium irriti et
vani laboris, perpetua vigiliae, labor, cura, solicitudo, solitudo, priuatio omnium deliciarum,
vita morti similis, cum mortuis degendo, pugnando, loquendo, cogitando, a vivis abstinere,
propriarum rerum curam ponere, animum exercendo corpus destruere. Hinc morbi: saepe
delirium: semper mors. Nec labor improbus aliter omnia vincit, nisi quia vitam adimit, mortem
accelerat, quae ab omnibus liberat. Sic qui moritur omnia vincit: tantumque abest ut utrum
sit quod ille dicit, ut contra omnino eueniat.” Sanchez quotes Horace, L. I, Epist. I, vv. 105-108:
“To sum up, the Wise Man is inferior only to Jove.”

2 TNK, pp. 282-283. QNS, pp. 93-94: “Quo vitae genere quid miserius? Quid
infoelicius? At quid dixi vitae genus? imo mortis genus est: ut superius dicebam. Quem
ergo vis tam calamitosae vitae se submittere? Sunt tamen aliqui. Ex quibus sit iuvenis noster
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An experience which in the first place concerns Sanchez himself, who, after
proclaiming his rejection both of rhetoric and of the suffocating silence imposed
by the awareness of ignorance — “homo sum: quid faciam?” —, openly confesses
his uneasiness, which seems to be situated half way between Faust and Hume:

For my part, I have on many occasions thrown books away in a fit of temper,
and I have run away from my little study; but in the public square, or on the
Campus, I am never thinking of nothing, and I am ‘never less alone then when
I am alone’, nor less idle than when I am idle. I have an enemy with me; him
I cannot escape; and, as Horace says, ‘I avoid myself like a runaway and vaga-
bond,/seeking to beguile Care, now by sociability and now by sleep,/in vain; for
my gloomy companion is hard on my heels, and follows me as I try to flee’.*

Further on, in an even clearer passage:

Had I understood anything completely, I should not have denied the fact —
nay, I should have shouted aloud for happiness, since no better stroke of luck
than this could possibly come my way. But as it is, I am tortured incessantly by
grief, in despair of being able to know anything, completely.*

unus. Hic quidem etsi optime constitutus perfecta fruatur sanitate, statim marcesset: consumptisque
studendo corporis viribus, pluribus conflictabitur morbis, aut morbosis affectionibus, grauedine,
destilatione, arthritide, ventriculi imbellicitate, unde cruditates, deiecta appetentia, lienteria,
obstructiones, praecipue lienis. Quid non patiatur qui studiis incumbit? Moritur intempestiue
tandem. Haec autem mentem perturbant, affecta eius praecipua sede, cerebro scilicet: sive id
per se primo, sive ab alio accidat. Quod etsi his omnibus liberum demus iuuenem nostrum:
tamen melancholicus tandem fiet, quod quotidiana ostendit experientia.”

# TNK, p. 214, italics mine. QNS, pp. 33—34: “Ego saepius libros iratus proieci, aufugi
musaeolum: at in foro, in campo, numquam nihil cogito, nec unquam minus solus, quam cim
solus: nec minus otiosus, quam cum otiosus: mecum hostem habeo, non possum euadere: et ut
ille it, meipsum vito fugitivus ut [=et] erro,lamsociis quaerens,iam somno fallere curam. Frustra:
nam comes atra premit, sequiturque fugacem.” Actually, Sanchez modifies these verses by
Horace: “teque ipsum vitas fugitivus et erro/iam vino quaerens, iam somno fallere curamy/frustra:
nam comes atra premit sequiturque fugacem” (Serm. 11, Sat. 7, vv. 112-115). As for Hume see,
for example, the last section of the first book of the 7reatise:“The wretched condition, weakness,
and disorder of the faculties, I must employ in my enquiries, encrease my apprehensions. And
the impossibility of amending or correcting these faculties, reduces me almost to despair ... I
cannot forbear feeding my despair, with all those desponding reflections, which the present
subject furnishes me with in such abundance. I am first affrighted and confounded with that
forelorn solitude,in which I am plac’d in my philosophy,and fancy myself some strange uncouth
monster, who not being able to mingle and unite in society, has been expell’d all human com-
merce, and left utterly abandon’d and desconsolate” (D. Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature,
I, IV, VI, ed. L.A. Selby-Bigge, Oxford: Clarendon, 1968, p. 264).

#TNK, p. 233. QNS, p. 48: “Nam si quid perfecté cognouissem, non negassem, imo
vehementer clamassem prae laetitia: nil enim foelicius mihi euenire potuerit. Nunc autem
perpetuo angor moerere, desperans me quid perfecte scire posse.”
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The pathological consequences of seeking “perfect knowledge” — a hopeless
search which is as much natural to human nature as it is man’s insuperable state
of ignorance — are attentively described by Sanchez both in their physical and
mental aspects. In all of his philosophical work he views body and mind from an
antidualistic perspective; they are equally essential to the unity which constitutes
a human being, whose identity depends no more on that particular anima than
on that particular corpus.* The consequences for the body are the diseases men-
tioned above (“cold in the head, catarrh, arthritis, weakness of the bowels, and
hence bouts of indigestion, loss of appetite, diarrhoea, and obstructions, especially
those of the spleen”) and lastly death. The consequence for the soul is the pres-
ence of that “gloomy companion” (atra comes), already well known to ancient
medicine,* culminating in terror of Nothingness which follows the certainty of
inevitably being denied “perfection,” namely the knowledge of being (ens).

An end is perfection, and perfection has the first place among entities. Depri-
vation, destruction, disappearance, are merely the negation of an entity: they

4 “Nec enim homo solus animus est, nec solum corpus, sed utrumque simul: ergo
altero defectuoso, defectuosus homo erit: quare nec simpliciter homo: corpus enim de
essentia eius est, quemadmodum et animus, et non corpus simpliciter, sed tale corpus”
(QNS, p. 34, italics mine). Cf. also De divinatione, cit., p. 230: “Quae enim esset hominis
ista larva, si animus exire e corpore, et in id rursus subire posset, aut quae forma, si deserit
subiectum? aut quod unum per se, si ex duobus per se? Moritur ergo, et regeneratur singulis
diebus homo. Quid enim aliud est mors, qam discessio animae a corpore: et generatio
quam introductio eiusdem in hoc? Incidimus in Platonis sententiam dicentis corpus nostrum
esse animae carcerem, et me non esse Platonem, sed animum qui in me est, hunc esse
verum Platonem. Si paulo plus procedas, ego nescio quid sim, nec quis omnino sim, imo
et an omnino sim, si haec figmenta admittantur. Et quid, si dum ita vagatur spiritus meus,
subducatur illi corpus, et alio transferatur? aut in id transeat animus pyratae, aut Regis?”.
The considerations added here by Sanchez on different souls dwelling in the same body
call to mind Locke’s analogous thoughts in chapter 27 of the Essay Concerning Human
Understanding, so much so as to suggest a relation between them. The theme is of great
concern for Sanchez, who returns to it in his work on physiognomy: “Si quidem non
esset tanta cognatio inter animam et corpus, posset utique fieri, ut quaelibet anima sub
quacumque forma, et in quocumque corpore indifferenter manere posset, ut anima equi
sub corpore et forma felis” (In Librum Aristotelis Physiognomicon, Commentarius, in
Tratados Filosdficos, cit., p. 252).

4 Besides the classical doctrines of Hippocrates and Galen it should be noted that
Aristotle first theorized the association between genius and melancholy and that his con-
cept was revived in the Renaissance. Cf. R. Klibansky, E. Panofsky and F. Saxl, Saturn
and Melancholy. Studies in the History of Natural Philosophy, Religion, and Art, London:
Nelson, 1964; Jackie Pigeaud, La maladie de I’dme: étude sur la relation de I'dme et du
corps dans la tradition médico-philosophique antique, Paris: Belles Lettres, 1981; Aristote:
I’homme de génie et la mélancholie: Probleme XXX, 1, traduction, présentation et notes
par J. Pigeaud, Paris: Editions Rivages, 1988.
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are nothing. How else am I to describe nothing itself, save by the highly invidi-
ous term ‘nothing’? It is absolutely opposite, and hostile, to perfection and
to Being (ens). In the end, it is nothing. And who will intend or seek that?
Everything naturally avoids it. Nothing terrifies or depresses me, or prostrates
my mind, except this same ‘nothing’, when I reflect that one day I shall visit
the court of Nothing (were it not that Faith, accompanied by Hope and Char-
ity, destroyed this fear, together with its cause, Nothing, and comforted me by
promising me an indissoluble union with Almighty God after the dissolution
of this present compound of body and soul).”

There is no composed stoic or epicurean reaction before “the court of Nothing,”
no ars bene moriendi,*® or preparation for death by means of philosophy. Human-
kind can only be reconciled with death through faith. Moreover, the hopeless
state of scholars (who vainly seek for “perfect science”®) aggravates the general
human condition, dramatically depicted (mostly in De divinatione per somnum)
as itself dominated by a keen sense of the precariousness of life and of the tragic
ineluctability of death.® Sanchez describes a general human condition which, in
turn, is set against the background of a nature that is perpetually instable and
“consisting of contraries” (amongst which we notice that only human beings
have their contraries in their peers).

The whole of nature consists in contraries, conserves itself by contraries, such
as matter, form and privation; hot, cold; humid, dry; good, bad; generation,
corruption; life, death; joy, mourning, summer, winter; south wind, north wind;
happiness, misery; war, peace; wealth, poverty; fruitfulness, sterility; virtue, vice;
pity, cruelty; and if we want to consider more details, by cat and mouse; fox
and chicken; dog and hare; wolf and lamb; man and man; why should I

4T TNK, pp. 260—261. QNS, p. 73: “Finis enim perfectio est: quae inter entia primas
occupat. Nihil privatio, destructio, defectus, mera entis negatio, quo alio quam infestissimo
nihili nomine ipsum vocabo? omnino perfectioni, entique oppositum, inimicum. Nil
denique. Quis illud intendet? quis quaeret? Omnia naturaliter id fugiunt. Nil me, praeter hoc
nihil, perterret, tristat, animo prostrat: dum cogito, me aliquando illius aulam inuisurum:
nisi fide, spe, et charitate comitata, metum hunc, nihilque, simul eius causam, destrueret,
méque confirmaret, post compositi huius dissolutionem, indissolubilem cum Deo Opt.
Max. nexum promittendo.”

# Cf. Nicola Panichi, I vincoli del disinganno. Per una nuova interpretazione di Montaigne.
Firenze: Olschki, 2004, pp. 81 ff.

4 Which is not the one sought by Sanchez: “Neque vero credas me per cognoscere,
intelligere perfectam scientiam” (De divinatione, cit., p. 222).

% “Premit mala suada fames a tergo, ante instat ensis, post ensem panis, fugienda est
fames, exeundum per vulnus ad panem. Dicat nunc augur, ne conseras manum, morieris
enim. Si iam fame pereo, quid interest? imo malo gladio, quam fame. Multi ne dolorem
ferrent atrocem, sibi manus intulerunt” (De divinatione, cit., p. 234). Cf. ibid. p. 230.
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mention others? There is nothing in the universe that has not its own contrary;
the universe would not exist if all the contraries did not exist; the universe is
no more conserved by good than by evil, or by either of the two contraries. It
is in this that we observe the admirable fabric of the world and its beauty, that
it consists in contraries; thanks to them it conserves itself; with them it lasts
perpetually; and so with them it lasts so that neither can they last without it,
nor it without them; neither has, for so many centuries, one of the contraries,
strong and noble though it may be, overcome or extinguished the other at all,
weak and vile though this may be, nor will it ever overcome or extinguish it. It
is therefore necessary, where there are hunger, plagues, war, slander, crosses,
swords, disputes, prisons and all other ills, for there likewise to be good too;
and, in the end, where there is death, life too; where corruption, also genera-
tion. Therefore, for many to be happy, it is necessary for many to be unhappy;
for one army to win, it is necessary for the other to be won.>!

This doctrine can be considered an example of that “imperfect” and empirical
science Sanchez believes to be within human means. Furthermore, if we take into
account that every pair of contraries is linked to another® — which again inter-
relates with another, and so on in an endless chain — this once more supports
the fundamental thesis that nihil scitur. In fact, the knowledge that “the whole
of nature consists in contraries” concerns one of those kinds of “connexiones”

5! “Tota enim natura constat ex contrariis, conservaturque per contraria, ut materiam,
formam et privationem; calidum, frigidum; humidum, siccum; bonum, malum; generationem,
corruptionem; vitam, mortem; gaudium, luctum; aestatem, hyemen; austrum, notum;
foelicitatem, infoelicitatem; bellum, pacem; divitias, paupertatem; ubertatem, sterilitatem;
virtutem, vitium; pietatem, impietatem; et si ad particularia magis accedendum, per felem et
murem; vulpem et pullum gallinaceum; canem et leporem; lupum et agnum; hominem et
hominem;quid plurarefero? Nihil estin universo quod non habeat contrarium,et non esset
universum, nisi essent contraria, et non magis conservatur universum bono, quam malo, aut
alterutra alia contrarietate: et in hoc maxime spectatur admiranda mundi constructio, et
pulchritudo, quod ex contrariis constet, per ea conservetur, cum iis perpetuo duret, et ita
cum iis duret, ut nec illa sine illo, nec ille sine eis stare possit, neque per tot saecula unum
contrariorum quantumcumgque forte nobileque, aliud quantumcumque debile ignobileque
omnino superarit, aut extinxerit, neque superaturum extincturumque unquam sit.
Oportet ergo ut adsit fames, pestis, bellum, calumnia, crux gladius, lis, carcer, et reliqua
omnia mala, aeque atque bona; et tandem mors aeque atque vita, et corruptio, atque
generatio. Ut ergo sint multi foelices, necesse est etiam esse multos quoque infoelices:
et ut acies una vincat, necesse est aliam vinci” (De divinatione, cit., pp. 236—238). Cf. also
De longitudine et brevitate vitae liber in Tratados Filosoficos, cit., p. 276: “Quodcumque
enim ibi corpus sit, non potest non ei esse contrarium.”

2 “De homine sufficiet. Hic basiliscum odit: fertur enim eum hominis saliva ieiuni
interfici: basiliscus hominem et mustellam, quae eum sola dicitur perimere: mustella
basiliscum et murem: mus mustellam et catum: catus murem et canem: canis catum et
leporem: lepus canem et viuerram” (QNS, p. 29).
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and “concatenationes” observable among things (perhaps the most important
one, at least according to the De divinatione per somnum), and just like every
knowledge of that sort, far from supporting the existence of the (perfect) science,
it provides a strong argument against this possibility, because the knowledge of
every thing comes to depend on that of all others linked and interrelated with it.
In other words, since the variety of things is almost infinite, and for every thing we
can observe links with many others, it follows that the knowledge of every thing
remains inevitably unaccomplished because of the infinite implications it entails.”
And to conceal this incompleteness by parcelling out science (which is one, or
would be one, if it existed) into many compartments made up of non-communicating
sciences (as the Aristotelians do) is only a deceitful epistemological trick:

All things are linked together in such a way that no single thing is detached
from the function of hindering or helping another. Nay, one and the same
thing was made by Nature to harm many others, and to help many others.
Therefore, in order to understand any one thing perfectly we must understand
everything; and who is capable of this? Such a person I have nowhere seen.
And for the same reason, certain sciences assist certain others, and one
science contributes to the understanding of another. Nay, what is more, one science
cannot be known in isolation from others; and accordingly they are obliged
to borrow, one from another. For the subject-matters of the sciences are such
that they mutually depend on one another, and one subject-matter makes up
another, turn and turn about.>*

On the one hand, Sanchez’s view of the links between things clearly displays a
typical Renaissance attitude to nature, since the “concatenations” and “connections”

3 A good example of this would be the case of man who “quia movetur motu recto et
deorsum:illico quid sursum, deorsum: de centro mundi, de polis, partibus eius. Quia videt,
et hoc media luce: statim de coloribus, de spiritibus, et speciebus, de luce, et luminoso; de
Sole, astrisque. Quia corpus est, et est in loco: de corpore, de substantia, de loco, de vacuo.
Quia locus finitus dicitur: de finito et infinito. Quia generat et generatur: statim de causis
omnibus usque ad primam. Quia ratiocinatur, de anima intellectiva et eius facultatibus,
de scientia et de scibili, de prudentia et reliquis habitibus, ut vocant. Quia interficit: quia
nunquam contentus vivit: quia pro patria vitam morti exponit: quia sublevat aegros et
egentes: de bono, et malo: de ultimo et summo bono: de virtute, et de vitio: de animi
immortalitate” (QNS, p. 30).

#TNK, pp. 206—207, italics mine. QNS, pp. 28—29: “Talis autem concatenatio in rebus
omnibus est ut nulla ociosa sit, quin alteri obsit aut prosit: quinimo et eadem pluribus et
nocere, et iuvare plures nata est. Ergo omnia cognoscere oportet ad unius perfectam
cognitionem: illud autem quis potest? Nusquam vidi. Et ob hanc eandem rationem
scientiae aliae aliis favent, et una ad alterius cognitionem confert. Imo, quod magis est,
una sine aliis sciri perfecte non potest: proindéque coguntur aliae ab aliis mutari. Earum
namque subiecta sic etiam se habent, ut unum ab alio mutuo dependeat, et aliud etiam
mutuo aliud efficiat.” Cf. also ibid. pp. 30 ff.
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between things, far from revealing a crystallized, changeless, hierarchical order,
show instead a metamorphic labyrinthine web of variations in every domain of
reality (whether natural or human). On the other hand, the sceptical philosopher,
unlike others, is careful not to let himself be captured by the exaltation and exhila-
ration produced by the spectacle of metamorphic nature characterized by contra-
ries, mutations and “vicissitudines.” He keeps an open mind and can see that

There is such variety in things, that in this department Nature can be clearly
seen to have played a trick and indulged her personal whim by promoting our
confusion, so that she — albeit standing plainly in our view — might make fools
of us, and laugh at us, as we seek her in this place or that.”

From this point of view, both the Aristotelians and philosophers like Cardano
are equally deceived by nature: the former purport to reduce the varieties of
nature to their impossible (and actually circular) schema of syllogistically con-
trived sciences, the latter “mix up and confuse everything in every place,”® like
Cardano in De rerum varietate, of which Sanchez writes:

when I read or reflect on them [i.e. its pages], I am almost possessed by an
entrancement, an enthusiasm and, as he says, insanity; or rather I almost think
him impelled and driven mad by the force of his star; so discordant and self
repellent are the things he wrote.”’

Variety is a snare set by nature for those who pretend to understand her — “for
no one can perfectly understand things he has not himself created”*® — and who

STNK, p. 271. QNS, p. 83: “Quis omnibus placuit unquam? Nec natura ipsa, ut quam
quidam damnare, increparéque ausi sunt. Tanta est in rebus varietas, ut natura in his
lusisse cernatur, confusionéque nostra sibi placuisse videatur: ut nos eam hinc inde
quaerentes, coram nobis existens deluderet, irrideretque.”

% [bid. The connections between names and natures of things on which etymologies
are based are an important example of fictitious relations. Sanchez’s denunciation of their
deceptions is very biting and humorous: “Adde frivolam aliorum sententiam verbis
nescio quam vim propriam assignantium, ut inde dicant nomina rebus imposita fuisse
secundum earum naturam. Quo ducti non minus stulte etiam quidem verborum omnium
significationes ab aliquo trahere conantur: ut lapis, quia laedat pedem: humus ab humiditate,
inquiunt. Et asinus unde? a te, quia sine sensu es: a enim Graece et Latine saepe privat;
sinus, quasi sensus: ergo asinus, idem est quod sine sensu: et hoc idem tu” (QNS, p. 36). On
Sanchez’s denial of natural language, ibid. p 38.

S7“Quae ego dum lego, aut cogito, parum abest quin in ecstasim, et enthusiasmum, ut
ipse dicit, insaniamque trahar; aut putem potius eum astri vi sui impulsum, amentemque
factum; tam dissona tamque sibi pugnantia scripsisse” (De divinatione, cit., p. 188).

BTNK, p. 239. QNS, pp. 53-54: “Quam si perfectam [cognitionem homo] haberet, Deo
similis esset: imo Deus ipse. Nec enim perfecte cognoscere potest quis, quae non creavit.
Nec Deus creare potuisset: nec creata regere, quae non perfecte praecognovisset.”
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(more or less blamefully) do not realize that nature “makes a fool of them.”
The variety of species, whether infinite or not, leads to an infinite labyrinthine
chain of implications which ends in a vicious circle or in infinite regression. The
variety of individuals, whether infinite or not, erodes any definite border between
the species (which, in any case, are only “imaginatio”).” The infinite multiplicity
of forms could correspond to an unconceivable multiplicity of “matters.” Lastly,
the perpetual “endless process of change”® due to time disintegrates the actual
identity of every thing.

In many respects Sanchez’s considerations on variety and change are akin to
Montaigne’s. Of particular interest are the similarities between the two authors
regarding the variety of human beings in terms of customs, characters, opinions,
dispositions,® as well as the retrieval, through Plutarch, of the Heraclitean view
of perpetual change affecting both “cognoscens” and “res cognita.”s This latter

% “Vidisti iam difficultatem in speciebus. De individuis autem fateris nullam esse
scientiam, quia infinita sunt. At species nil sunt, aut saltem imaginatio quaedam: sola
individua sunt, sola haec percipiuntur, de his solum habenda scientia est, ex his captanda.
Sin minus, ostende mihi in natura illa tua universalia. Dabis in particularibus ipsis. Nil
tamen in illis universale video: omnia particularia. In his autem quanta varietas conspicitur!”
(QNS, p.33).“Tanta quippe in diversis plagis eiusdem, ut vocas, speciei dissimilitudo est, ut
diversas dicas species, et sunt” (ibid. p. 40).

9 TNK, p. 229. QNS, p. 45: “Dixi identitati nihil mutandum, alias non idem omnino
esse. Una forma unum facit. Eadem forsan informat semper, sed non idem: in hoc enim
perpetua mutatio, ut in corpore meo. At ex utroque componor, ex anima praecipue, ex
corpore paulo minus, quorum aliquo variato, et ego varior” (italics mine). About identity
see supra . 45.

1 “Denique sunt homines quidam, quos maxime dubites an rationales, an potiils
irrationales vocare debeas. At contra bruta videre est, quae maiore cum ratione rationalia
dicere possis quam ex hominibus aliquos. Respondebis unam hyrundinem non facere
ver, nec unum particulare destruere universale. Ego contra contendo universale falsum
omnino esse, nisi omnia quae sub eo continentur ita ut sunt et amplectatur, et affirmet”
(QNS, p. 34). Cf. also ibid. p. 39.

62 See the last pages of Apologie pour Raymond Sebond (Les Essais, L. 11, ch. XII,
cit., pp. 587 ff.) and QNS, p. 41 (“denique qui per instans solum vivit ac si non viveret,
etsi quasi non esset, se sempiterno certo quid ostendere valeat?”), p. 44 (“Alia adhuc in
rebus superest inscitiae causa nostrae, aliquarum scilicet perpetua duratio, rursus aliarum
perpetua generatio, perpetua corruptio, perpetua mutatio”), p. 45 (“Inter ortum et interitum
quod mutationes fiunt? Innumerae. In viventibus nutritio perpetua, auctio ad tempus, status,
declinatio, generatio, variatio partuum, mutatio, defectus, additio, perfectio morum,
actiones, opera diversa, contraria saepissime in eodem individuo: denique nulla quies.
Nec mirum si aliquorum sententia fuerit, de homine uno post horam non asseri posse
eundum esse, qui ante horam, non omnino explodenda, imo forsan vera”, italics mine),
p-94 (“Nam et in eo continua mutatio est, quemadmodum et in omnibus aliis rebus”), and
also De divinatione, cit., p. 196: “Quae autem fuerunt, ea iam non sunt; quae futura sunt,
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is perhaps the most disturbing theory bequeathed by Renaissance scepticism to
modern empiricism (mostly to Locke and Hume), where the problem of identity
was to arise dramatically, paralleled by a crisis in the concept of substance.

This is not the only legacy Sanchez leaves to modern philosophy. It is in fact
a very complex legacy (as already mentioned), whose far more significant side is
the epistemological one, notably the critical attitude towards the pseudo-sciences
which are impossible to reform or reappraise. On this issue, Sanchez stirs free of
the main trend in Renaissance times: he thus attacks astrology in his work on the
comet (1578)% — a significant parallel to Bayle —, critically analyses divination
(divinandi ars) in all its forms and modalities in De divinatione per somnum, ad
Aristotelem — mainly levelled against Cardano —, and denies any real ground for
physiognomy in In librum Aristotelis Physiognomicon Commentarius.®*

In Sanchez’s eyes, Cardano personifies the sapiens lured (through no fault
of his own, at least partially) into the trap of pseudo-sciences both by his nat-
ural desire for (perfect) knowledge, and by the seductive multitude of forms
in nature. Furthermore, like Cardano, every man seeking knowledge is almost
inevitably doomed to fall prey to nature and lose himself in its mazes (particu-
larly when under the guidance of pseudo-science). Yet it is not science, which is
part of the disease itself, which can rescue man, but rather a pitiless diagnosis

nondum sunt: quae nunc sunt instans tantum habent suae existentiae. Ita ut iam omnia
huius inferioris orbis fluxa et mobilia tum parvum habeant esse, ut potius sint continuatione
quam duratione, et magis non sint, quam sint.” On the theme, Giambattista Gori, Montaigne,
Descartes e le vicissitudini dell’eraclitismo in M. Spallanzani (ed.), Letture cartesiane, Bolo-
gna: Clueb, 2003, pp. 17-45.

% Carmen de Cometa anni M.D.LXXVII in Opera philosophica, cit., pp. 122-145.
Previously a facsimile reproduction of the 1578 edition was published with parallel
Portuguese translation: O cometa do ano de 1577, intr. e notas do dr. A. Moreira de Sa,
Instituto para a Alta Cultura, centro de estudos de psicologia e de histéria da filosofia,
Lisboa: Fernandes, 1950. It is the only composition in verse by Sanchez.

% These two tracts, together with a third entitled De longitudine et brevitate vitae,
were published posthumously by Sanchez’s disciple Raymundus Delassus who attached
them to the complete corpus of his master’s medical tracts: Francisci Sanchez Doctoris
Medici, et in Academia Tolosana Professoris Regij, Opera Medica. His iuncti sunt tractatus
quidam philosophici non insubtiles, Tolosae Tectosagum: apud Petrum Bosc, 1636. Another
seventeenth-century edition was published (Francisci Sanchez Doctoris Medici, et in
Academia Tolosana Professoris Regij Tractatus Philosophici, Roterdami: Apud Arnoldum
Leers, 1649), and the work was republished with parallel Portuguese translation by
A.Moreira de Sé in 1955 (Tratados, cit.). They relate to Sanchez’s lectures on philosophy
and are apparently a comment on Aristotle’s tracts belonging to Parva naturalia (De divinatione
per somnum, De longaevitate et brevitate vitae, the apocryphal Physiognomicon which
Sanchez correctly recognizes as such, at least certainly the second part), but their intention
is rather to wage a fierce polemic against superstition and credulity.
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of his illness: nihil scitur; a diagnosis which