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Series Foreword 

From Hegel and Marx, Dilthey and Weber, to Freud and the Frankfurt 
School, German social theory enjoyed an undisputed preeminence. 
After the violent break brought about by National Socialism and World 
War- II, this tradition has recendy come to life again, and indeed to 

such an extent that contemporary German social thought has begun 
to approach the heights earlier attained. One important element in 
this renaissance has been the rapid and extensive translation into 
German of English-language works in the humanities and the social 
sciences, with the result that social thought in Germany is today mark
edly influenced by ideas and approaches of AnglO-American origin. 
Unfortunately, efforts in the other direction, the translation and re
ception of German works into English, have been sporadic at best. 
This series is intended to correct that imbalance. 

The term social thought is here understood very broadly to include 
not only sociological and political thought as such but also the social
theoretical concerns of history and philosophy, psychology and lin
guistics, aesthetics and theology. The term contemporary is also to be 
construed broadly: though our attention will be focused primarily on 
postwar thinkers; we shall also publish works by and on earlier thinkers 
whose influence on contemporary German social thought is pervasive. 
The series will begin with translations of works by authors whose 
names are already widely recognized in English-speaking countries
Adorno, Bloch, Gadamer, Habermas, Marcuse, Ritter-and by authors 
of similar accomplishment who are not yet so familiar outside of 
Germany-Blumenberg, Peukert, Schmidt, Theunissen, Tugendhat. 
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Series Foreword 

Su1;>sequent volumes will also include monogr!iphs and collections of 
essays written in English on Gennan social thought and its concerns. 

To understand and appropri(l.te other traditions is to broaden the 
horizons of one's own. It is our hope that this series, by tapping a 
neglected store of intellectual riches and making it accessible to the 
English-speaking public, will expand the frame of reference of our 
social and political discourse. 

Thomas McCarthy 



Translator's Introduction 

Hans BlUIllenberg's The Legitimacy '!! the Modern Age is a book that 
rethinks both the substance and the process of Western intellectual 
history in a remarkably thorough and original way, shedding light on 
some of the most difficult questions of our time. Die Legitimitlit der 
Neuzeil was published in 1966, the first major work of a younger 
German philosopher who, without being -identified with anyone of 
the dominant philosophical schools in Germany, had dearly assimilated 
all of them, together with the historiography of philosophy, science, 
and theology. The book soon became the center of a widespread 
discussion, and it continues to be one of the recent works most fre
quently cited in German philosophical discourse. A second edition, 
substantially revised in order to respond to criticisms and dispel mis
understandings evident in the reviews, -appeared in three paperback 
volunles in 1973, 1974, and 1976. It is this second edition that is here 
presented in a complete translation. 

I.- The Intellectual Situation in Which Bluntenberg 
Intervened 

An English-speaking reader may wonder, to begin with, what can be 
meant by the tide, The LegitimW;J '!! the Modern Age. Assuming that the 
"modern age" is the age succeeding the Middle Ages and continuing 
through to the present, one might wonder why it should-be described 
as "legitimate." Has it ever been suggested that it might be 
"illegitimate"? 
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While readers may not be familiar with this way of posing the 
question, they are certainly aware of related questions, of which the 
question of the legitimacy or illegitimacy of the modern age as a whole 
is a natural extension. For over two centuries now-Rousseau's Discourse 
on the Arts and Sciences (1 755) is a convenient benchmark for the period-
serious thinkers have been questioning the dominance' and even the 
validity of such basic modern concepts as reason, science, progress, 
freedom of the individual, and technology. Usually, of course, these 
criticisms are formulated with reference to what are taken to be anti
thetical ideals, such as imagination, 'intuition, nature, community, order, 
or transcendence. Sometimes these antitheses are seen as constant 
aspects of 'the human condition, 'a.* and what is questioned is only the 
superior status ascribed to reason (etc.) by the Enlightenment and its 
adherents. More often, though, the contrast is seen, at least to some 
degree, as representing a historical process whereby an initial, positively 
valued state of affairs (nature, cosmos, community, relation totran
scendence, or whatever) was supplanted by the 'modern' condition. 
And the crisis-wracked state of the 'modelTI world' in the twentieth 
century is then naturally interpreted as evidence of the unhealthy 
effects of the turning away from the original, preferable state of affairs. 

This kind of analysis is common among literary people-one thinks 
of T. S. Eliot, or of Russian and French authors such as Tolstoy, 
Dostoevski, Baudelaire, and Flaubert, whose resonance is still so great. 
Related attitudes are also present in various forms in the population 
at large, for example, in the recent 'counterculture' and in the current 
wave of anti-'secular humanist' Christian fundamentalism in the United 
States. In academic philosophy, the critical focus on the 'Cartesian' 
premises of empiricism and twentieth-century philosophy of science 
also comes very close to implying an original error behind certain 
basic modern concepts, though the critics are generally too sophisticated 
to call for an outright return to Aristotle, Aquinas, or other premodern 
authorities. b 

Since the second half of the nineteenth century, a number of major 
works of German scholars4i,p have focused on questions related to 
the nature and status of the modern age and its basic. concepts and 
attitudes. Marx's concern to define 'capitalism' and to analyze its 

"Author's notes, cited by superscript Arabic numbers, appear at the end of the book. Translator's 
notes, cited by superscript lowercase roman letters, appear at the end of each chapter. 
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genesis 'from precapitalist economic and social formations and 
Nietzsche's celebration of the Renaissance as the greatest attempt to 
break free from what he considered to be the suffocating influence 
Qf Christianity are early landmatks in this effort. Wilhehn Dilthey's 
The World-View andAnalysis 0/ Man since the Renaissance, Max. Weber's 
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit cif Capitalism, Ernst Cassirer's The In
dividual and the Cosmos in Renaissance Philosophy are others, more tentative 
and less spectacularly comprehensive than Marx or Nietzsche but 
equally serious in their effort to define basic characteristics of mod
ernity-of something with which, without being able to identify it with 
'the human condition' or even the whole of ourWestem tr~dition, 
and without exalting it above other civilizations or periods, they never
theless felt inextricably involved. But no single, clear definition of this 
'something,' of the modern period or modern attitude, emerges from 
their work. 

It took radical opposition to provoke a more precise definition. 
Germany has' experienced more extreme forms of some of the crises 
of the twentieth century than most other Western countries, and since; 
the 1920s German philosophy has also perhaps taken extreme positions 
more seriously. Heidegger, for instance, suggested that the history of 
philosophy is characterized largely by forgetfulness of the most im
portant question (the question of the meaning of Being). Hussed, in 
his Crisis of the European Sciences (writteE. in the late 1930s), traced the 
agony of his times to a failure in the onginal formulation (somewhere 
deep in the Western past) of the theoretical attitude. Adorno, in his 
Dialectic of Enlightenment (written with Max Horkheimer in the 1940s) 
and his Negative Dialectics, tended to see the social and intellectual 
reality ofhis time as so thoroughly delusive that philosophy was reduced 
to a "negative dialectic" of refusal To all of these thinkers there 
seemed to be something radically wrong in their tradition and their 
world. They did not, in general, locate the original error or fault in 
the modern age as such. To the extent that they situated it in history 
at all, they imagined it as earlier, as already beginning to be evident 
in, for example, Greek thought. However, it did appear that the modern 
age exhibited most clearly the results of the fatal error or fault embodied 
in the tradition. 

The writer of this period who focused the question of the nature 
and legitimacy of the modern age most clearly in a major work is 
Karl Lowith. LOwith employed a more 'historiographical' approach in 
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formulating his philosophical issues than did most ofhis contemporaries. 
In Meaning in History (1949)'= he undertook to diagnose and analyze 
historically a central modern misconception: the idea of progress. In 
the process he established what seemed to amount to the illegitimacy 
of the modern age as a whole, an illegitimacy that followed from ~s 
thesis that some central modern ideas (especially that of progress) were 
secularized versions of what were originally"':""and properly-medieval! 
Christian ideas. 

LOwith's outright ~haracterization of the modern age as crucially 
illegitimate was one of the main provocations leading to the original 
analysis and defense of modernity that is presented in Blumenberg's 
Legitimacy <if the Modern Age. Part I of this book is devoted to a fun
damental critique of theories, including Lowith's, that describe central 
modern phenomena as products of the secularization of Christian 
ideas. It also describes how the appearance of secularization, in such 
cases as the idea of progress, arises. Part II presents a comprehensive 
alternative account of the genesis of what Blumenberg takes to be the 
legitimate modern concepts and attitudes, as a human response to 
the late-medieval crisis of the Christian relation to the world. Part III 
then traces the history of interpretations of the human interest in 
theoretical knowledge of the world {"theoretical curiosity"} from the 
ancients to Feuerbach and Freud in order to bring into better focus 
the nature and status of modern science;d and part IV examines the 
epochal "threshold" from medieval to modern in still greater detail 
as it appears in the thought (on opposite sides of the "threshold") of 
Nicholas of Cusa and Giordano Bruno. 

2. LOwith's Indicnn.ent of ~Progress' and the Modern Age as 
Products of Secularization ' 

To understand Blumenberg's train of thought, one needs to have a 
clear idea of the way in which LOwith (and others) cast doubt on the 
legitimacy of modernity. LOwith's Meaning in History focuses on the 
eighi:eenth- and nineteenth-century 'philosophies of history' -from 
Voltaire, Turgot, and Condorcet to Hegel, Marx, Proudhon, and 
Comte-in which ,he finds the classical formulations of the modern 
idea of progress. Not content with optimism about their own times 
and their own futures, these authors (with the partial exception of 
Voltaire) interpreted history as a whole as embodying a logic of in-
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evitable progress in which apparent relapses (what used to be called 
"dark ages," for instance) have to be understood as necessary stages 
in preparing for subsequent steps forward. In the course of the twentieth 
century, most of us have become more or less skeptical about such 
theories, but certainly no alternative pattern of interpretation has 
achieved anything like the broad acceptance that the idea of progress 
once had. And one may reasomibly wonder whether it does not still 
underlie many of our attitudes, such as our continuing faith in science 
and the sense of superiority and of somehow ip.evitable world leadership 
that certain Western countries still seem to possess. 

In any case LOwith is not satisfied to note the prevalenc~ of the 
idea of progress in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century thought and 
to congratulate those of us who think we have overcome this illusion. 
He respects the intellectual claims of the 'philosophers of history' 
whom he studies, so that for him their ideas constitute a real philo
sophical problem and not just a historical or psychological 'phenom
enon.' The possibility of interpreting their ideas as naive projections 
of contemporary scientific and technical progress, economic growth, 
and 'bourgeois-democratic' revolutions onto the screen of the history 
of the human race as a whole is something that he does not even 
entertain. e How then does LOwith int~rpret the modern 'philosophies 
of history'? He interprets them as a "secularization" of the eschatological 
pattern set up by the Jewish and Christian religions, of their faith in 
a fulfillment of the world's history through 'final' events (coming of 
the Messiah, Last Judgment, etc.), a faith whose essence he describes 
as "hope," "living by expectation, ':' or simply "futurism." In contrast, 
he describes ancient philosophy and religio~ as founded on a "reverence 
for the past and the ever present," which are embodied in the cyclical 
pattern of ~reality exemplified by organic life and the revolutions of 
the heavens. In history this pattern took the fonn of the continual 
,growth, maturity, and decline of individuals, cities, peoples, and (for 
some ancient thinkers) entire 'worlds.' It was Judaism and, above all, 
Christianity that broke the rule of this model in the Hellenistic/Roman 
world, introducing the entirely novel ideas of creation from nothing 
and total final destruction, of a unique world history centered (in 
Christianity) on a unique Incarnation and directed at one absolutely 
final Judgment. This, LOwith argues, is the only possible source of the 
modem notion of a single, unified, future-directed history of progress, 
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despite the irreligious and even antireligious postures of many of the 
modern theorists of progress. . 

Whether or not English-speaking readers have previously encoun
tered LOwith's thesis, they are undoubtedly familiar with the similar 
proposition that Marx's idea of communism (and other similarrev
olutionary visions) are 'really' secularized versions of the biblical paradise 
or the coming of the Messiah. This particular 'secularization theory' 
has been repeated so often (LOwith too subscribes to it), and so seldom 
directly denied, that it might almost be described as "common knowl
edge." A similar situation existed in Germany during the 1950s and 
early 1960s with regard to LOwith's thesis that the idea of progress 
is a secularization of eschatology. It was more or less independently 
proposed by several other writers in the 1940s and 1950s/ was not 
systematically criticized by anyone, and became, in effect, part of the 
'conventional wisdom' of German scholarship. ,. 

It is a \Profoundly pessimistic doctrine. LOwith (to continue to use 
him as our prime example) was not discussing Marxism alone but 
lTIodern 'philosophy of history' in toto (apart from twentieth-century 
authors such as Spengler and Toynbee and his admired nineteenth
century predecessor in the criticism of 'progress,' Jamb Burckhardt), 
and he did not hesitate to extend his diagnosis to the «modern mind" 
in general Since abandoning the Christian versions· of creation and 
consUITImation, LOwith writes, "The modern mind has not made up 
its mind whether it should be Christian or pagan. It sees with one eye 
of faith and the other of reason. Hence its vision is· necessarily dim 
in comparison with either Greek or' biblical thinking. "g The bastard 
nature of the idea of progress - a pattern whose true lTIeaning is 
Christian and Jewish but whose modern form is non-Christian. and 
non-Jewish, that is,. "pagan" -is seen as characteristic of the mod~rn 
mind in general. In wwith's later writings it becomes increasingly 
clear that the 'alternative' he has in mind is unambiguously "pagan": 
It is a retunl to the cyclical cosmos of Stoicism. Such a return would 
presuppose the destruction not only of belief in ongoing progress but 
also of the minimal underlying idea of the irreversibility of basic his
torical change. It is not surprising, then, that this alternative is mainly 
implicit rather than being systematically argued for.h '; 

LOwith's 'alternative' was not as universally adopted as was his 
theory of· the secularization of eschatology. Heideggerians, theo
logians-everyone had his own preferred 'alternative,' but everyone 
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seemed at least tacitly to agree that the modem idea of progress had 
been definitively analyzed and disposed o£ And numerous other basic 
modem ideas were quickly found to be secularized versions of this or 
that Christian antecedent. German philosophical and historical scholars 
have usually been more aware of and ,better grounded in Christian 
theology than is common among their counterparts in the English
speaking countries, and young scholars quickly made maximum use 
of the new interpretive model. i 

3. Blumenberg's Defense of Possible Progress and His 
Account of the Origin of the Modern Age 

This, then; was the situation when Blumenberg first presented his 
critique of the secularization "category" at the Seventh German Phi
losophy Congress in 1962, a critique that was expanded and equippe9 
with a complete alternative account of the origin of the modem age 
in Die Legitimitat der Neuzeit (1966) and was defended and further 
elaborated in this revised edition. 

Very briefly, as it applies to LOwith's theory that the idea of progress 
is the result ofa secularization of Christian eschatology, Blumenberg's 
critique (part I, chapter 3) has two main elements. First, he points out 
that the 'future' that the modeITI idea of progress anticipates is con
ceived of as the product of an inunanent process of development 
rather than as a transcendent intervention comparable to the coming 
of the Messiah, the end of the world, the Last Judgment, and so forth. 
And if the common element· is supposed to be "hope," the Christian 
attitude to the final events· has been characterized far more by fear 
than by hope for' most of the Christian era and has been' such as to 
discourage precisely the kind of forward-looking constructive effort 
that is implied in 'progress' - so that the transformation of the one 
into the other is very difficult to picture. Second, there are in any case 
alternative accounts of the origin of the idea,' accounts that do not 
reduce it merely to a naive projection of an optimistic period in Eu
ropean history any more than LOwith's does. Blumenberg describes 
the ide~ of progress as arising from two primary early-modem form
ative experiences: the overcoming of the fixed, authoritative status of 
Aristotelian science by the idea of a cooperative. long-term scientific 
progress guided by method; and the overcoming (in the literary and 
aesthetic realm) of the idea of ancient art and literature as permanently 
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valid models of perfection in favor of the idea of the arts as embodying 
the creative spirit of their particular ages and in that sense as capable 
of again achieving validity equal to that of the creations of the ancients. 
These two parallel developments, both of which occur primarily in 
the course of the seventeenth century, are then followed by a proc~ss 
in which t;he idea is extended to other reahns (technology, society) 
and generalized as the idea of progress <across the board'. which 
figures in the writings of Voltaire and his successors in the <philosophy 
of history.' 

Anticipating LOwith's response that this cannot be a complete account 
of the origin of the idea of progress because "it cannot be a mere 
accident that Greek philosophy did not come up with any philosophy 
of history or of freedom, and that Greek historians thought very 
differently from post-Christian metaphysicians about human nature 
and the nature ofhistory,"j Blumenberg presents in part II, "Theological 
Absolutism and Human Self-Assertion," a highly original interpretation 
of the role of Christianity in bringing about modern "human self
assertion," of which 'progress' is to be understood as a mode of hn
plementation. Blumenberg makes it clear here (and in parts rn and 
IV) that while the modern age is not the result of a transfonnation 
(whether through 'secularization' or any other process) of something 
that was originally Christian, this does not mean that it sprang into 
existence spontaneously, as though into a historical void. The continuity 
underlying the change of epoch is, he says, a continuity of problems 
rather than of solutions, of questions rather than of answers. Instead 
of remaining forever fixated on 'doctrines' or 'ideas' as the stuff of 
our tradition. we need to learn to relate these to the human activity 
of inquiring. of questioning, which gives them their relevance and 
concrete meaning. When we do so, Blumenberg suggests, we may 
find other kinds of continuity besides those of rightful inheritance or 
illegitimate misappropriation, and other kinds of novelty besides that 
of unprovoked <creation from nothing.' 

To summarize very briefly the analysis that Blumenberg unfolds in 
part 'II: The problem to which modern "self-assertion" (science. art, 

'individualism,' etc.)" is a response was posed for us by the overriding 
emphasis in the late Middle Ages on the theme of divin60mnipotence. 
As ,expressed in Ockham's nominalism, it was this theme that finally 
destroyed the credibility-in a sense, even the conceivability-of the 
cosmic order to which LOwith looks back and that High Scholastic 
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Aristotelianism had tried to reaffinn. Given the absolute and unlimited 
power of God to create (or destroy) whatever He pleases,· with or 
without reason (the only ultimate reason being "Quia voluit" [because 
He willed it]), the actual, finite world becomes totally contingent, no 
longer the embodiment of the full range and variety-the order-of 
what is possible. In the face of such utter contingency, one can, of 
course, persist in focusing one's hopes on salvation in the <next' world, 
which was the official medieval 'solution'; but this solution was rendered 
just as desperate by omnipotence, in the form of (undeserved and 
uneamable) 'grace' and predestination, as was the older reliance on 
the cosmos. Alternatively, one can set out (experin;lentally, hypQthet
ically) to construct whatever may be possible in this particular world 

. in the way" of security and self-realization "even if there is no God" 
(part II, chapter 3, last paragraph). If one takes the latter route, one 
need not be applying Christian ideas in a non-Christian context (trying 
"to be God oneself," as Luther suspected-see part II, chapter 3, text 
to note 55), but neither is one starting absolutely from scratch. The 
nature of what one undertakes is deeply determined by the problem
the contingency of existence in the world-that one is addressing . 
. And that problem is evidendy not an 'eternal' one. (Or else, LOwith 
might ask, why didn't the Greeks et al. address themselves to it?) It 
is posed, and becomes inescapable, at a particular historical point for 
particular historical reasons, which we have to reconstruct if we want 
to understand our age and ourselves. 

In his reconstruction of this process, Blrunenberg does not put 
"theological absolutism" in the place of Descartes's Cogito as the truly 
absolute and inexplicable source of the moden: age, now pushed one 
chronological step backward in history. Instead, he interprets it, in 
some of the most fascinating passages of part IT (chapters 1 and 3), 
as the ultimate working out of the 'solution' developed by the Christian 
"Fathers," in particular by St. Augustine, to the problem of Gnostic 
dualism. And Gnosticism in its turn appears as a new response to the 
ancient questions (about order versus chaos, for example) that had 
reached such an extreme form in, for instance, Neoplatonism (see part 
n, chapter I, first three 'paragraphs) as to be ripe for reformulation 
as the contest of good with evil. 
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4. Blumenberg's Explanation of the Modern Doctrines of 
'Inevitable Progress' 

It is important to notice, though, that problems or questions do not 
always function in this relatively straightforward way as the focus of 
the central interests and efforts of an age, from which its secondary 
ideas flow (like progress from "self-assertion"). Q.uestions that do not 
have such a central role do not for that reason fade away when an 
epochal change dissolves the context in which they originated. And 
this fact helps to explain some very confusing phenomena, for example, 
the great modern 'philosophies of history.' LOwith might very naturally 
have responded to Blumenberg's critique of his interpretation of pro
gress as secularized eschatology with the following question: If the 
modern idea of progress is essentially so modest as, your accoWlt of 
its genesis implies -just a hypothetical projection into the future of 
the kind of process and success that Europeans had begun to experience 
by the seventeenth century in certain areas of endeavor-then why 
is it that in nearly all of its best-known modern fonnulations, in the 
great 'philosophies of history,' it is presented as the universal and 
necessary pattern of human history as a whole?l However, a defense 
of the legitimacy of the modern age does not entail a defense of every 
prominent phenomenon of that age, but only of those that are essential 
to its central Wldertaking. And the notion of progress as a necessary 
and inevitable process is certainly not essential to human self-assertion; 
indeed from one point of view it might almost be described as its 
antithesis. Blumenberg describes this notion, and the 'philosophies of 
history' that embody it, as the result of an attempt-which was 'natural' 
but was nevertheless doomed to failure-to answer a premodern ques
tion by modern means, means that were not adapted to the task. 
Christianity, he says, through its claim to be able to accoWlt for the 
overall pattern of world history in terms of the poles of creation and 
eschatology, had put in place a new question, one that had been (as 
LOwith so forcefully insists) unknown to the Greeks: the question of 
the meaning and pattern of world history as a whole. When modern 
thinkers abandoned the Christian 'answers,' they still felt an obligation 
to answer the questions that went with them-to show that modern 
thought was equal to any challenge, as it were. It was this compulsion 
to "reoccupy" the "position" of the medieval Christian schema of 
creation and eschatology-rather than leave it empty, as a rationality 
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that was aware of its own limits might have done-that led to the 
grandiose constructions of the 'philosophy of history.' And naturally 
these constructions drew more attention to themselves than did the 
modest idea of possible progress that was overextended (and dis
credited) in their service. 

5. So:me Other "Reoccupied Positions" in the Modern Age 

Up to this point in my summary of Blumenberg's analysis of the 
modem age, the idea of progress has been my leading example, and 
for several reasons: because its problematic character is widely rec
ognized, because it has been the subject of a highly focused attack. in 
Lowith's Meaning in History, and because that attack. led directly to the 
general question of the legitimacy of the modem-age as a whole. The 
alternative analysis that I have been describing-according to which 
the legitimate modem idea of 'possible progress' was distorted and 
largely discredited as a result of its being· forced to "reoccupy" a 
"position" that was established by medieval Christianity (the "position" 
of an account of history as a whold-is an instance of a pattern that 
Blumenberg describes as affecting quite a number of equally important 
modem ideas, so that it ultimately serves to clarifY and to defend the 
legitimacy of the full range of what Blumenberg takes to be genuinely 
modem. I shall now briefly list four other instances of Blumenberg'S 
use of his model of "reoccupation," so as to give an idea of the range 
of its applicability and to lead into a concluding discussion of the model 
in its full generality. Without developing these instances in the extensive 
detail that they deserve, I shall add a few comments on their potential 
importance for the particular areas of inquiry in which they are situated. 

. First, Blumenberg tells us in part n, chapter 2, that the assumption 
that "the world has a particular quality for man" -specifically. an 
"endangering" quality-which "prescribes his basic mode of behavior" 
as "self-preservation" (part II, chapter 2, last two paragraphs), reoc
cupies the position of the idea of divine providence as the teleology 
detennining the "quality" of the world for man, and thus man's 
necessary basic mode of behavior. This is one upshot of Blumenberg's 

. reformulation (to which most of this chapter is devoted) of Nietzsche's 
critique of the remnants of teleology in modem thought, specifically 
in the idea of 'self-preservation' which is such a powerful 'overriding 
end' in modern theories all the way from Hobbes to Darwin and 



Translator's Introduction 

contemporary ·sociobiology. ' Blumenberg wants to distinguish sharply 
between this teleology, with its requirement ofbehav'ior aimed at "self- . 
preservation," and "self-assertion," which is not required by anything 
inherent in the world or in man, but is purely historical. If I read this 
chapter correcdy, Blumenberg is suggesting that the rel~tion between 
"self-preservation" and "self-assertion" is the saITle as 'that between 
"inevitable Progress" and the possible progress that he defends. It is 
certainly true that since the time of Hobbes, if not earlier, the self
assertion of individuals has been seen largely as their quest for survival 
and 'security,' which is a much narrower project than "self-assertion" 
as Blumenberg defines it-as the "existential program" in which «man 
posits his existence in a historical· situation and indicates to himself 
how he is going to deal with the reality surrounding him and what 
use he will make of the possibilities that are open to him" (part II, 
chapter 2, third paragraph). What seems to have happened, then, is 
that our unformulated, semiconscious project of self-assertion haS been 
forced to play the role of-to "reoccupy" the "position" of- a basic 
mode of behavior required by a supposedly crucial characteristic of 
reality. So it has appeared mainly in the guise of the 'self-preservation' 
required by the 'dangerous character' of reality. And in the process, 
self-assertion's authentic meaning and relation to the past (as a response 
to "theological absolutism" in the process that I have sketched), has 
been prevented from coming into focus, and it has been discredited 
as a merely 'instinctive,' egotistical, and ignoble attitude in comparison 
to the ideal human attitudes of oth~r ages. 

A secon,d example: The early modem mechanistic mode of expla
nation of nature, with its absolute 'matter,' reoccupies the position of 
the late-medieval nominalistic mode of explanation with its absolute 
(divine) 'will.' (See part n,chapter 3, paragraph 15.) When we consider 
how since Descartes the syndrome of the 'mind/body problem' re
peatedly emerges from the feeling that matter is somehow 'ultimate;' 
in which case 'mind' must be reducible to it-and how, in the idealistic 
reaction, exactly the reverese is asserted -then the potential importance 
of this suggestion becomes evident. Again, Blumenberg is not indicting 
modem materialism as mistaken or illegitimate in toto • . Instead, he is 
suggesting that a legitimate core idea-that of a realitY that can be 
grasped mathematically (res extensa: 'matter') Jor the purpose of "self 
assertion" - has been forced into the "inherited," alien "position" of 
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the sole principle of all explanation or understanding whatever. Chap
ters 3, 4, and 5 of part II layout an extensive context for this suggestion. 

A third case is the supposedly secularized paradise Ot messianic 
expectations of Marxism. Blumenberg points out (part I, chapter 7, 
last three paragraphs) that as with 'progress: the process and the end 
state projected by Marx differ from the religious ones in that their 
accomplishment is supposed to be the result of immanent human 
processes rather than of transcendent intervention. The appearance of ' 
secularization here arises, Blumenberg says, because just as the phi
losophy of history "reoccupied the position of' the "salvation story" 
(from the Creation to the Last Judgment) as an account of world history 
as a whole, so the ideal of communism ends by reoccupying the 
position of the 'beatific vision' of Christian theology as a conception 
of happiness that (unlike classical, Greek conceptions, for example) 
cannot be disappointed by concrete experience. "The constancy. of 
language" here (the 'evangelistic' language of, say, the Communist Man
ifesto) "is an index of a constant function for consciousness but not of 
an identity of content." And presumably the Marxian 'content' cannot 
fairly be judged on the basis of the role it has been forced into, any 
more than the modest idea of progress can be so judged. 

A fourth example is to be found in part I, chapter 8, where Blu
menberg deals with the thesis (put forward by Carl Schmitt, the con
troversial professor of jurisprudence, in his Politische Theologie f}>olitical 
Theology] of 1922 and 1934) that "all the significant concepts of the 
modem doctrine of the state are secularized theological concepts." 
(See part I. chapter 8, text to note 3.) Blumenberg introduces his 
discussionofSchroitt's 'secularization theory' (a discussion that is much 
expanded in this edition to deal with a new book that Schmitt published 
in 1970 .'under the title Politische Theologte I1J with four paragraphs on 
the relation between Christianity and modem politics-more specif
ically, between theological absolutism and. modem political absolutism
It is clear from this discussion and from his subsequent discussion of 
Schmitt's secularization theory of the state that Blumenberg does not 
share that theory. It is also clear, however, that he agrees with Schmitt 
that there is a marked contrast between "the modem doctrine of the 
state" (where Schmitt has in mind concepts like sovereignty, raison 
d'etat, 'will,' 'decision,' 'friend and enemy') and the modem rationalism 
that tries to comprehend politics in terms of such concepts as contract, 
consent, liberty, law, and rights. The latter concepts are all consistent 
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with "self-assertion" and the fundamental individualism that it implies, 
whereas the fonner. those used to explicate 'the notion of the state 
itself, all suggest the possibility, with which we are so familiar in 
modern history. of the state overriding the interests of individuals. 
How is this discord within both modem thought and modern pracQce 
to be explained? Again, Blumenberg clearly agrees with Schmitt that 
medieval Christianity is a necessary part of the explanation.· There is 
a "mirror-image correspondence between political and theological 
absolutism." The "intolerability of the factionalization of absolute [re
ligious1 positions within the state" that resulted from the Reformation 
"was counteracted by means of the transfer of the category of. the 
unconditional friend/enemy relation onto the conflicts between the 
national states that were in the ·process of integrating! themselves .... " 
(It is no accident that both royal "absolutism" and Hobbes's theory 
of the sovereign were bom during this period.) But Blumenberg ev
idendy does not see this "projection," the national state's "taking over 
of the pseudomorphic qualities of absolute [divine1 authority," as a 
process of secularization. ''The symmetry of the development of internal 
conflicts between absolute positions and the setting up of an absolute 
agent may be describable as an 'inducing' process but hardly as the 
transfer of specific attributes of one realm to the other"; it was a 
consequence of the disintegration of Christianity as a unity in the 
European world, of the multiplication of Christian 'denominations' 
and the political problems created by that multiplication, rather than 
of a unilateral and uncoerced 'adoption' of theological attributes by 
the secular state. 

Blumenberg does not use the terminology of "reoccupied positions" 
here, but I believe that the same idea underlies what he says. He has 
described another ·case where a conflict in modem thought appears 
to be explained by a 'secularization' theory, but that explanation in 
fact distorts the reality. As he said in his brief discussion of Schmitt 
in the first edition of this book, «The doctrine that 'all the significant 
con~epts of the modem doctrine of the state are secularized theological 
concepts' has not become more plausible since it was propounded in 
1922. to the extent that we have learned to doubt whether this 'mod
ernity' was ever modern-here there are the striking nollsimultaneities 
in, .what is chronologically simultaneous, the durability of the not yet 
modem in the modern. age, the fundamental delay of enlightenment."m 
In other words, the "modern. doctrine of the state," like <inevitable 
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Progress' and so forth, is not modem in the same sense as "self
assertion" is and needs to be understood and radically criticized if 
self-assertion, enlightenment, and aue modernity are ever to prevail. 

6. Blumenberg's Project as a Radicalization of EnlightcnDlent 

These accounts and others that I have' not the space to mention cut 
a wide swath through the intellectual phenomena of our age. One 
could imagine them, if effective, clearing our minds-and even, by 
extension, our lives-of some very pervasive and destructive patterns 
of confusion. To that extent, Blumenberg's work would embody in a 
new form the Enlightenment's vision of philosophy as a liberating 
force in the world. Thus it is very important that we be clear about 
the nature of his model and its implialrtions. 

What exactly does Blumenberg mean when he says that these phe
nomena-the great philosophies of history, the axiom that the self's 
overriding concern is 'self-preservation,' early modem mechanistic 
materialism, the anticipation of communism, the modem 'primacy of 
the political,' and so on -result from the reoccupation of positions 
established by medieval Christianity? To begin with, some of our ideas, 
like the original modest idea of possible progress, are simply articu
lations of the "existential program" of "self-assertion." Others, how
ever, are attempts at answering questions that do not naturally arise 
as part of the project of "self-assertion;" questions that we "inherit" 
from earlier phases of our history and that we feel we ought to be 
able to answer. But the process is not as simple as this description 
makes it sound. There are two important qualifications. First, of course, 
the "inherited" questions have lost their specifically medieval/Christian 
character. We no longer feel, for example, that we need or ought to 
be able to describe the overall pattern of God's dealings with the 
world, as medieval Christianity did. Instead, we want to be able to 
describe the overall pattern of history as a whole-a project that does 
not, on the face of it, necessarily require the theorist to have recourse 
to hypotheses that modem rationality has forsworn. And second, the 
problem to be addressed has more the character of a need, or perhaps 
an obligation, than the articulate, conceptual character of an explicit 
question. In the medieval Christian context it was so fundamental as 
hardly to require formulation as a question-obviously one wanted 
to be able to grasp the overall pattern of God's dealings with the 
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world; otherwise what was the purpose of revelation? In the modern 
age we inherit this need, and in trying to sacisfY it with the means 
available to us, we imply what we now understand the question to be, 
rather than consciously and critically stating it. 

It is this quality of 'need' or <obligation; this absence of expli~t 
derivation and formulation as a question-and the 'translations' that 
these qualities make possible between one epoch and the succeeding 
one-that lead Blumenberg to use the metaphor of a system of "po
sitions" that are "occupied" (and "reoccupied") by ideas. And this 
metaphor, explicated in tenus of the contrast of "content" with "func
tion," figures in his central doctrine that "totally heterogeneous contents 
[can] take on identical functions in specific positions in the system of 
man's interpretation of the world and of himself" (part I, chapter 6, 
third paragraph). The contrast of content with function is what ulti
mately distinguishes Blumenberg's model from the secularization the
ory, which it obviously resembles in the importance it assigns to the 
medieval Christian experience in determining modem phenomena. 
The idea of progress, for example, is viewed neither as a secularized 
Christian idea nor as a modern idea unaffected by Christianity; in 
Blumenberg's account, it is essentially modem in its content (the initial 
idea of possible progress) but heavily affected by Christianity in the 
function that the content is forced to penorm (the function of explaining 
the meaning and pattern of history as a whole). (This is in addition, 
of course, to being "affected by Christianity" in the sense that self
assertion, of which it is a part, originates as a response to the crisis 
of medieval Christianity, to theological absolutism.) . 

What exactly does Blumenberg expect to result from this sort of 
analysis? Its implications obviously extend well beyond the satisfaction 
of scholarly curiosity about the origin of modem intellectual phenom
ena. Certain ideas are shown to follow from a project or it posrnre
"human self-assertion" -which while not inevitable or universally 
obligatory, at least seems to involve no necessary 'false consciousness'; 
while a second set of ideas (that of 'inevitable Progress,' for example) 
is presented as resulting from attempts to meet 'needs' that are not 
rational, n are not humanly universal, but came into being as the pre
sumed background of a third set of ideas <medieval, Christian) that 
are incompatible with the first set. One cannot help thinking that to 
the extent that this situation is understood, the power of the second 
set of ideas must be diminished. However, unlike his eighteenth-century 
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predecessors, Blumenberg has a powerful awareness of the obstacles 
to this sort of enlightenment. It is not by accident that he uses the 
term "need" for the motive that produces ''reoccupations» rather than 
using the dismissive terminology of<Cidols" or "prejudices" with which 
science. and enlightenment were originally satisfied to label their op
ponents. He thus recognizes a certain 'rootedness' in the phenomenon 
that cannot simply be swept away by rationality, though it should be 
noted that this is not the 'rootedness' of a 'philosophical anthropology'
if needs come into being in history, presumably they can also disappear, 
or. at least be altered by their owners' changed attitudes to them. 

Blumenberg often mentions the Enlightenment's intolerance of the 
ages preceding it, expressed in the coIIlinon idea that dogmatic religion 
prospered only because of the lies of priests-an intolerance that led 
the Enlightenment to underestimate the resilience of some of the 
'prejudices' that it set out to combat. He clearly intends not to repea,t 
this sort of error.O And yet the question might be asked whether he 
does not slip into a similar error when he distinguishes between ques
tions that we confront as a result of «reoccupations" of medieval 
Christian "positions" and those that arise directly from the project of 
self-assertion and appears to suggest that it is the latter with which 
we should really be concerned. A defender of the timeless nature of 
metaphysical questions (the "great questions," as they are often called) 
might argue that this is an invidioUs distinction, that all . questions 
should be taken on their own terms, whether they are open to modern, 
scientific treatment or not (unless we a,re going to fall into the kind 
df dogmatism represented by logical positivism, which declared ques
tions that were not amenable to scientific treatment meaninglessp), 

and that the way in which questions happen to have arisen has nothing 
to do with their claim to our attention. 

Blumbenberg is so aware of this possible objection that he has 
devoted a major part ofhis book-part Ill, on "The 'Trial' of Theoretical 
Curiosity"-to a consideration of its nature and historical roots. For 
the innocence of theoretical curiosity-in other words, the equivalence 
of all theoretical questions, none of which are to be regarded as in
herently distracting or unworthy of attention-is itself one of the 
distinctive beliefs of the modern age, which that age asserted against 

. the medieval Christian suspicion (beginning with Augustine) that cur
iosity distracted .the soul from its overriding interest in God and sal
vation. If we decide that certain questions are to be avoided because 
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they would not have arisen in the modern context had we not felt 
obliged to emulate the accomplishments of pn;ceding ages, this would 
seem to raise questions about our faith in the innocence of curiosity. 
Is it possible that BlUlllenberg is again prescribing a land of discipline 
of the soul, based on a fear of its getting dispersed and lost amoJ;lg 
incompatible interests? 

The answer is no, BlUlllenberg is not constraining curiosity because 
he is not in fact recommending that certain questions be avoided. 
Rather, he is expanding the range of curiosity, and compensating for 
the difficulty or impossibility of satisfying it in certain cases, by raising 
and undertaking to answer second-order questions about how the 
troublesome questions of, for example, the philosophy of history arose. 
What he says to the defender of metaphysics is that when certain 
questions have been frustrating all efforts at answering them for cen
turies, sometimes to the point (as in the great philosophies of history) 
where those efforts have themselves become disreputable or haye been 
abandoned in exhaustion, we should try stating them clearly as questions 
and investigating the circumstances in which questions of this nature 
first came to be asked. When we satisfY this second-order kind of 
curiosity, we may discover that the question seems more at home in 
its original circumstances-as the question of the meaning and pattern 
of the world's history as a whole, for example, seems in the context 
of medieval Christianity-than it has ever seemed in the modern 
contest. Without perhaps being critically 'destroyed' 'or removed from 
the system of 'valid' questions by this process, the question certainly 
presents itself in a new light as a result of it. Seeing the question in 
this light, we are no longer simply curious people who happen to be 
confronted with an interesting and seemingly important question. Now, 
as a result of our analysis, we are conscious of our particular situation 
and commitments in relation to that question: a situation (probably) 
outside the context of its origin, and commitments (probably)· that 
make it exceedingly difficult for us to generate an answer to it that 
we can defend against our own criticism. But this is not a merely 
negatlve result: It is a positive step forward in self-knowledge. By 
questioning the nature of our own questioning, we alter the dynamic 
of our curiosity not by nat, by proscribing questions, but by extending 
it to and satisfying it on another level q 

An nnportant consequence of our increased self-consciousness (since 
the eighteenth century) about central modern concepts like science 
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and progress, and of our increased sympathy for and understanding 
of other periods in our history (and other cultures) in which these 
concepts did not (and do not) playa central role, has been an ongoing 
and pervasive split in our thinking. On the one hand, we depend on 
science~ progress, and so forth, and the rationality they represent, to 
an ever increasing degree. On the other hand, we often wonder what 
the grounds for this dependence are-is it not simply an expression 
of one among many possible human attitudes? Science and progress 
will never answer the 'great questions' of metaphysics; they will not 
save our souls; they will not even fill us with the eudemonia that the 
Greeks expected from the completion :of theory, because they will 
never be co.mplete. How is it that we are committed to them? Should 
we not perhaps be able to go beyond this seemingly arbitrary 
commitment? 

And yet when we do attempt to go beyond it or back behind it
to formulate an alternative world view-the possibilities are so endless, 
and the grounds for choosing between them (other than faith and 
conversion) so slight, that we generally wind up in a very unsatisfying 
relativism: 'understanding' everything, cornrnitted to nothing. 

Bluinenberg's response to this situation is, first, to demonstrate that 
modernity is not an arbitrary commitment-that while it is not a 
transformed, 'secularized' version of earlier, Christian commitments, 
it is very much a product of them, as a response to the crisis of the 
medieval Christian world view, whiCh in I:UJn was intimately determined 
by what went before it. In other words, our modern commitments 
are highly determined by our history. 

At the same time, by demonstrating. this and also demonstrating 
(by means of the functional model and the idea of "reoccupation") 
that modernity's prob~ems do not result from the inconsistency of its 
authentic elements, he shows that modem science and progress may 
be capable of more than we imagine in moods of sober resignation 
to our historical 'fate.' If modem science can clarifY itself-the historical 
conditions of its possibility and necessity, and thus its nature; and if 
it can distinguish the questions to which it is suited from those that 
are forced upon it; and if it can help us~ through this knowledge, to 
revise our attitudes to the latter; then it will be helping us to 'master' 
reality not only in the sense of <the facts' but also in the sense of the 
very process of inquiry itself. And this would go a long way toward 
overcoming the alienation from that process that is expressed in both 
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our resignation and our relativistic dallying with <alternatives.' As 
Blumenberg writes: 

There are phases of objectivization that loose themselves from their 
original motivation (the science and technology of the later phases of 
the modern age provide a stupendous example of this!); and to bring 
them back into their human function. to subject them again to man's 
purposes in relation to the world, requires an unavoidable counter
exertion. The medieval system ended in such a phase of objectivization 
that has become autonomous, of harderung that is insulated from 
what is human. What is here called "self-assertion" is the countermove 
of retrieving the lost motives, of new concentration on man's self
interest. (Pp. 177-178) 

Retrieving the lost motives of modern science and philosophy
restoring their relation to man's self-interes~-by articulating and pur
suing them more radically than has hitherto been done, is the central 
purpose of this book. 

Notes 

a Throughout this introduction and the translation that follows it, single quotation marks 
have been used exclusively as 'scare quotes,' to draw attention to special uses of tenns or to 
emphasize the problematic status. in the discussion, of the concepts referred to by the words 
in question. The only exception to this ntle is a quotation within a quotation (i.e., within a 
set of double quotes), which requires single quotation marks for contrast. 

b. A valuable, concise summation of the struggles of Anglo-American 'analytic phi1osophy~ 
with the Cartesian tradition can be found in Richard Rorty's Philosrif!hy and the MiN''"" o/Nature 
<Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1919}. 

c. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949-German edition: Weltgeschichte undHetlsgeschehtn: 
die theologUchen Vor/lUlSel%ungen tier Geschichlsphiksophie (Stuttgart: KohlammeT, 195$). wwith's 
other major work available in English is From Hegel to lVzetzsche; 'The RetJ()lution in Nineteenth
Century Thought (New YOlk Holt, Rinehart 8c. Winston. 1964)-original German edition: Von 
Hegel ~u Nietzsche: tier ,.evoiutWnii,.e Bruih 1m Denken des neu71uhntenJahrhuruierts (Zurich: Europa 
Verlag, 1941). 

d. "Science," heTe and throughout this introduction and the tranSlation that fonows, refers to 
what in German is called WIDens;;!,,*, which oovers both the natural sciences and the 'cultural 
sciences' [Geisteswis.rensd"yten1. to which Blumenberg's own work, for example, belongs. 

e. For a more detailed discussion of wwith's Meaning in History, Blumenberg's critique. and 
LOwith's response to that critique, see my "Progress, Secularization and Modernity:"Ihe LOwithl 
Blumenberg Debate," New German C~ 22 (winter 1981): 63-79. 

£ J~ Taubes, Abendiiindi.st:he Eschatologie (Bern: A. Francke. 1947); Rudolf Bultmann, The 
Presence o/Etemity (New York: Harper 8c. Bros., 1951)-1ater editions entided History and EscJw.tQlogy: 
The Presence 0/ EternuY-Gennan edition: Geschichte und Eschatologu (Tiibingen: J. c. B. Mohr, 
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1958); c. F. von Weiz.siicker, The Relevance rffScience (New York: Harper & Row, 1964)-Gennan 
edition: Die Tragweite der Wissmschajt (Stuttgart: Hinel, 1966). Bultmann's and von Weiz.sacker's 
books were both originally Gifford lectures, which is why thei~ original publications were in 
English. 

g. Meaning in History (cited in note d, p. 207. 

h. Those who are acquainted with the writings of Hannah Arendt and Leo Strauss will recogcize 
the affinity between their attitudes to ancient philosophy and LOwith's. 

i. Two major earlier 'secularization' theorists, Max Weber and Carl Schmitt, might be seen as 
forerunners of this wave of the 19505. Their writings did not, however, lend themselves so 
readily to imitation or generalization as LOwith's did. In Weber's The Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit rff Capitalism the "secularization" process was almost an afterthought, not essential to the 
central thesis of the book. And for Schmitt (as Blumenberg describes in part I, chapter 8) 
secularization was (uniquely) a category of legitimacy, which was not an interpretation that could 
meet the kinds of needs that LOwith's did. 

j. Review of part I of Die Legitimitiit der Neuzeit in PhiWsophische Rund.schau 15 (1968):199. 

k. For Blumenberg's definition of the tenn, see part II, chapter 2, paragraph 3. 

L Such a question is implied by a broader statement on p. 197 of LOwith's review (cited in 
note j). 

m. Die Legttimitiit der Neuzeit (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1966), p. 60. 

n. Blumenberg described the need for an account of the pattern of history as a whole as "not, 
in itself, rational" in the first edition (cited in note m), p. 36. 

o. As is also clear from the themes of several of his other works: "Paradigm en ttl einer 
Metaphorologie," A.rchwfiir Begnffigeschichte 6 (1960):7-142; Schi.fforv.ch mit Zuschauer, Paradig;ma 
riner Daseinsmetapher (Frankfurt: suhrkaInp taSchenbuch wissenschaft 11289, 1979); Arbeit am 
MytJws (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1979); and Die Lesbarkeit der Welt (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, .1981). 
These examine the nature of metaphor and myth and their persistence through all the 'en
lightenment' of the modem age. In fact a major focus of Blumenberg's remaining :major work, 
DiI! Genesis der kopemikanischen Welt (Fra.nkfurt am Main.: Suhrkamp, 1975), is on the influence 
of Copeinicanism as a dominant metaphor in modern tUnes. 

p. Blumenberg has ttl fact been accused, by at least one German critic, of fulling into "positivism. '" 
See G. Rohrmoser, Emanzipation und Freiheit (Munich: Goldmann, 1970), pp. 18-14. 

q. This turning can be seen as an extension (and a reformulation) of Kant's "transcendental'" 
turning. which sought to protect reason from self-inflicted antinomies through inquiry into 
the conditions of the possibility of objective knowledge, and thus to limit reason's ambitions 
by enhancing its self-knowledge. The :relation is evident ttl Blumenberg's discussion of Kant 
in part m, chapter 10. 
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Status of the Concept 

What the term "secularization"a signifies should, it seems, be readily 
determinable. Whether as an observation, a reproach, or an endorse
ment, every-one is familiar with this designation for a long-term process 
by which a disappearance of religious ties, attitudes to transcendence, 
expectations of an afterlife, ritual performances, and firmly established 
turns of speech is driven onward in both private and daily public life. 
One need not even stick. to the data (though of course they are the 
easiest to £X empirically and statistically) of institutional membership 
and influence, which are characterized by a higher degree of inertia 
than their motivational basis in the human life-world. It Used to be 
one of those standing turns of speech to lament the world's becoming 
"ever more worldly" (rather than ever less so), while now what is 
asserted is that the modern age is an epoch of pure "worldliness," 
and its body politic is accordingly the secular state. 

We would not be able to accept the formulas of 'secularization' as 
so much a matter of course if we did not find ourselves still within 
the horizon of the operation of this process: We are describing some
thing that would not even exist for us if we were not still in a position 
to understand what had to precede it, what the hope of salvation, 
what the next world, transcendence, divine judgment, refraining from 
involvement in the world and falling under the influence of the world 
once meant-that is, to understand the elements of that 'unworldliness' 
that must after all be implied as a point of departure if we are to be 
able to speak of "secularization." That there are fewer sacred things 
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and more profane ones is a quantitative determination to whkh any 
number of differentiations could be appended in order to describe 
this same disappearance. Its final stage- would be a situation in which 

_ no remains of these elements were left in existence, but at that point 
one would cease to be able to understand the term "secularization" 
at all. In this descriptive sense one can cite almost anything as ~ 
consequence of secularization, including specific losses, as, for instance, 
when someone says that the crisis of all authority is a phenomenon 
or a result of secularization. Something is absent, which is supposed 
to have been present before. Such a statement hardly explains the 
loss; it simply subsumes it in the great stock. of what was somehow 
fated to disappear. 

Bear in mind also that the use of the expression no longer implies 
any clear judgment of value. Even one who deplores secularization as 
the decay of a former capacity for transcendence does so with hardly 
less resignation than someone who takes it as the triumph of enlight
enment - since after all it has not turned out to- be the final, definitive 
triumph. The historian will incline to neither attitude. Bat what attitude 
will be appropriate for him when he speaks of "secularization"? One 
would think that that would have been to some extent clarified. It is 
just that assumption that will be disputed here. 

Expressions of such a generous character, of such a degree of gen
erality and intransitive indeterminacy, are allowed to pass, in our 
overrich supply of terminology, until almost without _ arousing notice 
or suspicion they present themselves in a more precise fimction. The 
world that became ever more worldly was a subject whose extension 
was about as obscure as that of the impersonal "it" in the proposition 
"It's raining." But in the more precise fimction, propositions of an 
entirely different form appear, propositions of the form 'B is the 
secularized A.' For example: The modem work ethic is secularized 
monastic asceticism; The world revolution is the secularized expectation 
of the end of the world; The president of the Federal Republic is a 
secularized monarch. Such propositions define an unequivocal relation 
between whence and whither, an evolution, a change in the attributes 
of a substance. The great all-inclusive process of the secularization of 
the world now no longer appears as a quantitative loss but rather as 
an aggregate of specifiable and transitively ·qualitative transformations 
in which in each case the later phase is possible and intelligible only 
in relation to the earlier phase assigned to it. What we have here is 
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no longer the simple comparative statement that the world has become 
more 'worldly' but rather, in each asserted case, only the assertion of 
a specific mutation leading to the specific 'product of secularization.' 

I am not proposing a linguistic prohibition here. Anyone who wants 
to speak of secularization as a tidal wave, which at a particular time 
has reached a particular point, which perhaps presses irresistibly for
ward or may be dammable, which here or there breaches the dam, 
which appears to recede at another point-such a person may hold 
to his description of changing conditions and their general direction, 
unaffected by what is at issue here. Only the claim to render intelligible 
by this tennmology something that would otherwise not be intelligible, 
or would be less so, will be contradicted here. 

Insofar as "secularization" is nothing but a spiritual anathema upon 
what has transpired in history since the Middle Ages, it belongs to a 
voca:bulary whose explanatory value depends on presuppositions that 
are not available to theory and that cannot be credited to or expected 
of the understanding of reality that is itself characterized as "worldly." 
But secularization has been accepted as a category for the interpretation 
of historical circumstances and connections even by people who could 
not be prepared to conform to the theological premises. Here the 
difference between the theological and the historical uses of the cat
egories of worldliness and secularization lies neither in a change of 
the prescribed evaluation nor in the reinterpretation of loss as eman
cipation. For a positive evaluation of secularization is perfectly possible 
even in theology: The very people who were attempting to restore 
the radicalness of the original religious distance from the world and 
to renew theology's declarations of transcendence "dialectically" could 
see in the massive evidence of the manifestation of the world as 
'worldliness' the advantage of its unmistakable character of immanence. 
What is foreign to the world, and appears to it as the paradoxical 
demand that it give itself up, was supposed to withdraw itself, in a 
new distinctness, from the entanglement and camouflage in which, 
perhaps for the sake of demonstrable success, it had become falsely 
familiar and acceptable. l A theology of 'division,' of crisis,b had to be 
interested in making clear the worldliness of the world rather than in 

. overlaying it· with the sacred. That is what gave the use of the term 
"secularization» its specific theological pathos. 

The full calamity of the world - but precisely of the 'world,' in the 
full sense of the' term-is required in order to secure evidence for the 
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expectation of a salvation that is 'not of this world' ~ however such 
calamity or salvation may (epochally or-episodically)-be defined. Once 
'secularization' had become the cultural-political program of eman
cipation from all theological and ecclesiastical dominance, of the liq
uidation of the remnants of the Middle Ages, it could equally well be 
formulated as a postulate for the clarification of fronts, for the decisive 
and ineluctable division of souls (of 'the sheep from the goats') in 
anticipation of the final eschatological judgment dividing 'this world' 
from 'the next.' Thus what had in fact occurred in the process of 
secularization did not have to be protested as a loss of substance but 
could appear as an abandonment of encumbrances. The secularization 
that was thus expected to clari:f)r fronts went over, in a not untypical 
process of reception-or, more harshly put, of the capture of ter
minology-from one front to the other. The case of «secularization" 
is not the last one in which such a crossover has occurred. 

What followed the theology of crisis (and.its existential-theological 
forerunners) lay in the same tendential direction: a theological justi
fication of secularization. From an unexpected direction -that of the
ology itself-came vindication of Feuerbach's thesis that it could only 
be understood as a detour of anthropology. The patterns and schemas 
of the salvation story were to prove to be ciphers and projections of 
intraworldly problems, like a foreign language in which is expressed 
the absolutism of the world, of man, of society, so that all unworldliness 
would be a metaphor that had to be retranslated into literal speech. 
The problem in such a case, quite logically, is not secularization but 
the detour that made it necessary in the first place. For detours, of 
course, we do have the trusty schema of the consciousness that finds 
its way to itself, that achieves consciousness of its own identity. What 
is in order after this detour is no longer the division of sheep from 
goats, the clarification of fronts, but rather the unveiling of the identity 
of the one interest for the realization of which a God had to exist at 
most as an assistant in the process of its accomplishment. But would 
it not. have been better then if He had not existed at all? 

The philosophical observer of this scene of theology's self
interpretation recognizes the familiar pattern of all self-preservations: 
the pattern of the reduction of the endangered substance to an in
tangible core content, of accepting the supposedly or actually relevant 
role of rendering theoretical service for this or that practice, in the 
end of making oneself at home in the role of assistant to the most 
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up-to-date human interest. The strength of these secularization theo
rems lies in the fact that they cany with them a supplementary theory, 
which not only makes it possible to find good, after the fact, the loss 
of respect and the forfeiture of meaning that has set in, but also 
provides itself with a revaluation of this process as itself a providential 
one. Thus a loss of power, influence, occupied positions, and cultural 
ambience can be understood "as a providential process with a purif}ri.ng 
effect on Christianity."2 Then the assessment of secularization ~ a 
threat to the existence of religious fonTIS and contents in the world, 
as the decline of the respect accorded to theological statements and 
to their pragmatic transpositions, is only (in its turn) a 'worldly' ,fear
fulness, which is no more suitable to the trustingness implied by faith 
than is a failUre to understand the refusal of dominion that characterizes 
the biblical figure of the kenosis, of the savior as servant. Secularization 
itself is not refused but rather the service it is supposed to render as 
an argument vindicating the 'meaning,' the 'cultural value' of Chris
tianity within the world. Not only is the end of history held in reserve 
for theology, but the historical process itself(contrary to all the apparent 
failures of earlier claims, if not to conquer the world, at least to explain 
it) is opened up to a comprehension that follows the schema of a 
contemporary paratheory, according to which resistance to therapy 
is the chief symptom of its progress toward its goal. 

The world that in this way is I:!ot only accepted and tolerated but 
systematically 'provided for' cannot resist such cooptation by providence 
any more than it need do anything special in order to take upon itself 
a role whose point is precisely not to understand itsel£ Then the 
incomprehension of the historical or philosophical critic vis-a-vis the 
category of 'secularization' would be exacdy what was to be expected 
of him,. But at the same time this expectation cannot motivate him 
to decide not to seek further, by means of his own authentic capacity 
for comprehension, for what can be accomplished by means of the 
term "secularization." 

The difficulty that begins here is due to the fact that everyone 'still' 
thinks he understands to a certain extent what is meant by the term 
"secularization" and ascribes the sense he finds in it to the common 
usage we are discussing. The query, what then it is meant to signify 
and to assert, must reckon with a certain annoyance on the part of 
the person to whom it is addressed. Is it not enough to admit that 
quantitative statement about the lessening of an influence, the dis-
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appearance of an imprint. the subsidence of <l!l int~sity, in order to 
grasp the limiting case to which the formulation that describes 
worldliness as the signature of the modem age refers? 

It is not only a question of where a linguistic element properly 
belongs, not only a question of words, but also a question of things. 
It must be remembered that the signature of the modem age has 
been described not only as the taking over and the expansion of the 
world but also as its loss. The contrast provided by this thesis of 
Hannah Arendt's, a thesis that is directed against the dogrrta of sec
ularization, at least makes clearer what must be gained in the way of 
precision in order to make the concept of secularization fit for use in 
historiography. 

Hannah Arendt speaks of an "unequaled worldlessness" as the 
hallmark of the modem age. "Modern man, when he lost the certainty 
of a world to come, was thrown back upon himself and not upon this 
world." The reality of the world over against which he saw himself 
had at this very point begun to seem doubtful, in that direct contact 
through the senses had been e}!:posed by mathematical physics as a 
presentation of only the superficial appearances of more substantial 
realities. This thesis also presents the modem age as a continuation 
of Christianity by other means, but as a continuation in the same 
direction, a direction of world alienation [Entweltlichungl. Man has "re
moved himself from the earth to a much more distant point than any 
Christian otherworldliness had ever removed him." However one may 
assess the weight of these statements, they do in any case show that 
the 'worldliness' of the modern age cannot be described as the recovery 
of a consciousness of reality that eXisted before the Christian epoch 
of our history. Ther7 is no historical symmetry according to which 
this worldliness would be, as it were, a disposition for the return of 
the Greeks' cosmos. The Renaissance was only the first misunder
standing of this sort, an attempt to forestall the new concept of reality 
that was making its entrance by interpreting it as the recurrence of 
a structure already experienced and manageable with familiar cate
gories. The point is that 'the world' is not a constant whose reliability 
guarantees that in the historical process an original" oonstitutivesub
stance must come back to light. undisguised, as soon .as the super
imposed elements of theological derivation and specificity are cleared 
away. This unhistorical interpretation displaces the authenticity of the 
modem age, making it a remainder, a pagan substratum, which is 
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simply left over after the retreat of religion into autarkic independence 
from the world. In any case one does not achieve a historical under
stancling of secularization by conceiving its implied 'world' as the 
recovery of an 'original' reality that had been lost with the entry of 
Christianity. "Whatever- the word 'secular'is meant to signify in current 
usage, historically it cannot possibly be equated with worldliness; mod
ern man at any rate did not gain this world when he lost the other 
world; and he did not gain life, strictly speaking, either; he was thrust 
back upon it. ... >os 

Hannah Arendt's thesis of 'world alienation' is not, as such, the 
subject of our discussion here; but what it shows is the dubiousness 
of setting up worldliness and unworldliness as 'a pair of alternatives 
that are tipped now one way and now the other· in history, so that 
when transcendent ties and hopes are abandoned, there is only one 
possible result. As soon as one leaves the sphere of influence of the 
theological system of categories, the world to which the modem age 
appears to have turned its full attention can be an 'unworldly' world 
in regard to its concept of reality or to the nature of its intuition as 
compared to an inunediacy ascribed to the ancients. Only where the 
category of substance dominates the understanding of history are there 
repetitions, superimpositions and dissociations - and also, for that 
matter, disguises and unmaskings. 

The question how the term "secularization" is used in texts of 
contemporary historical theory is directed, above all, at the difference 
between descriptive and explanatory uses. One particular type of 
statement does not, in accordance with its own claims, come up for 
discussion in this context at all because no greater objection can be 
brought against it than that very little is asserted by it. Even if what 
is meant is not only the qualitative disappearance of features having 
a sacred or ecclesiastical derivation but also a type of transfonnation 
of this realm of derivation itself, that . is, an "alteration in the social 
form of religion" in the direction of a 'cultural-religious' function, and 
thus a "tendency towards the inner 'secularization' " of religious in
stitutions themselves,4 still this means only an obscuring of differen
tiations, an approach toward and an increasing resemblance to what 
is expected (or maybe only what is supposed to be expected) by the 
surrounding society. Someone might say that it would be purely ar
bitrary, and excessively demanding, to ask., on methodological grounds, 
for more than this descriptive finding. Nor do I ask for anything more; 
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rather I encounter claims to something .more, l':!Dd in fact find these 
claims indicated by a specifically different manner of speaking. There 
is after all a difference between, on the one hand, saying that in a 
particular state the «secularization of the countryside" is very advanced, 
and that this is indicated by the empirical decline of obligations owed 
by village communities to the church, and, on the other hand, for
mulating the thesis that the capitalist valuation of success -in business 
is the secularization of 'certainty of salvation' in the context of the 
Refonnation doctrine of predestination. For quite unmistakably, in 
this latter thesis-a model one for the secularization theorem-a certain 
specific content is explained by another one preceding it, and indeed 
in such a way that the asserted transformation of the one into the 
other is neither an intensification nor a clarification but rather an 
alienation from its original meaning and function. 

Clearly the characterization of a relation as the historical dependence 
of an "alienated" fonnation on an "original" one is not enough to 
make it a case for the meaningful application of the teon "seculari
zation. " And here the question arises whether that which must still 
be added to complete the teOll's meaning is not unavoidably a theo
logical element. Does the concept of secularization then go beyond 
what can be accomplished in the comprehension of historical processes 
and structures by implying not only a dependence but something like 
an exchange of worlds, a radical discontinuity of belonging, together 
with, at the same time, identity of that which belongs? Does this 
concept not introduce into our understanding of history the paradox 
that we can grasp the modern age's basic characteristic of 'worldliness' 
only under conditions that, precisely on account of this quality, must 
be inaccessible to us? 

Hennann Liibbe has pointed out that "the use of concepts that are 
current in the 'politics of ideas" is not free of consequences" and that 
he who does not want to find himself unexpectedly in the front lines 
must be concerned about cla.rif)ring [Azifkliirung] and neutralizing what 
is latent in concepts. Liibbe considers it "possible to delineate a strictly 
scientific use of the concept of secularization." In fact, he suggests, 
this would be "in agreement with the insights and aims of the most 
recent theology of secularization."5 Here one may question whether 
such a convergence of insight and interests must not encounter its 
limit at the point where 'clarification' [oi 'Enlightenment': AvjkliirungJ, c 

which according to C. H. Ratschow's definition is nothing other than 
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"acute secularization,"6 proceeds to the secularization of the concept 
of secularization itsel£ 

When the question is posed here of the possibility of a scientific. 
uSe of the tenn "secularization," the criterion of scientific status is not 
identical with the postulate of science as the only status. This clarification 
is called for in view of the joyful solidarity that has recently broken 
out among those who believe they can share in the overcoming of 
the limitations of that scientific status by means of an enharmonic 
confusion of interdisciplinary with superdisciplinary work.. The mere 
symbiosis of opposition to 'positivism' (or to whatever is taken for it 
·at any given time) does not by itself legitimize all of the heterogeneous 
presuppositions that have been brought into this relation. 

Translator's Notes 

a. In ~ the tenns SlikulaTisierung (literally: secularization) and VeTWeltlichung (literally: 
being made, or becoming, worldly) are used interchangeably because the saerulum from which 
the Latin 5aecuia.TisatiQ derives (and thus SiikulaTisi.eru.ng and "secularization") refers to an "age," 
hence "the present age," "this world" (as opposed to the next), and ultimately "the world" 
as opposed to the transcendent. As English has no substantive tenn (such as "worldlificarlon") 
corresponding to Verweltlichung, "secularization" has been used to translate both words. The 
reader will better appreciate a number of the author's arguments ifhe remembers the equivalence 
of "secular" with "worldly" and bears in mind the connotations of the latter t= each time 
he sees the word ,"secularization.." 

b. The reference to "theology of crisis" is to the theology of Karl Barth and his followers, also 
known as "dialectical thenlogy.""Crisis" here is used in a sense relating to its Greek root 
verb, krinein, whlch means to separate, to divide, to choose, or to judge. 

Co The point of this sentence depends on a special characteristic of the German philosophical 
vocabulary that cannot be reproduced in English. Die A.ti/kliirung, the Gennan term for what 
we call "the Enlightenment," has more useful connotations than our term because while in 
English we can only "enlighten" one another, in German one can au.fkliiten (clear up, clarifY) 
the subject itseI£ A'I¢I<lQ.rung, then, designates not only a historical period (and a quasi-missionary 
activity: "carrying enlightenment" to other, benighted people) but also a type of activity 
directed at problems and subject matter generally, a type of activity that is epitomized in "the 
Enlightenment" but is understood to be possilile and in order DOW as much as then. This is 
what makes possible the paradoxical situation in which Liibbe's attempted "clarification" 
(A1!foIiirung) of the concept of secularization would itself (according to Ratschow's deiinition of 
AujklamniJ be "acute secularization"-and the suggestion that a 'neutral' and uncommitted 
approach to the c»ncept of secularization will be a difficult thing to achieve. 



j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 

j 



2 

A Dinlension of Hidden 
Meaning? 

If one took the frequency of its application as evidence, there could 
be no doubt about the historical applicability of the category of sec
ularization. Its productivity seems to be unlimited. To demonstrate 
the full extent of the phenomenon seems to me to be superfluous. 
The examples that I am about to present are only intended once again 
to create awareness of the way in which the concept is applied, so 
that the explanatory claim, as opposed to the merely quantitative 
statement and description of conditions, is not lost from view. 

In modern epistemology the priority of the question of a guarantee 
of knowledge, of theoretical certainty; is said to be the secularization 
of the fundamental Christian problem of certainty of salvation. This 
connection is supposed to be made clear by the way in which the 
epistemological problematic emerged "from absolute doubt about 
reality as such"; that is, by the degree of absoluteness of the skepticism 
underlying the claim to certainty. It is further asserted of Descartes 
that the science he founded "will take over the function performed 
up to that point by church dogma, the function of a universal spiritual 
safeguard for existence." If that were so, then Descartes in his own 
case would already have fulfilled Ludwig Feuerbach's dictum: "Our 
philosophers up to now are nothing but mediated theologians, operating 
through the abstract concert."! 

Measured by the frequency of its repetition, the assertion that the 
modern work ethic is a "secularization of saintliness" and of the at
tendant forms of asceticism has made no less of an impression. But 
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the dandy too is supposed to be a secular descendent of the Christian 
saints, though he is also reminiscent-by Baudelaire's formula, that 
he causes astonishment but cannot be astonished himself-of the Stoic 
ideal of the wise man. Finally, the recklessness of self-disclosure in 
literary self-presentations of the most various kinds is supposed to be 
nothing other than the "secularized self-examination" of pietism and 
puritanism, the candor of religious reflection raised to a quasi-scientific 
precision, just as earlier the Spanish picaresque novel is supposed to 
have arisen from the prototype of Augustine's CorifCssions, and Defoe's 
Robinson Cruso~ from the spiritual joum.al of the puritan, kept for the 
purpose of gaining certainty of salvation -in which connection the 
sheer survival of the shipwrecked Robinson as demiurge has made 
immanent that transcendent certainty of salvation. 

I intend no polemic here. I 'do not wish to dispute the argumentation 
in individual.cases. My only purpose is to induce a kind of anamnesis 
by reminding the reader. by means of a few examples from the 
writings of unnamed authors, of the abundance of analogous assertions, 
which cannot have escaped him in the literature of recent years but 
which perhaps have already made themselves suCh a matter of course 
for him that the relations they posit, however daring they may be, 
hardly attract his attention any longer. 

The postulate of the political equality of all citizens is supposed to 
have secularized the prior concept of the equality of all men before 
God, while the basic ideas of our criminal law "function like a secularized 
theology" and imply a "concept of guilt borrowed from the sacral 
relation." In political theory it has been asserted, and frequendy re
peated, that "all the significant concepts of the modem doctrine of 
the state ... [are] secularized theological concepts." This assertion relates 
not only and not primarily to the history of concepts but also to the 
systematic structure in which such concepts function: States of emer
gency have an analogous position in politics and law to miracles in 
theology. A "secularization of the tidings of salvation" is said to have 
been carried out by Machiavelli, specifically in the form of the idea 
of propaganda, which "seeks to hold the absolute strivings and desires 
of men in the world fixed, in spite of changing circwnstances; on such 
leading ideas of worldly salvation as, for example, the power and 
unity of their native country." It has become almost a fashionable 
pastime to interpret expectations of political redemption, like those 
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typified by the Communist Manifesto, as secularizations either of the 
biblical paradise or of apocalyptic messianism. 

Once one has come to understand the idea of progress as a trans
formation of a providentially guided 'story of salvation' [Heilsgeschichte], 
then either the infinity of this progress will have to be given out as 
the secularization of the omnipotence that had reigned over history 
previously, or an expected final stage of progress, a 'golden age,' 
'permanent peace,' or 'universal equality after the dismantling of the 
state' will have to be a sort of "eschatology without God"; "What 
used to be known as 'the fullness of time,' perfection of the present 
in eternity, the locus of salvation, is now called by Saint-Simop 'per
fection of the social order,' by Kant 'the kingdom of pure practical 
reason,' by Goethe, Schiller, and Holderlin 'humanity and new my
thology; by Rousseau 'retu.In to nature,' by Winckelmann 'return to 
the ancients,' by Wieland and Gessner 'imaginative power of the poet.' " 
The world of the Middle Ages was finite, but its God was infinite; in 
the modem age "the world takes on this divine attribute; infinity is 
secularized. " 

Finally, science-of which Hegel in his PhiJrJsophy 0/ Right already 
said that in its claim to freedom of teaching it "develops itself like a 
Church into a totality with a characteristic principle, which can with 
considerable justice regard itself as taking over the place of the Church 
itself" - this science that wants not only to understand the world but 
also to deduce principles of conduct within it, as in Descartes's program 
for his morale dffinitive, acquires such an "excessive competence" pre
cisely because it is the "secularization of the originally Christian com
bination of world design and directions for action." 

So simple is it, apparendy, to identify the substance in its meta
morphoses, and to line up the metastases relative to their one origin, 
once one has found the formula. Naturally its easy applicability and 
the consequent frivolous multiplication of instances do not speak. against 
the procedure itself, they only make the exanlination of its admissibility, 
of its rational presuppositions and methodical requirements, all the 
more urgent. For the procedure's genuine efficacy, or the appearance 
oEt, diffuse the light of a superficial plausibility even over applications 
that I can only describe as secularization "run wild." It seems as though 
one need only make specific a highly general statement like Nietzsche's: 
"How science could become what it now is can only be made intelligible 
from the development of religion."2 One then obtains a series of 



16 

Part I 

derivative theses such as that the concern of modern physics about 
the laws and the construction of nature can only be tmderstood as "a 
variant of the idea of creation in secularized fonn"; or that the acadenuc 
examination system is the secularized Last Judgment, or at least a 
secular variant of the Inquisition; or that "the scientist purified of aU 
concrete history," epitomized in the 'professor,' is the product of a 
"secularized form of ancient purification and mortification rituals." 
And so it goes on. Every literary supplement shows that it still goes 
on. 

What the examples collected here have in common is that they go 
beyond the quantitative/descriptive use of the term "secularization" 
and no longer have anything to do with the old lamenting confinnation 
that the world grows ever more worldly. The extension of the area 
of competence of worldly authorities and of types of life planning and 
regulation of action that are no longer founded on and directed by 
religion, the displacement of responsibilities in education and instruc
tion, the development of rituals no longer derived from liturgy-all 
of this is still not secularization in a precise sense whose aim is the 
understanding of historical processes. The examples I have cited bring 
together phenomena that are separate in historical time in such a way 
as to assert that the later are the result of the secularization of the 
earlier, that the one results from the other. Thus a more or less precise 
concept of secularization picks itself out. "Secularization is not to be 
understood as a simple process of the dissolution of traditional religion, 
but as a transformation of the ruling value system into various insti- . 
tutional 'ideologies,' whiCh still underpin the actual interrelated work
ings peculiar to the institutions."3 This is cited not as an authoritative 
definition but rather as an example of the kind of more precise for
mulation that lies between the designations "dissolution" and «trans
formation." For a usage defined in this way, what is cllled for is not 
only calculation of quantitative shares, analysis of comparative weights, 
or comparison of different total situations over time but also evidence 
of transformation, metamorphosis, conversion to new functions, along 
with the identity of a substance that endures throughout the process. 
Without such a substantial identity, no recoverable sense could be 
attached to the talk of conversion· and transformation. 

Against my critique of the concept of secularization, Hans-Georg 
Gadamer has asserted that this concept performs "a legitimate her
meneutic function." He describes this function of the secularization 
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concept as follows: "It contributes a whole dimension of hidden mean
ing to. the self-comprehension of what has come to be and presently 
exists, and shows in this way that what presently exists is and means 
far more than it knows of itsel£"4 And he adds a sentence that is 
signifiqmt for his conviction of the epochal range of this category: 
"This holds also and especially for the modern age." A concept leg
itimizes its henneneutic function by what it produces. What is to be 
produced is described by Gadamer as something that is hidden from 
the self-comprehension of the present, and thus of the modern age
indeed as a whole dimension of hidden meaning. This is a very strong 
assertion when one considers that henneneutics in general has_ only 
to do with a surplus of meaning over and above what is granted and 
understood- as self-evident, in accordance with the axiom of Matteo 
Mattesilano:a "Semper mens est potentior quam sint verba" [The mind 
is always more potent than words]. "A whole dimension of hidden 
meaning" ....,. after all that can only mean, in this context, that by the 
concept of secularization the self-comprehension of the modem age 
as worldliness has to be explained as a superficial, foreground ap
pearance. It is revealed as a consciousness that is not transparent to 
itself in its substantial relations, a consciousness to which henneneutics 
discloses its background. To that which has only been projected, by 
secularization, on the foreground of worldiness, this henneneutic ac
complishment first restores and makes plain its historical fullness. The 
genuine substance of that which was secularized is 'wrapped up in' 
[die Implikatton des] what thus became worldly, and remains 'wrapped 
up in' it as what is essential to it, as when, in the model instance 
developed by Heidegger for the henneneutics of his school, "Dasein's 
understanding of Being" is essential to it and yet "in the first instance 
and for the most part" hidden and withdrawn from it. I am almost 
inclined to say that that was what I was afraid o£_ 

I do not want yet to go into the question of how one is to conceive 
this dimension of hidden meaning after,it has been rendered present 
once again- First I must ask how the hiddenness of the surplus in what 
is given, of the hidden meaning in what is overt, came about. For this 
will determine how the hermeneutic method can operate. No doubt 
it will proceed, after all, simply by relating the given to what preceded 
it by an unequivocal nexus of dependence. In the henneneutic retro
gression through secularization, the unde~tanding must hit upon the 
conditions of the possibility of what it undertakes in this way to render 
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intelligible. Everything turns on the question whether the worldly form 
of what was secularized is not a pseudomorrh-in other words: an 
inauthentic manifestation-of its original reality. 

Without doubt, the concept of secularization in its "legitimate her
meneutic function" gains in pregnancy of meaning. It becomes s~ 
more difficult to oppose its application or to set limits: to it. But the 
concept does not gain in solid methodical utility. It does not allow the 
product of secularization to detach itself from the process of secular
ization and make itself autonomous. The illegitimacy of the result of 
secularization resides in the fact that the result is not allowed to sec
ularize the process itself from which it resulted. For the hermeneutic 
function remains legitimate only so long as it lays open to self
consciousness what is hidden from it, conVicts it of having been subject 
to the illusion of autonomous presence, and thus binds it to the newly 
disclosed dimension. 

I myself have made use of the license of hermeneutics to uncover 
an implication that is hidden from the contemporary understanding 
in referring, for the sharper definition of the concept of secularization, 
to its latent metaphoric content. b This attempt neither was meant as 
nor presupposed a history of the concept, c and it can be made neither 
meaningless nor meaningful by a demonstration that the use of the 
term "secularization" in the history of ideas does not take the term's 
political/legal or canon-law uses as its point of departure; it is entirely 
independent of such evidence. It is perfecdy possible-in fact it is 
probably the case-that the concept of secularization was introduced 
in a purely descriptive sense and was only associatively and occasionally 
supplemented by a reference to the political expropriation of eccle
siastical goods. Only I believe that I am able to observe that this 
historical association impelled the development of increased precision 
in the term's use in a particular direction. And I do not thlnk that 
this was accidental. The alienation of a historical substance from its 
origin. which it carries with it only as a hidden dimension of meaning. 
unavoidably raises' the question whether this is a process of self
alienation or externally induced deformation. The difference here is 
the difference between the proposition that the attribute of infinity 
crossed over from God to the world because in its highest intensification 
the idea of creation simply cannot avoid this consequence and the 
alternative proposition that infinity was usurped for the world in order 
by this means to let the world take over God's position and function. 
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In the latter case the cosmological antinomies in Kant's Transcendental 
Dialectic, for example, would be the dead end to which we have come 
as the result of a sort of forcible violation of God. 

Thus, contrary to all the assumptions of etymologically oriented 
conceptual historians, there is no need for a continuum of verifiable 
instances of the metaphorical content of "seailarization." Nevertheless 
the demonstration that this metaphorization is not verifiable early in 
the term's history, that is, that "secularization" was not initially used 
in a sense· modeled on the juristic concept, has had a reassuring effect 
if only because the application of a metaphor to the inner sacred 
values of Christianity was felt to be extremely disturbing. A metaphor 
is after all a rhetorical artifice, nothing serious and certainly nothing 
that can lead to any sort of knowledge. But I ):bink that an account 
of the word's literal history proves too litde when the first hearer of 
the expression who was not entirely ignorant of history could have 
remembered its juristic meaning, and when a retroactive definition 
by orientation to the juristic concept would always suggest itself as 
soon as one felt a need to formulate the concept transitively, that is, 
to indicate a what and a whereto. For, to clarify it thus one more 
time, a 'secularized' bishop, something that scarcely calls for further 
inquiry, is very different from a 'secularized' saint or a 'secularized' 
eschatology, by which surely a question is meant to be answered and 
not just a moral qualification assigned, as in the case of the 'secularized' 
prelate. The eschatology that was secularized is still present, though 
hidden, in the horizon of an expectation of violent salvation in which, 
according to the secularization thesis, it is supposed to have been 
dissolved-or better: "suspended and carried forward" ["mggehoben"J
as something that carries on or is carried on in the new phenomenon. 

Thus the category of secularization need not have been derived 
from a metaphor initially; it is possible for it to have taken on the 
metaphorical orientation precisely for the pUIpose of conceptual def
inition. Only if one sees language as setting the pace for all concept 
formation will one be able to exclude the possibility of the later con
solidation of a designation for an already accomplished concept. The 
juristic act of secularization as the expropriation of church property 
was so practiced and so named from the Peace of Westphalia onward. 
The canon-law use of saecularisatio designates the release of a cleric 
from the community and the obligations of his order into the status 
of a secular priest; this intraecclesiastica1 transposition, so defined since 



20 
Part I 

the end of the eighteenth century, plays no role in the history of the 
formation of the broader 'secularization' teiminology but rather remains 
"a special case, which stands in some relation to the historical and 
political concept of secularization but ... did not further determine or 
define the character of the category of secularization that was derive4 
from that concept in the philosophy of history." On the contrary, the 
example of the 'Final Resolution of the Reichstag's Special Commission' 
[Reichsdeputaiionshauptschluss] of 1803d established the term "as a concept 
of the usurpation of ecclesiastical rights, as a concept of the illegitimate 
emancipation of property from ecclesiastical care and custody." These 
defining elements make "the attribute of illegitimacy into a charac
teristic mark of the concept of secularization."5 One should not overlook 
here the fact that the French Revolution's seizures of church property, 
with their subsequent extension of 1803, were bound~to appear as a 
consequence of the century of Enlightenment. The earliest explicit 
contact between philosophy and secularization, as ruas I can deter
mine, was constituted by the inclusion of the external procedure of 
expropriation in the a priori rational process of history. In his text of 
1799 On my Scholarly Education tUber meine gelehrte Bildung], Berlin's 
Enlightenment aitic Friedrich Nicolai ridiculed the wave of a priori 
historical speculation that had been set in motion above all by Kant's 
Quarrel 0/ the Faculties and in the proces~ referred among other things 
to a poleJXIic set in motion in 1799 by aparnphlet entitled Reason 
ReqUires Secularizations [Die Vernunft fordert die Siikularisierungen]. In this 
pamphlet the measures were approved "on a priori grounds," whereas 
a counterpamphlet entitled Reason docs not Require Secularizations [Die 
Vemunfi JOrdert die Siikularisierungen nichtJ disapproved this seizure of 
church property "on equally universal a priori grounds."" Here, then, 
even before the Act_ of 1803, a connection is established between 
reason and secularization that- unmistakably renders the transfer of 
property only an external episode and demonstration of the rule of 
rational progress. and that could encourage an expanded assault on 
the opposing forces on the other side. What was possible with external, 
legally transferable property would no doubt also be possible with less 
massive and still less protected spiritual residues. Not only did an 
extensio:n of the realm of application of the basic notion. suggest itself; 
it was practically enforced by a concept of history that placed every 
event in the context of the carrying out of a rational logic. The meta
phorization of the Act of 1803 would then be only a linguistic postscript 
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to the fact that the juristic/political event itself was· a merely symp
tomatic expression of a long-term- 'secular'-tendency. Marx em
ploys the term in this way as late as 1843 in the introduction he wrote 
for his Critique o/'Hegefs "Philosophy o/'Right": HButjust as emancipation 
is not limited to the princes, so the secularization of property will not 
be limited to the confiscation of church property, which was practiced 
especially by hypocritical Prussia. "7 The concept of secularization defines 
a transferable, analogizable process with regard to 'property' of what
ever type, in whatever mode of seizure_ I have. been charged with 
deriving the criteria for the categorial usage of the term "secularization" 
from what is taken to be my prior assertion that that usage origillated 
in a metaphor-and since that assertion was mistaken, so also were 
the criteria. But I have ascribed no original and foundational significance 
whatever to the metaphorical usage, but only a methodical-heuristic 
significance with respect to an explanatory achievement of the concept, 
to which after all a claim is put forward when a statement is made 
of the type that describes a particular phenomenon as the successor 
of another, determined by the other's having gone before and intel
ligible only in relation to it. What must one answer for when one 
makes an assertion of that kind? How is the burden of proof to be 
determined? 

The question whether secularization as a "category of interpretation" 
arose from a metaphor based on the historical legal concept of the 
expropriation of church property has been extremely thoroughly in
vestigated by Hermann Zabel. 8 The result, in terms of conceptual 
history, is impressive but negative. Zabel leaves no doubt that he 
pursued his concept-historical problem from the beginning with the 
intention of testing the justification of the conception of secularization 
that relates it to the legal concept and that he would be ready to 
admit an involvement of the legal procedure with the concept of 
secularization only if a genetic relation could be shown to exist between 
the designations for that act of expropriation and those for other 
historical secularizations. But is conceptual history the sole and sufficient 
legitimation of the status of a concept? Must one not also keep in 
mind that there exists a high degree of indifference between a ·concept 

. and its history? By showing the testimony of conceptual history to be 
overwhelmingly contraiy to a historical nexus between the legal concept 
and the "category ·of interpretation," Zabel thinks he can also keep 
what the secularizati6nconcept requires in order to define real cir-
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cumstances separate from the elements of the' legal, concept. I would 
not exclude this possibility altogether if it were the case that the 
conceptual history to which Zabel gives us access could yield other 
criteria of conceptual definition. But that is not the case precisely 
because the evidence brought forward makes a basic s~te of affairs 
exceedingly clear: The term "secularization" is used for a very long 
time with an ambiguity that admits of no obligation. and in an occasional 
manner directed at anything but precision. Zabel sees his conceptual 
history as a homogeneous whole, in the course of which it is only at 
the very end that anyone occasionally hears in the terminology the 
metaphorical background of 'expropriation of church property,' 
whereas most of the authors· who are serious and are to be taken 
seriously want nothing to do with it, but rather employ a loose usage -
of a descriptive nature. ' 

What is one to conclude from this evidence? At least not that the 
. early phases of a concept's history deserve precedence in a discussion 
of what can be accomplished by the 'dressed-up' function of the concept 
as a "category of interpretation," once the special relation to the legal 
concept has been picked out of the background so that the deterH 

minateness and the production of determinateness that are constitutive 
of a concept are finally able to come into play. Zabel's result seems 
to me interesting precisely because it makes it understandable why 
for such a long time, and in authors as important as the ones he cites, 
nothing substantial was accomplished when the term "secularization" 
was erriployed.9 Since concepts are something that we ourselves con~ 
stitute, their history can be understood tel.eological1y, so that conceptual 
history is not bound by the schema of degeneration, in which full 
weight and value are present only in the originality of the initial instant. 

Thus investigation of the conceptual history of 'secularization' appears 
to have brought to light a contradictory result: On the one hand, it 
has dissected out a process that tends toward 'terminologization: a 
process directed at removing any ambiguity of conceptual content, 
and thus toward methodical definiteness, while on the other hand, it 
describes the later phases of this process as phases characterized by 
a metaphorical usage. However, it is not the usage that is metaphorical 
but rather the orientation of the process. of concept formation. 1o A 
tightening up from a vague exhortative and lamenting usage to the 
definition of a typical process form makes the 'recollection' of the 
historical legal proc:eedings appear almost inevitable. This is an instance 
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of what I have tried to describe as "background metaphories."l1 a 
process of reference to a model that is operative in the genesis of a 
concept but is no longer present in the concept itself. or may even 
have to be sacrificed to the need for definition. which according to 
firm tradition does not permit inclusion of metaphorical elements. 
One could also speak of implicative metaphorics. Undoubtedly the 
process of 'terminologization' is driven forward by inclusion of the 
expression in the relevant lexicons and handbooks, which on account 
of their need for definiteness beget standardization by declaring it. 
To cite right away perhaps the most influential example of this process: 
"Secularization, that is to say, the detachment of spiritual or ecclesiastical 
ideas and dloughts, and equally the detachment of spiritual (consecrated) 
things and people, from their connection to God."12 This formula 
already represents a late stage of the process of concept formation 
because it integrates both the historical and the canon-law processes 
of secularization as subsidiary special cases of a comprehensive move
ment including, above all. ideas and thoughts. The connection to the 
juristic process that stands in the metaphorical background seems to 
be softened, rendered harmless, or neutralized by the term "detach
ment"; though when in the end the correlate of this "detachment" 
turns out to be a "connection to God," then this expression's weight 
of meaning makes it evident that a sanction must be thought of as 
having been violated and that a character of forable injustice must 
be included in the concept. 

Such quasi-definitional formulas,. as substitutes for the indefinite 
term "secularization," can bring with them their own indefiniteness 
to the extent that they give rise to specific additional questions. The 
fruitful concept of "detachment" ingeniously leaves open the question 
whether it is meant transitively or intransitively, that is, whether those 
ideas and thoughts, things and persons detach themselves from their 
conriection to God or whether there is some agency present that carries 
out this detachment. I believe one must unfold the totality of these 
additional questions, omitted, or impeded though they may be in a 
particular formula, as necessary parts of the process of concept for~ 
mation. -When we do so, an orientation toward the background meta~ 

. phories of the legal process gives us as our guide in the application 
of the secularization category the catalog of the characteristic features 
of expropriation proceedings: the identifiability _of the expropriated 
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property, the legitimacy of its initial ownership. and the unilateral 
nature of its removal. . 

In regard to the satisfaction of these criteria, one should not allow 
oneself to be disturbed by theological talk that perhaps justifies the 
unilateral removal with the loftier idea of a selfless surrender of the 
divine to the world but by that means implants in the unaltered 
historical process a mystery that the theoretical onlooker cannot pen
etrate. The legitimacy of the primary ownership, in view of the special 
origin of these ideas and thoughts, is-not accidentally-formulated 
with less hesitation. "Today people tend to speak of secularization 
where ideas and knowledge are detached from their original source, 
from revelation, and become accessible to human reason under its 
own power. Secularization, then, aff~cts spiritual pro~esses that were 
originally made possible by faith but then begin to be carried out by 
man by means of the faculties at his disposal."13 The paradigm in the 
background shows through even in the cautious formulation that speaks 
of "detachment" from the original source; and the human reason that 
acts under its own power seems in doing so to exercise only a· sort 
of 'application.' The arbit:ra.ry interchangeability of 'detachment' and 
'self-detachment' is the riddle of such a formulation when we are told, 
"At first it was historians who spoke of secularization, meaning the 
transfer of ecclesiastical and spiritual authority and property rights to 
worldly powers. Then the word was applied to a process in the history 
of ideas in which ideas and modes of behavior detach themselves from 
the religious context of then- original establishment and are derived 
from universal reason. "14 Here the derivability of ideas and modes of 
behavior from universal reason appears unexpectedly right alongside 
their religious origin, so that strictly speaking only a convergence could 
be established, rather than a nexus, in the phenomenon of 
secularization. 

Often one will only be able to tell from the consequences that are 
deduced from secularization what characteristics are ascribed to the 
process. What is the result when secularization has been confirmed 
and consciousness of it has been aroused? A further formulation in 
this regard:. "Uncovering the process of secularization and making it 
conscious preserves the continuity between present and past .... Even 
in the negative relation of the present to the past, there is a continuity 
of the historical. . . . The reality in which we really live is veiled by 
misleading ideas. ;'15 Worldy reason's consciousness of its own au-
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thenticity is a misleading veil over a reality that otherwise could not 
overlook its continuous historical descent from that upon which it 
denies its dependence. Indeed there is also a suggestion that the im
putation of discontinuity is not disinteres~ insofar as it allows the 
present to deny its obligation to the past. The category of secularization 
is meant to make it evident that the denial of historical dependence 
is motivated by an epochal self-interest; it presents the alleged break 
between modern rationality and its past as ideological. It makes 
conscious-and that is the inevitable consequence of the theoretical 
accomplishment to which it lays claim-an "objective cultural debt."16 

If "the modem world can largely be understood as the result of a 
secularization of Christianity,"l1 then that must be demonstrable in 
the historian's methodical analysis by reference to the criteria of the 
expropriation model To define the burden of proof in this way does 
not at all mean that one cannot also speak of 'secularization' in a less 
precise sense. My only concern is to clarifY how the claim can be 
established that assertions about the constitution of the modem age 
that are defensible, that a.t least point the way to possible confirmation, 
are being made. The mere observation that the modern world in 
which we live has in mind very little-and less and less, at that
apart from itself would not justify bringing this 'secularization' into a 
relation specifically with Christianity, which in such a case would only 
aCcidentally and arbitrarily happen to occupy the position of 'un
worldliness' in the past that is contrasted with this present. The prop
osition that the modem world is to be understood as a result of the 
secularization of Christianity is certainly not meant to convey so litde. 
But what must it say, if it is meant to say more? 

Translator's Notes 

a. Matteo Mattesi!ano, jurist in Bologna circa 1435, "postglossator," author of De interpret4tiqae 
legis extensitJ4 (Venice! 1557). His maxim, given here, is cited by (for example) Josef Esser, "Die 
Interpretation im Recht," studium GeneroJe 1 (1954):317. Unfon:nation supplied by H. Blumenberg.) 

b. The author is referring to his argument that as a model, the expropriation of church property 
contains the essential components of the contemponry <:oncept of secularization: identifiability 
of the expropriated property, legitimacy of the initial ownership of thai property, unilateral 
character of the expropriation. (See the fourth paragraph from th,e end of this chapter.) Here 
the author il< addressing criticisms of this argument that have been made since it was presented 
in the first edition of this book, Die Legilimitiit deT Neuuit (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 
1966), p. 20. 
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Co A BegriffJgeschfchte. 'Conceptual history' IBegriffigeschichteJ has become a recognized scholarly 
discipline in Germany, similar [0 our 'history ofidea.s'"but, as the name suggests, more closely 
associated with philosophy. It characteristically examines the histories of specific concepts from 
their first emergence up to the present. In the process of responding to 'concept-historical' 
criticisms of his ao:;ount of the ooncept of secularization. the author makes some important 
points in the remainder of this chapter about the kinds of conclusions that are derivable from 
conceptual history and about the historical relations between concepts and IIletaphor. 

d. 11le reorgani2ation of the German territories-arrived at under the pressure of Napoleon's 
annexation of the left bank of the Rhine-in which numerous bishoprics and other ecclesiastical 
properties were divided up aIIlong the secular princes. 
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Progress Exposed as Fate 

Arn(;mg the propositions that in the second generation can already be 
described simply as "well-known" is the thesis that modem historical 
consciousness is derived from the secularization of the Christian idea 
of the 'salvation story' fJ-Ieilsgeschichte] and, more particularly, of prov
idence and eschatological finitude. Karl LOwith's important book, 
Meaning in History. The Theological Implications oj the Philosophy of History, 
has had a protracted dogmatizing effect in Gennany since its first 
appearance in 1949 (and in Gennan, as Weltgeschichte und Heilsgeschehen, 
in 1953). LOwith takes German idealism's conception of its historical 
position and achievement as an objective thesis about the genesis of 
the modern concept of history. For LOwith, Hegel's theory of the 
"suspension and carrying forward" ["A14hebung"] of the Christian and 
Refonnation phase of history in the underlying structure of the modem 
spiritual and political world, especially in its constitutive consciousness 
of subjective freedom, degraded "sacred history to the level of secular 
history and exaltfedl the latter to the level of the first. "1 If the historical 
process were the self-realization of reason [as it was for Hegel], then 
according to its immanent logic, what presents itself externally as the 
discontinuity of secularization would have to possess internal continuity. 
Secularization would then be the process that brought theological pre
history to its· logically necessary transformation and its final form. 
Seen objectively, the homogeneous reason in history is neither a factor 
nor a result of secularization except in part and from a special point 
of view. 
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Only if one considers Lowith's philosophical ~ork in the two decades 
since the publication ofhis principal work on the philosophy of history 
does his affinity to this concept of secularization become fully intelligible. 
The secularization of Christianity that produces modernity becomes 
for LOwith a comparatively unimportant differentiation as soon as he 
turns his attention to the unique epochal break that in one stroke 
decided in favor of both the Middle Ages and the modem age: the 
turning away from the pagan cosmos of antiquity, with its cyclical 
structure of security, to the one-time temporal action of the biblical/ 
Christian type. For one concerned with the fateful disjunction of nature 
and history, the accent shifts from the beginning of the modem age 
to the end of antiquity; for everything that followed, this gave rise to 
something like a collective historica1liability, whose sum total is progress 
as fate. 2 

What is at issue is not Hegel His concept of history only provides 
the argumentative instrument with whiCh to regain the initial position 
that LOwith had reached in 1935 with his early work on Nietz~che: 
to set up the renaissance of cyclical cosmology, as proclaimed by 
Nietzsche in his doctrine of "eternal recurrence," against the dominance 
of the linear historical consciousness. S The autonomy of this historical 
consciousness as an ultimate category is exposed as its self-deception 
as soon as it is recognized, in accordance with the secularization theo
rem, as existing 'by the grace of Christianity. Potentially, then, the 
finality of history is once again only penultimate, before the recurrence 
of unhistory. Seen from the point of view of secularization, the false 
conflict of the medieval and the modem can be reduced to the single 
episode of the interruption of the human connection to the cosmos. 
This impressive, though cautiously expressed, total conception found 
in LOwith's later work explains both the vehemence and the delay of 
his response to the critique of secularization as a hermeneutic 
instnnnent. " 

But precisely because such a weighty function is assigned to' the 
category of secularization in Karl LOwith's thought, one that exceeds 
every other burden entrusted to it, one must be allowed to raise, if 
not the reproach of a lack of proof, at least the question of the proper 
burden of proo£ ill doing this, it is true, LOwith thinks I went too far 
when I included evidence of the identity of the secularized substance 
among the requirements of the burden of proof and at the same time 
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opposed any substantialistic conception of historical identity.5 ... I do in 
fact regard the secularization theorem as a special case of historical 
substantialism insofar as theoretic.al success is made to depend on the 
establishment of constants in history, much as in the approximately 
contemporaneous «topos research. "b This anticipation of what knowl
edge has to accompliSh seems to me problemaJ;ic: Constants bring a 
theoretical process to an end. where on different premises it might 
still be possible to inquire further. This point, the shutting down of 
the theoretical process by substantialistic premises, must be a concern 
of any critique to which constants are submitted as· supposedly final 
results. No a priori statement whether there are substantial constants 
in history can be made; all we can say is that the historian's episte
mological situation cannot be optimized by the determination of such 
stable elementary historical quanta. 

To speak of secularization under substantialistic premises would only 
shift the difficulty to the question of when the historically constant 
quantity was originally 'desecularized,' an indispensable precondition 
of its being exposed to any subsequent resecularization. This consid
eration makes it clear that the theological talk of secularization can 
avoid the problem of constants only because it presupposes as beyond 
question an absolute and transcendent origin of the contents that are 
affected by it. If Karl LOwith legitimizes secularization, insofar as for 
him it is still an intra -Christian and postpagan phenomenon
legitimate, that is, only within the overall illegitimacy of the turning 
away from the cosmos in favor of history-then he must already have 
'secularized' the premise of the nonderivable originality of the whole 
system that has fallen away from the cosmos. Thus at one point or 
another the characteristic of unilateral removal crops up again even 
when the modern age is supposed to be legitimized precisely as the 
product of secularization. 

The progress that is exposed as fate would then be the late (and 
in itself not illegitimate) consequence of an earlier illegitimacy, of the 
infringement of the right that nature has over man and that in antiquity 
was left to it and confinned by a kind of thinking that for Karl LOwith 
would bear the imprint above all of the Stoa. For a change we can 
leave aside the question whether the transformation of the Christian 
story, of salvation into the modern idea of progress is a legitimate, 
logical consequence or a unilateral deformation in order to test the 
evidence of the genetic nexus itself, which after all is not self-evident 
if only because other theses about the derivation of the idea of progress 
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are at least possible. The early modern age not only brought forth 
models of 'progress' itse1f but also found them already present, and 
for the first time explicidy identified them as such -for instance, that 
of astronomy, with the increased accuracy it gained as a result of the 
length of temporal distances.6 What signs are there that even suggest 
a likelihood that theological eschatology, with its idea of the 'consum
mation' of history by its discontinuance, could have provided the 
model for an idea of the forward movement of history according to 
which it was supposed for the first time to gain stability and reliability 
through its consummation or its approach to its consummation? How 
one assigns the values here is secondary compared to the question 
whether a relation of genetic dependence, if not demonstrable by 
pointing to the record of the original event, still at least can be made 
probable enough that further search for such 'records' would be 
justifiable. 

There are entirely harmless formulations of the secularization theo
rem, of a type that can hardly be contradicted. One of these plausible 
turns of phrase is "unthinkable without." The chief thesis then, roughly 
put, would be that the modern age is unthinkable without Christianity. 
That is so fundamentally correct that the second part of this book is 
aimed at demonstrating this fact-with the difference, however, that 
this thesis gains a definable meaning only through a critique of the 
foreground appearance-or better: the apparent background 
presence-of secLllarization. 

Much in the modern age is 'unthinkable without' the Christianity 
that went before it. So much one would expect in advance of any 
deep inquiry. But what does it mean in the particular case of the 
coordination of concrete characteristics? I rely on what seems to have 
become, if not universally, at least widely recognized. Regarding the 
dependence of the idea of progress on Christian eschatology, there 
are differences that would have had to block any transposition of the 
one into the other. It is a formal, but for that very reason a manifest, 
difference that an eschatology speaks of an event breaking into history, 
an event that transcends and is heterogeneous to it, while the idea of 
progress extrapolates from a structure present in every moment to a 
future that is immanent in history. Naturally the idea of progress did 
not generate the instances of progress that have always occurred in 
individual human lives, individual generations, and the combination 
of generations, as results of experience, wiiJ., and practice; 'progress' 
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is the highest-level generalization, the projection ~nto history as a 
whole, which evidently was not possible at just any point in time. We 
have to ask what it was that made it possible. My opinion is that it 
was novel experiences involving such a great extent of time that the 
spring into the final generalization of the 'idea of progress' suggested 
itself as a natural step. One such experience !s the unity of methodically 
regulated theory as a coherent entity developing independently of 
individuals and generations. The fact that hopes for the greater security 
of man in the world grow up around this expansionism of progress, 
and that these hopes can become a stimulus to the realization of the 
idea. is demonstrable. But is such hope identical with Christian es
chatology, now gone over into its secularized fonn? Eschatology may 
have been, 'for a shorter or a longer moment of history, an aggregate 
of hopes; but when the time had come for the emergence of the idea 
of progress, it was more nearly an aggregate of terror and dread. 
Where hope was to arise, it had to be set up and safeguarded as a 
new and original aggregate of this-worldly possibilities over against 
those possibilities of the next world. From a point of view that un
derstands history as progress, the theological expectation of the final 
events impinging on it from outside-even if they were still hoped 
for-appears as a hindrance to the attitudes and activities that can 
secure for man the realization of his possibilities and the satisfaction 
of his needs. It is impossible to see how the one 'expectation' could 
ever result from the other, unless perhaps we were to represent the 
disappointment of the transcendent expectation as an agent of the 
immanent one. But then the time when 1;he idea of progress first 
emerged and impressed itself on history would have to be moved 
forward by considerably more than a millennium. 

The idea of progress and the utopian projections of its limiting cases 
have been seen as surrogates for a missing politics, surrogates that 
precisely as such enter into the function of expectations of transcendent 
salvation and thus transpose these into immanence. "Utopianism arose 
from an incapacity for political action that at first was historically 
conditioned but was then laid down as philosophy of history.»1 But 
precisely because utopianism is grounded in the political deficit of the 
Enlightenment's moralistic critique of history-in. its forgoing of con
temporary applicability-it is questionable whether its relation to the 
future was laid down for it in advance by eschatology'S imprint on 
consciousness. And then there is not much to be said for the proposition 
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that it was "the process of secularization that transposed eschatology 
into a progressive history."8 Why should the divine salvation plan be 
'transfonned' and 'enlightened' when the relation to history had be
come that of a moralistic critique, which after all certainly does not 
want to imitate the function of a Last Judgment, in relation to whicft1 
all of history becomes pure past, that is, the opposite of a process that 
can be influenced by critique? 

In regard to progress, the advocates of secularization theory should 
have decided early on whether they were going to make the' Last 
Judgment or Providence the terminus a quo because the inclusion of 
the Stoics' providence in Christianity was itself already an attempt to 
provide som~ insurance for a history that eschatology no longer pro
vided for, or at any rate no longer saw as in need of regulation: The 
eschatological God of the end of history cannot at the same time be 
the God who makes Himself known and credible in history as its 
caretaker. A secularized eschatology may correspond to thetribruial 
before which a victorious revolution brings its enemies and of which 
the absolute act would no longer have anything to do with ethics: 
"When one had successfully carried out a revolution, one can hang 
its opponents, but one cannot condemn them";9 but the ~dea of progress 
is precisely not a mere watered-down fonn of judgment or revolution; 
it is rather the continuous self-justification of the present, by means 
of the future that it gives itSelf, before the past, with which it compares 
itsel£ The post-Scholastic critique of the authority of Aristode, to the 
extent that it did not consist merely of putting Plato in Aristode's 
place, had continually to take care to justi:fjr itself, which it did by 
pointing to the progress of knowledge that the abondonment of Aristode 
made possible. Self-comparisOn with the authorities of antiquity and 
reflection on method, thanks to which this comparison could be ev~
uated positively each time in favor of the present, were the most 
powerful beginnings of the idea of progress. In this process Descartes's 
Cogito, to which idealism retrospectively assigned a central role here. 
did not in fact function in a way that supports the idea that this 
punctiform act especially represented the absolute quality of a theo
logical antecedent: "In the course of the unfolding of Descartes's Cogito 
ergo sum as the self-guarantee of man who has got free of religious 
bonds. eschatology turns into utopia. To plan history becomes just as 
important as to get a grip on nature. "10 
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But that is accomplished precisely not hy the absolutism of the self
guarantee but rather by the idea of method, and indeed not by its 
organizing itself specifically for history in a different way than for 
nature but rather by making theoretical domination of nature the 
condition of the historical "marcher avec assurance dans cette vie" 
[to walk with confidence in this life1.c The idea of method is not a kind 
of planning, not a transformation· of the divine salvation plan, but 
rather the establishment of a disposition: the disposition of the subject, 
in his place, to take part in a process that generates knowledge in a 
transsubjective manner. 

Just as partially as in the field of theory, the idea of progress makes 
its appearance in the field of the literary: and aesthetic argument with 
the tradition. Here it is not primarily the establishment of a continuous 
sequence of surpassings of what at each point has already been achieved 
but rather the comparison between the·literature and art of antiquity, 
with its canonized exemplary status, and the output of one's contem
poraries. Here the idea of progress arises from protest against the 
status of pennanent prototypes as obligatory ideals. The querelle des 
anciens et des mQdemes [quarrel of the ancients and the moderns] is the 
aesthetic anologue of the detachment of theory from the authority of 
Aristotelianism. 11 In the course of this argument, both the champions 
of the preeminence of antiquity and the advocates of modernity at 
first made use of a thoroughly "natural-cyclical conception" of the 
course of history, so that the nexus between a prior Christian stage 
and the concept of history. emerging from the querelle is made prob
lematic by this intervening neopagan stage. Thus H. R. Jauss is right 
to warn, against Werner Krauss's thesis regarding the "origin of the 
historical world view" as well, 12 that the beginnings of historical con
sciousness are "not to be grasped by means of the category of a 
secularization of the theological understanding of history or ofBossuet's 
Christian philosophy of history." Tlie disadvantage of the aesthetic 
model of progress, as is already made clear by the fact of the querelle, 
is the contestability and the controversial status of possible or actual 
instances of progress in this area; its advantage is· the uncontested 
premise that here it is man, and man alone, who produces the realities 
in the aesthetic sphere, and hence would also be the agent of any 
progress that might take place in it. Even the aesthetics of genius could 
only express this state of affairs emphatically. The transfer of the 
structural schema of aesthetic, theoretical, technical, and moral progress 
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to the collective idea of a wrified histqry presupposes that man sees 
himself as the only one in charge in thistotalio/, that he takes himself 
to be the one who "makes history." Then he can hold it possible to 
deduce the movement of history from the self-understanding of the 
rational, demiurgic, or even creative subject. The future becomes the 
consequence of actions in the present, and these become the realization 
of the current understanding of reality. Only thus does progress become 
the sum of the determinations of the future by the present and its 
past. 

Man-made history has an appearance of predictability. Kant speaks 
of an "a priori possible description of the events that should come to 
pass" in it, just as he speaks of the "soothsaying historical narration 
of what is impending in the future," because here the theoretical 
subject is at the same time the practical origin of the objects of the 
theory: "But how is an a priori history possible? Answer: When the 
soothsayer himself causes and contrives the events that he proclaims 
in advance. "IS The idea of a providence from whose disposition history 
proceeds would not perhaps have had to be destroyed specifically in 
order to make possible this foundation of the rationality of the historical 
totality as long as this 'providence' was the pure world reason of the 
Stoics and had not taken on the character of the impenetrable acts 
of sovereignty of theology's God. For the proposition that man makes 
his history, taken in itself, arouses no greater confidence in the course 
of history than does the assumption of a world reason that superintends 
it; but once 'providence' is drawn into the absolutism of an unfath
omable will, then the actions of men-even if for each individual they 
are always those of all the others-are more reliable. The proposition 
that man makes history still contains no guarantee of the progress 
that he could bring about in making it; it is initially only a principle 
of self-assertion against the uncertainty imposed on knowledge by the 
overwhelming het~ogeneous theological principle, the irrelevance of 
which to man's insight into his own works-and that means into his 
own history as well-is postulated. The principle, beyond that, that 
knowledge of history is the precondition of the rational and thus 
progressive making of history, so that the idea of progress is a-regulative 
idea for the integration of actions, could no doubt only have been 
derived from the model of the integration of theoretical actions in the 
new science. No, it is not to be believed that "secularized as the belief 
in progress, Messianism still displayed unbroken and immense vigor;"14 
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It was certainly a result of the quick disappointment of early ex
pectations of definitive total results that the idea of progress Wlderwent 
expansion into that of 'infinite progress. ' Descartes still seriously thought 
of the attainment during his lifetime of the final theoretical and practical 
goals of his program of method, that is, the completion of physics, 
medicine and (following direcdy from these) ethics. Thus the intro
duction of infinity here was hardly the wiDning of a divine attribute 
for human history; rather it was initially a form of resignation. The 
danger of this hyperbolizing of the idea of progress is the necessary 
disappointment of each individual in the context of history, doing 
work in his particular situation for a future whose enjoyment he cannot 
inherit. Nevertheless the idea of infinite progress also has a safeguarding 
function for the actual individual and for each actual generation in 
history. If there were an immanent final goal of history, then those 
who believe they know it and claim to promote its attainment would 
be legitimized in using all the others who do not know it and cannot 
promote it as mere means. Infinite progress does make each present 
relative to its future, but at the same time it renders every absolute 
claim Wltenable. This idea of progress corresponds more than anything 
else to the only regulative principle that can make history humanly 
bearable, which is that all dealings must be so constituted that through 
them people do not become mere means. If eschatology or messianism 
were really the substantial point of departure of the modern historical 
consciousness, then that consciousness would be permanendy and 
inescapably defined by teleological conceptions, by ideas of ends. This 
proposition cannot be converted into the assertion that where absolute 
teleological conceptions do appear, as in Descartes's definitive' ethics 
Imorale dffi,nitive] or Francis Bacon's recovery of paradise, this is already 
enough to demonstrate the presence of secularizations. 

Translator's Notes 

a. The author's critique of "substantialistic" ontologies of history, referred to here. was presented 
in the first edition of Die Legitimitiit der Nemeit (Frankfurt Suhrkamp, 1966). p. 69. The parallel 
passage in this tranSlation of the second edition is on pp. 113-114. 

b. Toposfmckung, "topos research" is the systematic investigation of recurrent rhetorical tQjJai
'topics' or subjeCtS-seen as lU1.derlying thought and writing in a given tradition. The classic 
work in this field is E. R. Curtius's Europiitsche LiJeratuT u.wi. Latelnisches MUtelalter (Berlin: A. 
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Francke, 1948), translated a$ European Literature and the Lattn Middle Ages (New York: Pantheon, 
1953). . 

c. Descartes, Discoune on Method, part one; trans. Haldane and Ross, The Phi!tJsophicol Works if 
Descartes (Cambridge University Press, 1911}, 'VoL 1, p. 87. 
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Instead of Secu1a.:rization of 
Eschatology, Secularization. 
by Eschatology 

Unlike the idea of providence that was taken over from Hellenistic 
philosophy into the patristic literature, the biblical eschatology is an 
element native to theology; in Greek philosophy world cycles and 
world incinerations were immanent processes of nature, the self
consumings of the cosmic process, which have their corresponding 
self-restorations. So the preference for eschatology over pronoia [Prov
idence] in the secularization theorems corresponds to a quite sound, 
though unexpressed, understanding of the criterion [for the use of 
secularization as a historical explanation] that an element must belong 
originally to Christianity if it.is to be possible to speak meaningfully 
of its later being secularized. A sufficient reason why the idea of 
providence could not be secularized in· a late phase of the history of 
Christianity is that it had already participated, at the beginning of that 
history, in the one fundamental secularization lVerweltlichung: becoming· 
worldly] of Christianity that was accomplished by TOlling back escha
tology and ~ecovering a respite for history. The fact that the world 
as a whole is well administered has significance, as a source of sat
isfaction, only if its duration is once more supposed to have a positive 
value. 

So the criterion of original ownership [by Christianity1 as a condition 
of the possibility of seCularization cannot be set aside on the grounds 
that it would require a demonstration of absolute originality, which 
does not exist in history. If someone is inclined to regard speculative 
trinities and triads as consequences of Christianity's divine trinity, then 

- --------........ _._ ... - .........•.. _---_ .. _ .. ----------' 
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he has the criterion of genuine ownership on his side in a way that 
someone who wants to trace the drive of the vanous mOrllsms toward 
rational unity back. to the meaning of monotheism in Christianity does 
not. Perhaps it would be more accurate to speak of a high degree of 
specificity of the dement suspected of being secularized rather than 
of original ownership. When Georg Simmel thought that he recognized 
the outbreak of World War I as the 'absolute situation,' it was not a 
lack. of affinity to theological thinking that prevented this from having 
the appearance of a secularizing quotation but rather the absence of 
any specifically Christian homology, even if one allows that the absolute 
demands of the New Testament's Sermon on the Mount must have 
appealed to a kind of 'absolute situation.' That an idea belongs spe
cifically within the theological horizon would be attested most clearly 
by a relation of ownership based on authorship, in regard to which 
an expropriation could then be very clearly demonstrated. However, 
this methodical ideal cannot deny its derivation from a standpoint 
within the modem system of reference. The idea of ownership of what 
one has originally produced, thought, and created is a modem idea. 
Even the justification of divine right by the Creation is not so self
evident as it seems to those who derive 'natural-law' conclusions from 
it. And one must also consider the fact that theology itself cannot in 
the strict sense claim authorship of its contents, to the extent that it 
traces these back. to an act of 'bestowal' by revdation. On the other 
hand, the whole complex of secularization would never have contracted 
the odium of the violation of another's rights were it not for the (either 
open or secret) adoption of the premise that here something had 
entered the stream of history, from a unique, single, and unsurpassable 
source, that would otherwise have been witheld from that stream. 
The whole process of the historical criticism of the biblical contents 
has not been able to pry loose this presuppositiop of the secularization 
thesis. 

Historical theology has represented almost every aspect of Chris
tianity as the product of its HelleI?istic environment. It is clear that 
the secularization thesis could only achieve its present-day significance 
in connection with the denial of this historical subordination, in con
nection, that is, with 'dialectical' theology and also with the separation 
of the 'kerygma' from the mythological conditions of its entry into 
the world. a There is an implicit acknowledgment of the criterion of 
authentic ownership in all this. But at the end of the long campaign 
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of historicism, b scarcely anything remains that satisfies this criterion. 
We especially have to bear in mind that the Hellenistic materials that 
were Christianized in the early centuries have Once again become 
available, a millennium and a half later, to accomplish direcdy now, 
without the passage through Christianity, what then 'appears' as sec
ularization. The rejection of Aristotelianism together with its Scholastic 
derivative fonus allowed not only Platonism to become influential but 
also especially certain chief articles of the Stoic philosophy that had 
already made an impression on the Christian authors of the first 
centuries but that now took on an autonomous function. The extent 
of what Descartes, for instance, took from the Stoic tradition may well 
even now not have been fully identified: the precedence that it gave 
to .ethics and its instrumentalization of physics for that end, its logic 
of hypothetical inferences, its anthropological model of the wise man 
as the invulnerable and inaccessible autarkic subject, the inaccessibility 
of consciousness to physical contingency and empirical uncertainty. 
Although Wilhelm Dilthey pointed to the importance of the Stoic 
tradition for the genesis of the early modern age's "natural system," 
this has not prevented an abundance of assertions of supposed 'sec
ularization: When Auguste Comte speaks programmatically of "or
ganizing providence," then there is certalnly no doubt to what his 
appeal addresses itself-namely, a diffuse religious trust in the fatherly 
regulation of the world's affairs1-but no one will be able to deny 
that the philosopher is employing a concept of which there is no trace 
in the New Testament whatsoever. Thus the question regarding the 
burden of proof is not only directed at the Chrlstian tradition's original 
ownership of contents that it might in fact merely have transmitted 
and turned over to worldly use, but it must also take seriously the 
fact and the ftmction of the rediscovery of antiquity, which did not 
have to rely on the Middle Ages, and by which the original elements 
were set up alongside their Christianized correlates. What might appear 
to be a secularized reconstruction can always be the worldly original 
itself again, though admittedly now appearing in a function altered 
by the antithetical relation of modernity to the Middle Ages. 

An mstructive variant of the question of the burden of pro.of for 
the secularization thesis arises in connection with Rudolf Bultmann's 
"demythologizing" project. ill the midst of the New Testament texts' 
historical conditioning and saturation with received ideas, Bultmann 
wants to rescue an irreducible and original core that resists all historicism 
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by means of its formal worldlessness. This "kerygma," by virtue of 
its definition, cannot be secularized: It cannot <go over into' worldliness; 
it can only 'disappear' in it. This must be borne in mind when Bultmann 
speaks of the "historicization of eschatology" that was begun by St. 
Paul and radically carried through by St. John. J! Theology always returns 
to its classical heresies: The doctrine of the kerygma is:a variation of 
Docetism, and secularization repeats the (however conceptualized) In
carnation. Consequendy it appeals to the theologian as a process with 
which he could not be more familiar: The deus revelatus [revealed God], 
historicized. becomes once again the deus absconditus [hidden God], as 
which He revealed himsel£ Secularization does not transform; it only 
conceals that which the world cannot tolerate and to be unable to 
tolerate which is its essential character. The advantage that Bultmann 
the New Testament scholar holds over Bultmann the philosopher of 
history is the way the onset of the process of secularization is moved 
forward to the beginning of Christian history; for secularization is 
already a foregone conclusion with that early "historicization of es
chatology" between St. Paul and St. Jo1m. What pretends to be so 
formal is itself a Gnostic myth: The only things that escape the control 
of the world's powers are the untouchable core of the pneuma, on 
the side of man, and the kerygma'S saving summons, on the side of 
God. The decision occurs in history. but not through it. But at the 
same time the early historicization of the essential contents of salvation 
consumes the substance that as a later secularization could have served 
to explain the modern age. How could something that on account of 
the transcendent nature ascribed to it was fated, almost from the 
moment of its proclamation, to be historicized, that as a cosmic es
chatology had already lost its (in any case only reconstructible) au
thenticity, and that as a formless expectation of world catastrophe 
was handed over to the speculative calculations of the patristic and 
Scholastic literature and .beyond-how could it be 'secularized' yet 
again? Just this is what Bultmann the philosopher of history seems to 
assume when he says that the idea of progress preserves the idea of 
eschatological fulfillment "in a secularized form," or when he describes 
Kant's attitude to history as "a moralistic secularization of the Christian 
teleology of history and its eschatology," or finally when he writes 
that in Hegel "the secuJarizing of Christian faith is carried 
out ... consciously and consistendy. "8 
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For Bultmann the cosmic eschatology of the world's destruction and 
the Last Judgment took over the position of the kerygma and its 
urunediated summons to 'existence.) Hence it is possible to trace it 
back to the worldly context of the cyclical cosmic speculations in which 
Hellenistic thinkers engaged, correlating it with a fundamental myth 
typified by the Stoics' continuous world renewal. In this connection 
it is characteristic of Bultmann that he! interprets Jewish apocalyptics 
as merely a special case of this fundamental myth, one in which it is 
compressed into a single, unrepeated cycle.4 One may wonder whether 
it can be correct to describe the divisidn between a cyclical course of 
the world process and a one-time historical decision as merely a quan
titative co.ntraction of that fundamental myth; it seems to me that 
here Bultmarm overlooks the fact that the development of the cyclical 
cosmology had to be grounded in a positive evaluation of the cosmic 
pattern that was repeated throughout all time, that is, that it presup
posed the specific relation to nature of the late Stoa. 

1 ewish apocalyptics contains no cosmological interest of this sort 
whatsoever; rather it compensates for the failure of the historical 
expectations of a nation by prophesying a fulfillment beyond history. 
It is a theodicy that vindicates the Old Testament God of the Covenant 
by devaluing the innerworldly history of the people to whom His favor 
was supposed to have been assured. No Hellenistic cosmology could 
take over this fimction of world devalmition. But in Bultmann's context 
this objection does not alter the fact that expectation of an apocalypse, 
as compensation for an interest directed at the world and at history, 
can itself only be 'worldly.' Still, these imaginings remain too distant 
and expansive to take on an immediate significance for the life of the 
individual man, a significance that influences and alters his behavior. 
This klnd of significance results not from the contraction of the world 
cycles into one but rather from the further contraction of that one 
cycle into the lifetime of the generation that is told of the final events. 
This transformation into an 'immediate expectation' [Naherwarlung] 
radicalizes both the exhortative and the normative urgency of the 
doctrfue; it creates the horizon for the kerygma. 

Let us pose the question differendy for a change. Let us ask not 
what was originally 'unworldly' about Christianity but what the term 
"unworldly" could even have meant originally. Definition isnecessary 
here because the Platonic/Neoplatonic concept of transcendence has 
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superimposed on genuine unworldliness the spacial schematism of an 
extraworldliness. We are bound by this superimposed schematism 
even in our understanding of the concept of secularization: What can 
be secularized (made worldly) is only what claims by virtue of its 
descent or specificity to be extra worldly. The schematism of tran.
scendence presupposes a dualism of decision between sunultaneously 
existing possibilities, intentions. directions. The unworldliness of the 
initial biblical situation implies a different schematism: An interest in 
the world is not just put in question by the presence of an alternative; 
rather it is robbed of all meaning because no time remains for the 
world. Only the fact that one cannot rely on a natural end of the 
world is sufficient to exclude the dominant naturalistic note that is 
implicit in the cyclical myth of the world process. But the world concept 
does not already lose its 'cosmic' character because the total process 
is assumed to occur only once, so that every event is unique. The 
sharpness of the difference lies in the New Testament's 'immediate 
expectation,' by which the promised events of the Parousia are moved 
into the actual life of the individual and ofhis generation. Expectations 
that extend into the future beyond the present generation are of a 
different kind, not only quantitatively but qualitatively; they do not 
displace people into a 'state of emergency.' 'Inunediate expectation' 
negates every type of durability, not only the world's but also its own, 
by which it would refute itsel£ If it survives this self-refutation by 
means of the UlUloticed reestablishment of a more distant expectation, 
oflong-tenn indeterminacy, then its specific unworldliness is destroyed. 
In early Christian history another and a heterogeneous unworldliness, 
of the type of 'transcendence,' stood ready to reoccupy the vacant 
position. 

So it is not the contraction of the cosmic cycles to a single one but 
the presence of the crisis of that one that creates what even apart 
from all theological interpretations is clearly 'unworldly' in the New 
Testament. Nature and history are equally affected by it. Acute 'im
mediate expectation' tears the individual free even from the historical 
interests of his people and presses upon him his own salvation as his 
most immediate and pressing concern. Assuming that this is the 'last 
moment,' demands can be made on every individual that are incon
sistent with realism regarding the world and that would have the 
reverse of survival value were the world to endure. If one takes this 
to be essential to the original.core of Christian teaching, then it has 
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nothing to do with the concept of history, or it has only one thing to 
do with it: It makes an absolute lack of interest in the conceptualization 
and explanation of history a characteristic of the acute situation of its 
end. Self-assertion then becomes the epitome of senselessness. In the 
subsequent history of Christian theology, people did indeed work with 
heterogeneous ideas and conceptual means, but the logic of Christian 
thinking drove it once again to 'deprive self-assertion of meaning 
through the absolute intensification of concern for salvation. This will 
be shown, in connection with the end of the Middle Ages and the 
initial situation of the modern age, in part II. 

Precisely then where the genuinely specific character of New Tes
tament eschatology can be grasped, its untranslatability into any concept 
ofhistory,-however defined, is evident. There is no concept of history 
that can claim identity of 'substance' with immediate expectation. 
Even if one were to say that it was a new intention toward the future, 
as the dimension of human fulfillment, which was introduced by the 
"historicization of eschatology." that would directly contradict the fun
damental process of the "contraction of the allotted time." After the 
Babylonian exile, the Jewish idea of the apocalypse was able to reduce 
the impact of disappointed historical expectations by means of a more 
and more richly elaborated speculative picture of the messianic future. 
'Immediate expectation' destroys this relation to the future. The present 
is the last moment of decision for the approaching kingdom of God, 
and he who postpones conversion so as to put his affairs in order is 
already lost. 

The accommodation with the facts of the world that persisted in 
existence simply was not accomplished by projecting into the future 
what according to the promise should already have happened. On 
the contrary, the "historicization of eschatology" in St. Paul, and even 
more' clearly in St. John, takes the form of a proclamation that the 
events that are decisive for salvation have already occurred. It is true 
that St. Paul still foresaw a final judgment, but 'acquittal' before the 
divine tribunal was already granted to those who by baptism and faith 
could subsume themselves in the death on the cross and thus lose 
their sinful identities. Saint John takes the next logical step of saying 
that the judgment itself has already occurred and that the believer 
already possesses 'life,' the ultimate gift of salvation. Thus the tendency 
in dealing with eschatological disappointment was not to explain away 
the delay, to reintroduce indefiniteness, but rather to relocate the 
events that were decisive for salvation in the past and to emphasize 
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(what was now only) an 'inner' possession of ~ertainty deriving from 
that past. The future 'no longer brings something radically new, the 
triumphandy intervening victory over evil; rather it provides scope for 
the artificial transformations and speculative evasions that were needed 
in order to reconcile the inherited testimony of 'immediate expectation' 
with the Wlexpected continuance of the world and time.5 

The eschatological future had not only become indefinite; it had 
also lost its connection with the blessings of salvation that had already 
been conveyed to redeemed mankind. Consequendy the basic escha
tological attitude of the Christian epoch could no longer be one, of 
hope for the final events but was rather one of fear of judgffientand 
the destruction of the world. If the original community of believers 
had still called for the coming of their Lord, very soon the Church 
was praying pro mora finis, for a postponement of the end.6 The concept 
of history that could be constructed from this basic attitude is at most 
one of an interval of grace, not of an expectation directed toward a 
future in which it seeks fulfillment. The final events become God's 
secret proviso vis-a.-vis history, which serves not so much to place 
human consciousness before its decision for or against its maker as 
to justify God for not excepting the Christians from the manifestations 
of His anger against the heathen, and thus making the Christians pay 
the price of the desired continuance of the genus humanum, the human 
race, in which the elect and the rejected are still treated alike. 

Early Christianity found itself in what was, in view of its foundational 
documents, the difficult position of having to demonstrate the trust
worthiness of its God to an unbelieving surrounding world not by the 
fulfillment of His promises but by the postponement of this fulfillment, 
"Since He has fixed the eternal judgment after the end of the world, 
He does not carry out the separation presupposed by that judgment 
before, the end of the world. In the meantime He is the same both 
in kindness and in anger for all of humanity. "7 In order to demonstrate 
its usefulness to the SurrOWlding world, which, while it is a source of 
affliction, is also itself afflicted, the ancient Church 'secularizes' itself 
into (takes on the worldly role of) a stabilizing factor. At the same 
time it 'organizes' its worldliness internally, m0st obviously in the 
Church's jurisdiction over its individual members, which Tertullian 
calls_ "the highest anticipation of the Judgment to come."s The prayed
for interim of grace for the world fills itself with surrogates for absolute 
righteousness, which is not thereby prepared for but rather rendered 
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superfluous as far as the force of the n~ for it i$ concerned. And 
Tertullian is no exceptional case. Karl Holl added to his essay on 
HTertullian as a Writer" the hanclwrittenmarginal note, sounding 
ahnost disappointed, "No apologist hopes for an early retUIn of the 
Lord!'>!! . 

If one wished to characterize the prqcess I have outlined as one of 
"secularization" -even though his·toric.3.ny it does present itself in an 
unexpected place-then in any case it would be not the secularization 
of eschatology but rather secularization by eschatology. Its motive 
power could then be that the new intensity of the aspects of the world 
whose readmission was unhoped for had to contribute to the renewed 
interest in the world. Franz Overbeck wrote that to the Church, the 
end of this· world seemed near only so long as it had not yet "conquered 
a piece of it. But this conquest came too late to repress 'immediate 
expectation,' to compensate for the great disappointment. It must 
have been the other way around: The energy. of the eschatological 
'state of emergency,' set free, pressed toward self-institutionalization 
in the world. But this does not falsifY Overbeck's statement of symmetry: 
HAs long as the Church possesses this piece, it will continue to be 
interested in the continued existence of the world; if the last piece is 
ever really endangered, then she' ~ join her voice in the old cry 
again. "10 . 

In spite of recurring waves of eschatological-chiliastic excitement, 
the Middle Ages carried on the tendency of taking the edge off of the 
biblical testimony of expectation of the end with allegorical interpre
tations, transposing it into expansive long-:term speculations, and re
casting the declarations of an impending salvation into a system of 
the internalization of what had already been effected and ensured and 
turned over to the Church as an inexhaustible store of mercy for it 
to administer. Added to this was the way the doctrinal unit called 
eschatology was divided up: For the Middle Ages there was both a 
cosmic and an inrltuidual eschatology. This split made it inevitable that 
man's interest would be absorbed by the question of his own 'last 
things.' The late doctrine ofa special judgment for each deceased 
person at the moment of his death gave to the Last Judgment at the 
end of time the role of a :finale that could no longer really affect the 
consciousness of the individual. The dimension of the future and of 
hope, of which 'secularization theorems speak as a model to be taken 
over by the modem age, is no match in its pallor for the wealth of 
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realistic images of the saving deeds in the past. That does not justify 
making every aesthetic realism into a secularized descendent of Chris
tianity's Incarnation; but means of representation were unquestionably 
developed in relation to that remembrance, not in relation to hope 
(more nearly in relation to fear). 

In the Christian tradition, paradise was never attractive; it was ac
cepted as part of the bargain because it meant the avoidance of its 
opposite. This does not yet make the negation of the negation, or the 
negative dialectic, into a product of secularization. But it suggests the 
invaluable historical advantage of being able to say that the Messiah 
has not yet come. What has already been can only be disappointing. 
The chiliastic enthusiasts of both sacred and worldly peripeties have 
always understood that. The Messiah who has already appeared can 
only be treated dogmatically; one must be able to specify exacdy who 
he was, how he identified himself, what he left behind him. The 
harmonization of what had already come about with what was still 
to come was the early Christian way of combining the advantages of 
unfulfilled messianism with the certainty of faith in an absolution that 
has already been promulgated. 

Even if one could identify a genuinely biblical substance throughout 
the functional transformation of eschatology up to the threshold of 
the modern age, one would still have to inquire about the criterion 
of the unilateralness of the removal in order to secure the necessary 
precision for the asserted process of secularization. It must be admitted 
that the substantival formula "the historicizatipn of eschatology" ar
tificially avoids specification of who it is that historicizes eschatology, 
if it does not historicize itself: But it is precisely the quintessence of 
the state of affairs we have described that no foreign or external factor 
is at work here employing the authentic substance of eschatological 
ideas for its own purposes; on the contraIY, eschatology historicizes 
itself-not, however, by transforming itself and continuing in a false 
'incarnation' [Schein lew] but rather by enforcing the reoccupation of 
its position by heterogeneous material. Here one gets into linguistic 
ambigmties. Certainly it can be said that the embarrassing situation 
of eschatological disappointment allowed the claims <of this world' to 
come into play. There are forms of expropriation in which the surrender 
of substance, in anticipation of its removal, takes on the appearance
of a free decision. Hermann Zabel has urged against my catalog of 
the criteria of secularization that the element of unilateral removal 
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was absent even in certain actual historical legal proceedings where 
the Church spontaneously secularized some of its property. Even if 
one is not prepared to grant in advance the omnipotence of material 
interests, one will still have to investigate in each particular case whether 
the situation of the surrender was not characterized by either acute 
or chronic coercion, which is still the case if it was a matter of prudent 
anticipation. ll In relation to the process of the early Christian «his
toricization of eschatology," one might choose the fonnulation that 
the pressing or coercive situation of unilateral removal by a 'worldly' 
power arose solely through the persistence-inadmissible according 
to the gospel announcement- of this very world in existence. But 
the historian must go one step -further: What the tenn "world" signifies 
itself originated in that process of 'reoccupying' the position of acute 
expectation of the end. Only now does it become necessary to digest 
the fact that it was the created world that in the eschatological an
nunciation was reduced to the status of an episode and doomed to 
destruction. Only the great Marcion could resolve this dilemma
dualistically, and thus mythically. The dualism between the sphere of 
salvation and the created world was so unavoidable that it had to 
appear even in the orthodox systems, though mitigated by the alle
gorization of the countexpower as a political entity, as in Augustine's 
twofold civitas [city of man, city of God]. Only after two legal subjects 
have come into being can the history of transfers of property in the 
strict sense begin, in which there will be both genuine and false gifts 
(and thus 'sacralizations') just as there are genuine and false secular
izations. That one of the two institutions pr~sent in the world is hence
forth explicidy designated as "worldly" is only the expression 
corresponding to the other's conception of itself as "not of this world." 
But the reverse of this relation does not hold. 

Thus the possibility of talk of secularization is conditioned by the 
process that established 'worldliness' in the first place. There was no 
'worldliness' before there was the opposite of 'unworldliness.' It was 
the world released to itself from the grip of its negation, abandoned 
to its self-assertion and to the means necessary to that self-assertion, 
not responsible for man's true salvation but still competing with that 
salvation with its own offer of stability and reliability. This true 'creation 
of the world' rWeltwerdung] is not a secularization ('becoming worldly,) 
in the sense of the transformation of something preexisting but rather, 
as it were, the primary crystallization of a hitherto unknown reality. 
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Secularization as an encroachment aJready presupposes the historically 
perfected demarcation of the agencies resporisible· for salvation, on 
the one hand, and for welfare, on the other, and presupposes the 
possibility of transposing the accents assigned to each of them as well. 

The worldly power that is pictured -as operative in the process <?f 
secularization is for its part, and as such, -just as much'a product of 
the origiIlal inadmissible persistence in existence of the world. which 
could not remain what it had been before, as was its self-described 
"unworldly" counterpart. This fact removes the suggestion of an almost 
Gnostic dualism from the rivalry of powers that is presupposed in the 
concept of secularization. The identification of autonomous reason 
with the worldliness that originated in this way is a hasty interpretation, 
and no doubt one that is attributable to a desire to subject reason to 
the demonizing effect of the antithesis. 

But ifit is not 'demonic,' it certainly is overextended. Modern reason, 
in the fonn of philosophy, accepted the challenge of the questions, 
both the great and the all too great, that were bequeathed to it. It is 
not the autochthonous and spontaneous will to knowledge that drives 
reason to overexertion. The pretension of an absolute new beginning 
suffers from an appearance of illegitimacy on account of the continuity 
that derives -from its inability to shake off inherited questions. The 
modern age accepted problems as set for it that the Middle Ages had 
posed and supposedly answered but that had only been posed precisely 
because people thought they already possessed the 'answers.' For this 
phase, where the canon is being expanded to include new problems, 
Nietzsche's thesis that one hears "only the questions to which one is 
in a position to find an answer"12 is correct; but it does not hold, for 
the subsequent epoch, which cannot simply discharge the unanswered 
balance of its inherited questions with the admission that it is not a 
match for them. The continuity of history across the epochal threshold 
lies not in the permanence of ideal substances but rather in the in
heritance of problems, which obliges the heir, in his turn, to know 
again what was known once before. Every attempt at resignation with 
respect to the unknowable then meets with the reproach of being 
'positivist,' or whatever other catchword for that reproach may be 
convenient at the moment. 

Thus, as we know, the modem age found it impossible to decline 
to answer questions about the totality of history. To that extent the 
philosophy of history is an attempt to answer a medieval question 
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with the means available to a postmedieval age. In this process, the 
idea of progress is driven to a level of. generality that overextends its 
original, regionally circumscribed· and objectively limited range as an 
assertion. As one of the possible answers to the question of the totality 
of hist()ry, it is drawn into the function for consciousness that had 
been performed by the framework of the salvation story, with Creation 
at one end and Judgment at the other. The fact that this explanatory 
accomplishment exceeded the powers of its characteristic rationality 
was not without historical consequences. 

Thus the formation of the idea of progress and its taking the place 
of the historical totality that was bounded by Creation and Judgment 
are two distinct events. The idea of 'reoccupation'c says nothing about 
the derivation of the newly installed element, only about the dedication 
it receives at its installation. If one wishes to speak here of an alienation 
or expropriation, a reinterpretation or overinterpretation, then its object 
was not the theological substance of eschatology in its late, medieval 
forms; rather what was laid hold of was the independently generated 
idea of progress, the authentic rationality of which was overextended 
in the process. As an assertion about the totality of history, including 
the future, the idea of progress is removed from its empirical foundation 
in the extension of the reality accessible to and manageable by theory 
and in. the efficiency of the theoretical methodology employed for 
that purpose, and it is forced to perform a function that was originally 
defined by a system that is alien to it. The transformation of progress 
into a faith encompassing the future requires not only that it should 
be a principle immanent in history-that is, that it can emerge from 
the reason that is operative in individual human actions-it also requires 
that this principle should in fact be active and continue to be so. Even 
Auguste Comte's law of the three phases of history responds to the 
pressure to explain history as a whole by projecting a totality that 
from the perspective of the third, "positive" phase (in which after all 
this schema is proclaimed for the first time), and in the context of its 
critical restrictions,· is no longer at all possible. This sort of philosophy 
of history perpetrates the contradiction of excluding itself from the 
rational criticism that it assigns to itself as the characteristic of its 
historical standpoint. Hegel's philosophy of history too is a later, ret
rospective attempt to rejoin the Enlightenment's model of history to 
the Christian conception of history and to relate them in such a way 
that the identity of the reason realizing itself in history can still be 
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seen to be conflnned by a subterranean constancy of the realized 
ideas. To the extent that the philosophy oehistory continues to be 
fixated on the definition of an overall structure of its object, it is 
burdened by no longer realistically fulfillable obligations toward the 
persisting 'great questions.' " 

One element did not play an important role in the early formation 
of the idea of progress: that of the intensity of the process, of accel
eration. As soon as the new undertakings visibly began to exceed the 
dimensions of what could be accomplished in one generation and its 
immediate future, the question of speeding up the theoretical, the 
technical, and so far as possible even the moral processes had to 
become a matter of interest to those participating in and affected by 
them. This acceleration not only gave rise to and reinforced expec
tations; it also produced uneasiness, mistrust, negative utopias. fear 
of the future, visions of downfall, and so forth. But that does not lead 
to the limiting case of an accelerated running out of history that could 
efface the difference between the idea of progress and eschatology in 
such a way that the attitude to the future once again corresponds to 
the "belief in an imminent radical change in world history," that is, 
represents a secularized millenarianisro. 13 There are no grounds for 
saying that this acceleration is "in the first instance an apocalyptic 
category, which represents the shortened interval before the advent 
of the Last Judgment," and that this category was "transformed" after 
the middle of the eighteenth century into a "concept of historical 
hope."H When Luther, according to Reinhart Koselleck's quotation 
from his "table talk" of1532, takes exception to Melanchthon allowing 
the world a further endurance of four hundred years, and for his part 
insists on the biblical abbreviation of this term in the interesf$ of the 
elect, then the difference is manifest between abbreviation of the 
world's remaining time and acceleration of the process that for the 
first time is supposed to make it pleasant to remain in the world. The 
biblical expectation, which Luther shares, of the shortening of the 
apocalyptic period, itself no longer has the unambiguous character of 
joyful expectation of the end that is brought still closer but exhilJits 
instead a desire to decrease fear of the terrors to come. The significant 
evidence of 'secularization' here is on the side of Melanchthon, who 
is encouraged to speculate on the extended duration of the world by 
the" fact that its end after all no longer affects the current generations 
and allows the modus vivendi with the world to continue as an advan- " 
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tageous one. Melanchthon's four centuries do not contain the secu
larized theological element of abbreviation of the final times; rather 
they serve to exclude the reality of the end from consciousness and 
to direct attention to the possibility of assigning a higher value to time, 
and m~g fuller use of it, by compressing what occurs in it. It is 
precisely the disproportion between the natural lifetime and the 
emerging technical requirements of the modern program of progress 
that provides the rational motive for acceleration once the other course, 
which had been envisaged at an earlier date, that of adapting the 
duration of the life of an individual to the dimensions of the new 
world by means of the art of medicine, had proved to be impracticable. 

The history of the factors promoting acceleration, which has yet to 
be written; should not restrict itself to the appearance of expressions 
of an increased tempo but should rather explore the earlier phase of 
the experience of impatience with the slowness of the process, and 
of both resignation and summoning up of courage with regard to 
progress's seemingly ever greater consumption of time. 

Translator's Notes 

a. "Dialectical theology" refers to the theology of Karl :Barth and his fullowers. The "demy
thologizing" of the kerygma is Rudolf Bulttnann's project. 

b. "Historicism.," here and throughout this book, is not what Karl Popper baptized with that 
name Un TM Poverty 0/ Hi5tQricism and The open SoCiety and itJ Enemies): the "holistic" claim to 
have found predictive "laws" of history. Instead, it is simply the 'endeavor of historical scbol- . 
arship-espedally since the early nineteenth century-to interpret any individual historical 
phenomenon as having a specific character that in each case is the product of a process of 
historical development rather than of a 'spontaneous generation' or a transcendent intervention 
(or of the repetition of eternally 'given' forms, archetypes, or whatever). This is the usual 
meaning of Historismus in Germany. the common core of the "historicisms" analyzed by Ernst 
Troe1tsch. Karl Mannheim, Friedrich Meinecke, and Benedetto Croce. The "long campaign of 
historicism," in this sense of the term, is inimical to ideas of 'authentic ownership' inasmuch 
as it always seeks out earlier 'sources' 0.- 'influences' that have produced' the phenomenon in 
question through a process of development. 

c. The author is referring here to his theory, adumbrated in the two previous paragraphs and 
presented at greater length in part I, chapter 6, of the continuity of history as a system of 
"positiOIlS" Un one respect, of "questions") that are "reoccupied" (with new answers) after 
changes of epoch. 
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Making History So As to 
Exonerate God? 

If we define progress for once not as an increased quantity of goods 
but as a reduced quantity of 'bads' in the world, we can see more 
clearly what really differentiates the modem concept of history from 
the Christian intetpretation and why, in the perspective of the latter, 
the former had to be illegitimate. The· objectionable element is not 
the postponement by history, and dissolution in history, of a concept 
of transcendent salvation but rather the disruption of the function of 
a theodicy that operates with the argument that man is responsible 
for all that is bad in the world. According to the exemplary conception 
developed by Augustine, the physical defects of the created world are 
simply the just penalties for the evil that proceeded from human 
freedoIll- The inevitability of this train of thought in Augustine's actual 
situation lay in the fact that it made it possible for him to avoid the 
Gnostic dualism of good and evil world principles." To be sure, the 
converted Gnostic had to provide an equivalent for the cosmic principle 
of evil in the bosom of mankind itseI£ He found it in inherited sinfulness, 
as a quantity of corruption that is constant rather than being the result 
of the summation of individual faulty actions. While this sinfulness is 
inherited, it is at the same time a disposition to increase the actual 
evil and thus continually to reduce th~ chances of the good being 
realized-a negative concept of 'progress' that Kant would be the first 
to reverse. Augustine's explanation of the bad in the world as the 
result of human wickedness; as a species-wide quantity, made it nec
essary for any subsequent notion of progress that would undertake 
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to diminish the bad in the world also to e~tablish man's ability to 
lessen his culpability by his own efforts. The idea' of progress, as was 
to become evident much later on, requires a reversal of the causal 
relation between moral and physical evils; it is founded on the as
sumption that in a better world it would be easier to be a better 
person. But as had been laid down in Paul's Epistle to the Romans, 
death came into the world through sin, and consequently the reverse 
could not be said -that man sins because he must die. 

Hans Jonas has correctly related the possibility of the idea of progress 
to the position that is the antithesis of the Pauline/Augustinian doctrine 
of grace, namely, Pelagianism, which he characterizes as the "leveling 
of divine grace into an instructive power working toward progress in 
the whole of hl,UllaIl history and increasingly bringing men to the 
consciousness of their freedom and responsibility for themselves."l 

But to infer from this that the idea of progress has after all been 
traced back to a Christian origin would be mistaken. For though it is 
true that Augustinianism, and above all its late-medieval extreme 
forms, excludes the possibility of the conception of progress, it should 
not be assumed that Pelagianism represents the intratheological al
ternative to this position. It would be more correct to say that the 
naturalism of mere divine assistance holds to the young Augustine's 
doctrine of freedom without his Gnostic trauma but consequently also 
without the function of theodicy-unless one were to regard it as a 
variant way of vindicating the Creator that the defects ofRis Creation 
are eliminated in the course of time by the zeal and diligence of His 
creatures. If one looked in the modern philosophy of history for an 
equivalent to that Pelagian position with its opposition to the Augustine 
who was' reconverted by the Epistle to the Romans, that equivalent 
would be Lessing's Education 0/ Hurq,anity. 

'Theodicy' first became a literary reality under that name in the 
work of Leibniz. But although Leibniz did influence the development 
of the modern age's concept of history by his establishment of the 
positive uniqueness of the individual, this was not a result of his Theodicy. 
Nor could it have been. For in this work any tendency toward a 
philosophy of history is excluded precisely because it asserts the world's 
quality of being the best of all possible worlds. This leads to an optimistic 
statics ofinsurpassability, which denies man any significance in relation 
to the production of a 'better world.' 



r-
t 
i 
I 
! 

I 
~ 
! 
I 
! 
t 

55 
"Chapter 5 

An essential characteristic of Leibniz's argumentation, by which he 
is distinguished from Augustine, is the integration of the bad aspects 
of the world into the design of the Creation. Even the God who is to 
be vindicated by His work can Himself generate physically bad things 
to the extent that they are unavoidable in the accomplishment of the 
optimal overall goal. There is no longer any relation of retribution 
between these bad things and human actions. Leibniz's theodicy char
acterizes the bad things in the world no longer in moral terms but 
rather in instIUrnental ones. Leo Strauss saw the element of 'secular
ization' precisely in this, that not only has providence lost its myste
riousness for reason, but at the same time the claim to absoluteness 
of the divine laws has been overlaid by the justification of evil means 
by the grandeur of the overall end. The Theodicy paves the way for 
the modern concept of history to the extent that it demonstrates the 
rationality of absolute ends by the model of divine action. "In proportion 
as the providential order came to be regarded as intelligible to man, 
and therefore evil came to be regarded as evidendy necessary or 
useful, the prohibition against doing evil lost its evidence. Hence various 
ways of action which were previously condemned as evil could now 
be regarded as. good."2 

Is the absolutism of ends the bridge by which the secularization of 
the concept of providence into the concept of history was accomplished? 
The Theodicy is anything but a theological work; it could not even be 
the secuh¢zation of such a work, for one unmistakable reason! The 
vindication of God is, for Leibniz, the means of securing the most 
radical principle of the autonomy of philosophy that could be conceived 
of, the principle of sufficient reason. There is only one possible ap
plicat;ion of this rational pritlciple: Given the assumption that the best 
of all possible worlds has been realized, one can in principle deduce 
the answer to any conceivable question. This motive can be seen, for 
example, when Leibniz, in opposition to Newton, justifies the ideal
ization of space and time with the argument that because of the 
homogeneous indistinguishability of their parts, they ·exclude rational 
explanations of actions that involve location in space and time. Every
thing is. aimed at the goal of realizing the omnicompetence and in
dependence of reason. And it is difficult to avoid the impression that 
this project was bound to succeed -if it had not been for the earthquake 
in Lisbon, Voltaire's ridicule, and Kant's demonstration that this in-
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vestiture of reason could indeed establish the ~utonomy of theoretical, 
but not of practical, reason. 

Finally Odo Marquard has attempted to apply Hegel's understanding 
of his philosophy of history as 'theodicy' to the interpretation of the 
idealist philosophy of history as a whole. The latter supplies a solution 
to the problem of theodicy by radicalizing human autonomy in such 
a way that by means of it, following Augustine's schema, it can ac
complish the "radical demonstration of God's innocence."3 Does ac
ceptance of this thesis mean that the richest and most ambitious version 
of the philosophy of history that we have before us is really secularized 
theology after all? Marquard does not employ this concept. But for 
him also the motive of theodicy provides the answer to the question 
whether there is "after all perhaps even a theologically plausible and 
honorable motive" for idealism's "radicalizing autonomy, that is to 
say, human freedom over against God-in the extreme case even to 
such an extent that talk of God must cease." 

The occasion for and the accomplishment of this • kind of theodicy 
can indeed be gathered from the example of Kant's discovery of the 
problem of antinomy, and of the means of overcoming it, in the 
Transcendental Dialectic. b The discovery that reason brings about its 
own greatest self-deceptions in obeying its knowledge drive surpasses 
even Descartes's genius malignus [malicious spirid because it no longer 
uncovers only a hypothetical consequence but rather the reality of 
the immanent movement of reason. But at the same time the inten
sification of the demonstration relieves God of responsibility, the God 
Who in His absolute sovereignty could still have been Descartes's 
deceiving spirit, whereas Kant in the transcendental turning of his 
critique of reason not only sees but also has us overcome the source 
of deception in the rational subject itsel£ Though initially all that man 
takes upon himself here is the 'blame' for the theoretical aberrations 
of his uncritical use of his reason, still this could at the same· time 
have presented itself as a formula for relieving God of responsibility 
for the tortures of history. One should .not forget here that since 
Augustine's turning away from Gnosticism, the concept of the 'bad' 
in the world had been displaced and continues up to the present to 
be displaced continually further and further: The bad aspect of the 
world appears less and less clearly as a physical defect of nature and 
more and lllore (and with less ambiguity, on account of the technical 
llleans by which we amplif}r these things) as the result of human 
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actions. To that extent, the philosophy of history already reflects a 
situation in which man suffers less and less from the defects of nature 
and more and more from the productions of his own species. That 
would have to produce a new variety of Gnosticism and, no less 
necessarily, a new conception of revolt against it. Following Marquard, 
the idealist philosophy of history would perhaps not be a secularized 
theology in its content and formal 'structure, but it certainly would be 
in . its function. It would be a theology that expresses itself, out of 
concern for the vindication of God, as an anthropology, or better, as 
Marquard puts it, a "theology that plfevents itself consistendy and 
throughout." Happily I do not have to discuss here the question whether 
the philosophy of history is the cunning of theologr practiced through 
theodicy, ill which theology makes use of its dissolution into anthro
pology (as affirmed by Feuerbach) only for what is after all a more 
thorough and final exoneration of its God. The remaining question, 
then, is whether dependence on theodicy as a central motive would 
be the indirect secularization of an originally theological idea. This 
question cannot be lighdy passed over, if only because the connection 
Odo Marquard asserts is at least as plausible as the thesis of the' 
expropriation of eschatology. Marquard shares the skepticism I ad
vocate in regard to the "usual derivation of modem philosophy of 
history from the Bible's eschatological conception of the future,"4 but 
at bottom not because 'secularization' alleges too much substantial iden
tity with theology but rather because for him it exposes too little of 
t;he genuinely theological function of this philosophy. For Marquard 
too, secularization becomes an appearance, which as such can be 
functionally explained: The philosophy ofWstory would be. as it were, 
'indirect theology,' which speaks again' and again of mari, so as not 
to tarnish the image of God-like someone who constandy avoids a 
particular topic of conversation because he knows that any word from 
him on that subject could give an indication of something that he 
wishes to avoid suggesting in any way. Theology is not a stage in the 
transformation of anthropology; rather it is the reverse: Philosophy's 
talk of history and of man is the perfected final phase of theology, in 
its humanly most <refined' form as theodicy. Phenomena of secular
ization would then be due to a "methodical atheism ad maiorem gloriam 
Dei [to the greater glory of God]," which would be nothing less than 
«what may be the only promising form of theodicy." 

.. __ .- .~--,-.. ~--~-.---.. -.-.... -.--- ----.- . -_. 
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My objection focuses on the-jf not material, ~till at least functional
identity of theology and theodicy, to the extent that the latter makes 
an appearance in the form of the philosophy of history. The principle 
of autonomy, precisely if it is to be understood as a historical principle, 
can never be sufficiendy radical to carry the burden of total respon
sibility that its function as theodicy would require. The philosophy of 
history never justifies the world as the created world but only as a 
world still to be produced. Marquard himself defines the philosophy 
of history by one characteristic only: It "proclaims a" world history 
with the single goal and end of universal freedom."6 But precisely jf 
freedom is the goal and the end, it cannot I?e the means to provide 
what is supposed to be provided here: the absolute scapegoat for 
absolute goodness. After all, the only reason the schema functions for 
Augustine is that the single original and then inherited sin was com
mitted precisely under conditions of perfect freedom and hence can 
carry with it total responsibility; mankind as the subject of the phi
losophy of history, which works itself free through history and out of 
it:, has this freedom only as an idea, and thus at any given time the 
full blame that has to be allocated cannot yet be assigned to it. If 
philosophy of history, in the form of theodicy, is supposed to rescue 
God's goodness, then it must deny His omnipotence. This insight, 
which Voltaire arrived at in his critique ofLeibniz, is probably atheistic; 
not, however, in the paradoxical sense proposed by Marquard but 
rather in a destructive sense. For the defects of diyine omnipotence 
are the possibilities and necessities of human self-empowerment in 
history. The question of who bears the responsibility pales into insig
nificance in the face of the question of power. Where power is absent, 
there cannot be responsibility either. 

Voltaire's quasi-theodicy of finite power is destructive because it 
does not satisfy the one interest that the modem age can have in a 
theodicy: an interest in the establishment of reliability. Of course om
nipotence is not reliable as such, but only omnipotence is capable of 
reliability. In the modem form given it by Leibniz, theodicy is already 
outside any theological function; it does indeed belong to the "protest 
of the Enlightenment against the God of will and His potentia absoluta 
[absolute powert" but that is not the same as the assertion that in 
theodicy it is "no longer the 'merciful God' but rather the 'righteous 
God' " Who is thematic. 6 In fact the Enlightenment's interest in theodicy 
is certainly not primarily related to the question of righteousness; its 
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problem is that of a reliability that, going beyond the Cartesian veracitas 
[truthfulness], provides a guarantee of the autonomous lawfulness of 
the world process, undisturbed by miracles. The proof of the impos
sibility of a proof of God's existence became possible for Kant at the 
moment in which the lawfulness of natural phenomena no longer 
needed to depend on this guarantee because it was supposed to be 
demonstrable as a transcendental condition of the possibility of nature. 
Here lies the connection that Marquard seeks between the Transcen
dental Dialectic and the problem of theodicy in the modern age. 

Modem theodicy is an <indirect' advocacy of human interests. If 
this thesis is correct, then a philosophy of history that arises from 
theodicy cannot be the 'indirect' advocacy of theological interests; it 
cannot be 'the continuation of theodicy by other means.' Even if the 
idealist thesis of autonomy were the vindication of a God Who did 
not indeed create the best of all possible worlds but Who instead· 
equipped man with the compensatory capacity to improve continually 
the quality of the existing world, then this vindication would still only 
give rise to renewed reflection on history, in regard to the question 
whether its course does in fact show man to be a compensatory creature 
and does free his author from the suspicion of not being sufficiently 
reliable in honoring the autonomy of man and his world. But this 
suspicion leads not so much to methodical as rather to hypothetical 
atheism, which regards history as the sum total not of man's effort 
to exonerate God b~t rather of the demonstrated-and bearable
possibility of doing without God. Without keeping its name, Marquard 
has reduced the secularization thesis to its most extreme and most 
effective form: What remains is no continuity of contents, of substance, 
of material, but only the naked identity of a subject, whose survival 
through changes in clothing and in complete anonymity, against all 
importunities, both gross and subtle, is assured. Theology'S incognito 
role as the theodicy in the philosophy of history is the perfection of 
Docetism. Marquard has described it as the cuhning of my reason
so it is at least that of reason in some form-that with the functional 
model of historY I provided the secularization thesis with the only 
possible chance of defending itself, once (and because) the theses of 
identity and theoremS of eontinulty in history turned out to be un
tenable' - in other words, still, in spite of everything, a philosophy of 
history once again, although it is precisely in the philosophy of history 
that the modern age miscarried, and by the philosophy of history that 
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it was put at risk "as in the pursuit of a suppose~y risk··free speculation": 
"The philosophy of history is countermodernity." It would show lack 
of respect for an important train of thought to play Marquard's state
ments of 1965 off against those of 1973 -who would not know more 
accurately since then what can be produced through supposed trans
fonnations of theology? But 1 may be allowed to express "my discomfort 
at being made the tool of a curming of reason in that I supposedly 
prepared the final and most stabile refuge for the seculariZation theorem 
while I was still attacking Marquard's anonymous identity of theology 
in the theodicy of the philosophy of history. The thesis that it is a 
functional reoccupation that creates the appearance of a substantial 
identity lasting through the process of secularization is meant to explain 
phenomena of tenacious obstinacy, not to mitigate or to legitimate 
them. It is true that Marquard seems to incline toward the thesis that 
the modern age could only have succeeded if it had broken with the 
exp.ectations and eliminated the residual needs that had been be
queathed to it. I can fonnulate this sharply as follows: Modernity 
could only have succeeded and defended itself against countennod
ernities if it had really begun just as absolutely from scratch as Des
cartes's program prescribed. But this program too, as will be shown 
in part IT, is only the answer to a provocation, and the answer was 
to become absolutist because the provocation was absolutist. But then 
modernity would be bound to miscarry because the very idea of 
beginning it was already involved in the functional continuity of prov
ocation and self-assertion, and therefore in its origin < 'antimodern.' 
This sort of paradox is unavoidable when one sees even in the functional 
model of history the curming of reason in its determination to become 
a philosophy of history once again. 

I want to get at the root of this difficulty that Marquard causes 
himself and me. I think I have found it in a much earlier context. 
Marquard wrote in 1958 that there are two conceptions of the dis
appearance of the theological definition of reason: the theory of lib
eration and the theory of the Fall; but perhaps, he wrote, this disjuriction 
of liberation and apostasy is not exhaustive. Perhaps these alterrui.tives 
can be overcome by "attention to genuinely theological motives for 
the emancipation of reason." And then there follows a sentence that 
as a premise makes it possible to deduce even the reinterpretation, 
so much later, of the functional model of history as a countenn6dern 
salvage attempt: "Emancipation is neither liberation nor apostasy when 
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theology itself provokes it."8 Here Marquard is inventing the cunning 
of reason that a decade and a half later he will find in the functional 
modeL For it is only an artifice to want to see neither the achievement 
of-freedom nor the Fall in an action because it was provoked by theology 
itself and received not only its logic but also its consecration from that 
source. Of course if one imputes to ~e s~lf-assertion of reason a need 
for an external sanction, then one will only be able to seek that sanction 
in the agency that made the self-assertion necessary. To explain a 
phenomenon by referring it to a provocation is not to justif.Y it. Talk 
of the «legitimacy" of the modem age makes sense only to the extent 
that that legitimacy is disputed. . 

1l'ranslatOll:"s Notes 

a. This account of Augustine's doctrine of free will is ;presemed at greater length in part II, 
chapter 1. 

b. Of the Critique 0/ Pure Reason. [Marquard's first book was entitled SkejJtische Methode im Blick 
aif Kant <Freiburg: Karl Alber, 1958).] 

c. This phrase is a variation of Hegel's famous "cunning of reason," according to which 'reason' 
accomplishes purposes in history that its 'rational' human agents do not intend. 

d. For a general statement of this 'model' see part I, chapter 6, paragraph S£f. 

------ - -----------





The Secularization Thesis 
as an Anachronism in the 
Modern Age 

The considerations presented up to this point have been intended to 
contribute to deciphering a methodology for the application of the 
category of secularization in historiography. This attempt to extract 
a more precise meaning from a term hitherto mosdy used with an 
innocent confidence that it must mean somethirig has caused a number 
of its users to step forward and protest that that was not what they 
meant by it. My question in return is not so much what in fact they 
did mean by it as what would have to have been meant by the term 
"secularization" to make it ,capable of the productivity it has been 
thought to have in the comprehension of historical relations. The 
methodological burden of proof that I have laid out may not be 
immediately convertible into theoretical performance; such difficulties 
are found in the methodological history of all historical disciplines, 
whose source material was not laid down and conserved with an eye 
to the satisfaction of theoretical interests. Much that methodology 
would lead us to anticipate discovering will have to remain obscure 
here. But in regard to the secularization theorem it is possible never
theless to gain an overview as to whether the high expectations that 
were suggested by preliminary conjectures and brilliant aperws can 
ever be consolidated into well-founded judgments. And it still seems 
more like a case of terminological metastasis. The prospects 'for ac
quiring more secure insights must be tested carefully in cases where 
what appears to be such a productive expression is used as though it 
represented a long-recognized state of affairs. 
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The suggestion of secularization was not <copked up,' after the mod
ern age had long enjoyed undisputed standing, iIi order to accuse it 
of and exact recompense for its "cultural debt." The availability of 
the category of secularization for ideological employment is not aresult 
of the cunning-already invested in that category-of any reason. or 
(for that matter) unreason. There is such a thing as the possibility of 
mobilizing implications after the fact, and the fact that the use of the 
expression "cultural debt" in this context can be documented is a 
symptom of this, and no more. The insinuation of the primordial 
trickery of priests was one of the weaknesses of the Enlightenment 
because it thoughtlessly ignored the background of needs underlying 
the phenomena and the institutions at which the Enlightenment's 
critical attack was aimed. The superficiality of this sort of reckless 
exposure of supposed hidden backgrounds should not be repeated by 
a rationality of humane consideration. 

Even if the relevant phenomena do not satisfY the criteria we have 
developed-the criteria of identifiability, authentic ownership, and 
unilateral removal-and if consequently their character as 'seculari
zations' must be explained as an appearance, not a reality, still this 
appearance has a real foundation, a demonstrable role in a historical 
logic. The only reason why 'secularization' could ever have become 
so plausible as a mode of explanation of historical processes is that 
supposedly secularized ideas can in fact mostly be traced back to an 
identity in the historical process. Of course this identity, according to 
the thesis advocated here, is not one of contents but one of functions. 
It is in fact possible for totally heterogeneous contents to take on 
identical functions in specific positions in the system of man's inter
pretation of the world and of himsel£ In our history this system has 
been decisively determined by Christian theology, and specifically, 
above all, in the direction ·of its expansion. Theology created new 
'positions' in the framework of the statements about the world and 
man that are possible and are expected, 'positions' that cannot simply 
be '~et aside' again or left unoccupied in the interest of theoretical 
economy. For theology there was no need for questions about the 
totality of the world and history, about the origin of man and the 
purpose of his existence, to be unanswerable. This explains the read
iness with which it introduced titles into the budget of man's needs 
in the area of knowledge, to honor which was bound to be difficult 
or even impossible for any knowledge that did not appeal, as it did, 
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to transcendent sources. Its strength could only be the weakness of 
its heirs. If this has the appearance of a reproach, it might be compared 
to the reproach that Leibniz advanced against Descartes, that tlrrough 
the radica1ness of his doubt and the questionable perspicuity of its 
elimination he had introduced into the world a demand for certainty, 
which on account of the rigor of its requirements could not be fulfilled 
by him or by anyone else, but whidi. could not be revoked and rejected 
merely on account of the impossibility of satisfYing it. 

The modem age's readiness to inherit such a mortgage of prescribed 
questions and to accept as its own the obligation to pay it off goes a 
long way toward explaining its intellectual history. There is an element 
of tragedy in the way in which this effort, as generous as it was 
hopeless, fillally ends with the more or less explicit insinuation that 
the inheritance came about in a dishonest way. "What mainly occurred 
in the process that is interpreted as secularization, at least (so far) in 
all but a few recognizable and specific instances, should be described 
not as the transposition of authentically theological contents into sec
ularized alienation from their origin but rather as the reoccupation of 
answer positions that had become vacant and whose corresponding 
questions could not be eliminated. I have represented this too one
sidedly as being due to a lack of critical intensity and have not referred 
often enough to the importance, noted elsewhere, of 'residual needs.' 

The excessive longevity of a system of questions that extends across 
a change of epoch, and its influence over the answers that are possible 
given the premises of the new epoch, is not a phenomenon that first 
appears in relation to the beginning of the IIlodem age. Christianity 
itself in its early days was subjected to a comparable 'problem pressure' 
in its confrontation with questions that were originally foreign to it. 
The embarrassment that is already evident in Philo of Alexanchla and 
then in the patristic authors in their efforts to set up something on 
the basis of the biblical story of the creation that would be comparable 
to the great cosmological speculations of Greek antiquity, and the 
quantity of allegory that had to be found in order to comply with this 
externally imposed compulsion, show us the pressure of the 'carry
over' of questions to which an answer was held to be possible. 

We are going to have to free ourselves from the idea that there is 
a firm canon of the 'great questions' that tlrroughout history and with 
an unchanging urgency have occupied human curiosity and motivated 
the pretension to world and self-interpretation. Such a canon would 
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explain the changing systems of mythology. theology, and philosophy 
by the congruence of their output of assertions with its content of 
questions. The problematic of the carry-over of questions is above all 
a problematic of the epochal thresholds, of the phases of more or less 
rapid change in the basic rules for the procurement of very general 
explanations. The reproach that a theoretical system accomplishes too 
little for man's self-understanding taken as a whole is less often ex
pressed than it appears in fact to be present in the consciousness of 
the founders, and above all of the epigonic advocates of such systems, 
when they believe the time has come to undertake to demonstrate 
their system's comprehensive ability to deal with problems. It is not 
so much the modern age's pretension to total competence as its ob
ligation to possess such competence that might be described as a 
product of secularization. 

Questions do not always precede their answers. There is a 'spon
taneous generation,' from the authority of nonrational annunciations, 
of great and acutely active assertions such as those of eschatological 
immediate expectation, the doctrine of the Creation, or original sin. 
I have retained the expression "spontaneous generation" [UrzeugungJ 
here, although it has proved to be open to misunderstanding. 1 I have 
already tried to show, in connection with Augustine's doctrine of original 
sin, the only way in which the expression can be meant to be under
stood: that the content of the doctrine is not determined by the sys
tematic requirements of justifjring the Creation that the converted 
Gnostic had to satisfY, since a different content from that of an inherited 
guilt could certainly have been found. The generatio aequivocaa consists 
simply in the fact that the combination of the concept of freedom and 
the doctrine of original sin could be codified at this specific location 
into the 'answer' to a 'great question' that was yet to be accurately 
stated. When the credibility and general acceptance of such answers 
dwindle away, perhaps because inconsistencies appear in the system, 
they leave behind them the corresponding questions, to which then 
new answers become due. Unless, perhaps, it turns out to be possible 
to destroy the question itself critically and to undertake amputations· 
on the system of world explanation. That this cannot be a purely 
rational operation is a lesson of history. if it is a lesson of anything. 
Even the dwindling and (especially morally) discredited mythology of 
the Creeks 'prescribed' to the nascent philosophy what questions it 
had to assume responsibility for and what systematic scope it had to 
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possess. Far beyond its initial phase, philosophy, as the embodiment 
of the early theoretical attitude, continues to bear the imprint of the 
effort to measure up to this supposed standard of its achievement and 
to postpone or to gloss over the disappointments that could not fail 
to appear. Analogies to the later secularization theorem are already 
found where the beginnings of science are in competition with the 
older offerings that they have to replace. Pliny passes on a story about 
Hippocrates according to which he copied down what he read on the 
votive tablets in the temples, where the means employed in the suc
cessful healing of sick .people were indicated, and this was how he 
invented medicine. Jakob Brucker, the early historian of philosophy 
to whom most philosophers in his century owed their knowledge of 
the history of philosophy, introduces this anecdote and makes the 
double comment that Hippocrates would not have been tolerated or 
honored in Greece if this were true and that the anecdote must have 
originated from "an invention of enemies of his and of doctors in 
general."2 Christianity also encountered, in the Hellenistic world into 
which it was expanding and to which it offered its annunciation as a 
motive for joining it, questions that it was not originally equipped to 
answer and for which it lacked the conceptual equipment that it would 
be called upon to produce in the argurr:tents in which it was beginning 
to get involved In this situation what emerged as the basic process 
of adjustment to the preexisting formal system of world explanation 
was the conversion of what were originally values for salvation into 
explanatory values. This process was to prove to be irreversible, how
ever often attempts might be made to revoke it, most radically by 
the theology of the Reformation in a historical situation .in which the 
developed system of these explanatory values, in the form of Scho
lasticism, had entered its crisis. If this hypothesis is correct, then the 
Reformation's reduction of Christianity to its value for salvation was 
at the same time an attempt to eliminate the 'problem pressure' that 
was the result of its early 'secularization' as a system' of world 
explanation. 

In acute situations of immediate expectation, the promised salvation 
can remain extremely undefined; everything is going to be different, 
and he who asks how has already lost his chance to participate. The 
status of the change as beyond interrogation is a result of the intol
erability of the existing state of affairs. Acute eschatology is the equiv
alent of the obsessional neurosis whose universal effect Freud described 
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with the phrase, " ... at last the whole world lies under an embargo 
of 'impossibility.' "3 Salvation then can take 'whatever fonn it likes. 
Only the precise demands of the Hellenistic world, stamped as it was 
by philosophical ideas, made it necessary to overcome the uncertainty 
in the formulation of the goal of sal-yation, which can be sens~d 
throughout the New Testament, in favor of definitions. When one 
considers. for example, how deeply our tradition has been influenced 
by the idea of immortality, one is startled to find that this idea is not 
to be found in the biblical texts that originate before the Babylonian 
exile. But at the same time the corpus of revelation as a whole was 
very inadequately equipped for providing answers to the questions 
that were being posed regarding the recently promised «life." Greek 
philosophy was able, for various reasons, to specify more precisely 
what conditions had to be satisfied in a condition of "happiness." 
These conditions presented themselves to the Christian authors of the 
early ·centuries as an obligatory systematic program. No doubt any 
system will have to say something about happiness, but how one can 
talk about it will depend on very many variables in the way the fonnal 
system of positions is filled, lUltil finally the subjectivity of the very 
concept of happiness becomes a systematic element. In the world of 
Hellenism. Christianity found its function and the scope of the answers 
required of it prescribed to it as an empty frame to be filled. Its claim 
to be heard and to take part in the competition of doctrines promising 
salvation and explanation of the world could only be made good by 
the acceptance of this fimction. In a certain respect it was a strong 
point of Christianity that it had not committed itself to certain concrete 
contents of salvation in its acute initial situation, because now it could 
formulate them for the first time. Even if what this fOITIlulation prom
'ised was a transcendent expectation, it still had to borrow its content 
from antiquity'S philosophical definition of eudemorua: The salvation 
content of immortality becomes theoretical contemplation, the visio 
beatifica [beatific vision]-fundamentally a philosopher's bliss. 

In the patristic formation of Christianity. for the first time a system 
of propositions presented itself as the final fOITIl of philosophy. Chris
tianity produced this characteristic claim by fonnulating its dogma in 
the language of ancient metaphysics and claiming to solve the enigmas 
of that metaphysics concerning the world, The patristic authors ha
bituany use the formula that the fOlUlder of their religion answered 
all the questions of ancient philosophy. Christ had brought not only 
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a summons and annunciation from and about another world but also 
the true and final knowledge of this world including all the problems 
de rerum natura [concerning the nature of thingsl.! Thus the modern 

. phenomenon (interpreted as secularization) of the reocrupation of vacant 
answer positions is not bound specifically to the spiritual structure of 
this epoch. The Christian reception .of antiquity and the modem ta1cing 
over of explanatory functions of the Christian system have largely 
analogous structures as historical processes. Just as patristic Christianity 
appears 'in the role of ancient philosophy> so modem philosophy 
'substitutes' to a large extent for the function of theology-admittedly 
for the function of a theology that on account of that process that 
occ:urred two millennia earlier is at least terminologically adapted to 
such substitution. Even when modem philosophy conceives itself as 
in the sharpest possible contradiction to its theological prehistory, 
which it considers itself to have 'overcome,' it is bound to the frame 
of reference of what it renounces. 

Once men had begun "to know so amazingly much about God," 
as the young Hegel wrote,5 even an atheism or a renewal of the pagan 
cosmos was possible only insofar as it was able to fill again the space 
laid claim to by what it negated. If we consider for once not Hegel, 
the "theologian for the sake of philosophy,"6 but Nietzsche's "struggle 
against latent Christianity," then we find not only that "he was unable 
to express the recurrence of the world of Heraclitus in any but anti
Christian language" -which might be a very superficial phenomenon 
of provocativeness that goes no deeper than the language employed
but. much more precisely, that "the questions that arose for Nietzsche 
from the 'death of God' were each related to the lapsing of a theological 
answer."1 The "active forgetfulness" .of which Nietzsche speaks, ,the 
forgetfulness of the child, for which he makes Zarathustra long, seems 
not to be easy to introduce into history. The divine art of forgetting, 
which is invoked in the fragments of the "Dionysus Dithyrambs," is 
not the art of human history, whose irreversibility implies memory. 8 

In history the price we pay for our great critical freedom in regard 
to the answers is the nonnegotiability of the questions. This does not 
exclude the possibility that these questions derive from a human interest 
that lies deeper than the mere persistence of the epochal carry-over; 
but it does make clearer how much more difficult it is to demonstrate 
the universality of a human interest than simply to point to the fact 
that it has been able to survive a few centuries. 

_._.··· ___ .~.~~ ____ c· _______ ~c •••••• _________ ,_ • ____ •• _ •• __ ••• _. ________ _ 
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In regard to the origin and structure of the problems connected 
with the secularization thesis and the criteria of its applicability, it is 
instructive to observe that the notion of an original property in ideas, 
and the accusations that derive from it, are already employed in the 
polemics and apologetics that accompany the reception of ancient 
ideas by Christianity. To assert and defend the legitimaCy of its owner
ship of ideas is the elementary endeavor of what is new, or claims to 
be new, in history; to dispute this legiti:macy, or to prevent or at least 
shake the self-consciousness that goes with it, is the technique of 
defending the existing state of affairs. Early Christianity not only laid 
claim for itself to the legitimate ownership of its truths, by virtue of 
revelation, but also disputed the legitimacy of the ancient world's 
possession of the ideas that they had in common or that it had taken 
over from that world The trick of representing the ancient philosophers 
as having secredy learned from the Bible recurs again and again in 
the patristic literature and denies even the most obvious instances of 
dependence by reinterpreting these as the restoration of property that 
had been alienated much earlier. 

In relation to the Stoic doctrine, which had been assimilated to the 
point of seeming self-evident, that the cosmost exists for the sake of 
man, Ambrosius of Milan poses the rhetorical question, "Unde hoc, 
nisi de nostris scripturis, dicendum adsumpsenmt?" [''From what source 
have they claimed that this must be said, if not from our scriptures?"]9 
Augustine formulates the Christian claim quite generally, as follows: 
"But if those who are. called philosophers, especially the Platonists, 
say something that is true and consistent with our faith, not only do 
we have no need to be afraid of this, but we may take over the property 
in this truth from those who are its unrightful possessors .... What 
they possess as their silver and gold. they have not produced for 
themselves; they have derived it, as though from a mine, from the 
shafts of divine providence, which rules everywhere. But then they 
have perverted it, employing it wrongly in the service of evil spirits. 
Whep. the Christian severs himself in spirit from the unhappy com
munity of the pagans, he must take these treasures from them and 
use them righteously for the proclamation of the gospel."lO The theft 
of the gold and silver vessels from Pharaoh's Egypt is Augustine's 
allegorical prototype of behavior with respect to the iniusti poss{fssores 
[wrongful possessors] of the truth, already supplemented here with 
the fiction that at bottom the heathen themselves would have had to 
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intend the transfer of the goods to the legitimate usufructuary_ This 
formula of debet ab eis au/errc christianus [the Christian should take it 
from theml is one of those unbelievable licenses that are supposed to 
justify the possessors of the truth in putting to their own use everything 
held by those who cannot or will not know anything of this truth. It 
is the prototype of the morality of the genius, of the supennan, and 
of the functionary who serves the only truly justifying interests_ 

Tertullian. two centuries earlier, had linked the category oflegitimacy 
to the question of truth even more radically. RegarQing the nature of 
the soul, he says, it is not a question of the truth of a proposition as 
such but of the evidence of its origin. It would he better to remain 
ignorant about such a question if God did not choose to reveal anything 
about it rather than to learn anything about it from mep. who presumed 
to be able to grasp it unaided and in that way succeeded in taking 
possession of the truth. I 1 Evidence of legitimate ownership of the truth 
is demanded because the assertion of a religious revelation at the 
same time implies that that revelation is the sole competent authority 
for the realm to which it applies, since a God Who reveals something 
that men already know in any case, or could know, puts in question 
the necessity of His revelation and thus its exclusive value for His 
believers. For this reason alone it cannot be the case that philosophy 
at any time brought to light authentically and by its own means 
anything that had ever been ascribed to revelation. Thus there must 
be secularization-both the anticipatory seCularization that is ancient 
philosophy's sacrilegious use ~f the contents of the Bible and the 
posthumous secularization that is German Idealism and the materialism 
that grows up under its influence. 

It seems to me that in the background of the early Christian demand 
that ancient philosophy demonstrate the legitimacy of its possession 
of a share of the truth, there stands a Platonism: What is true is so 
by virtue of its derivation as a copy of an original truth that is identified 
with God. The dependence of an image on its original is already for 
plato something that cannot be bracketed out and disregarded. Its 
status as an image must be taken into account as an internally de
termining element in an appearance as well as in any copy of it. This 

. is the only way in which the derived reality of nature can be traced 
back at all to a sphere of absolutely intelligible realities. In the same 
way, in reverse, the Ideas have not only a content of absolute truth 
but also at the same time an implication of what ought to· exist, which 
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motivates their duplication, materialization, con:version into nature, as 
can be seen in the myth of the demiurge. The early "Christian authors 
lay claim to the truth that can be found in the ancient philosophers 
(and that has now been 'confirmed') in order not only to integrate it 
into their system as something that has now become available to 
everyone-as what we would call "objective" truth-but itlso to return 
it to its truth in a stricter sense of the term by reestablishing its genetic 
reference. Henceforth for the whole epoch of the Middle Ages, there 
is an authority responsible for guaranteeing the truth as well as· the 
reality of the world, _ which no longer has its own obvious and immediate 
evidence, and never regains it. 

A similar residue of Platonism is still involved in the implication of 
blame in 'secularization': Just as the image not only represents· the 
original but can also conceal it and allow it to be forgotten, so the 
secularized idea, if left to itself and not reminded of its origin, rather 
than causing one to remember its derivation can serve instead to make 
such remembrance superfluous. The work of the historian or philos
opher of history in uncovering secularizations reestablishes anamnesis 
and leads to a kind of restitution through the recognition of the relation 
of debt. Admittedly, in Tertullian's argument regarding the legitimate 
use of the truth,· this Platonic background has already disappeared 
almost entirely in the legalistic style of apologetics, in the process of 
forensic praesCTiptio [exception, exclusion], which denies the opponent 
the formal qualifications required for entry into argument about the 
subject of the dispute. 12 Thus Tertullian forbids the heretics to cite 
Scripture in support of their position in a dispute, since only the rightful 
owner may make use of an object. And legitimate ownership arises 
through acquisition from the hand that has disposition over the object. 

Thus the connection between the concept of truth and the idea of 
ownership was not established for the first time in the modern age 
on the basis of 'bourgeois' attitudes; rather it arises from the overlapping 
of formal identity and material discontinuity in the epoch-making 
changes in our history. It is true that this connection changed fun
damentally in the modern age. One of the developments that con
stituted this epoch produced the axiom that the legitimate ownership 
of ideas can be derived only from their authentic production. This is 
important if only because it renders the idea of a legitimate secular
ization paradoxical, while at the same time it gives the criterion of 
genuine ownership its specific importance for the first time_ Intellectual 



73 
'Chapter 6 

acquisition through any kind of 'carrying-over,' in the broadest sense, 
has become suspect. This also belongs in the context of the se1f
assertion of reason, which in this way opposes itself to the extreme 
emphasis on the element of divine grace in theology and its philosophic 
equivalents (from illuminatio [illumination} to concum/S [concursus divinus: 
divine 'coproduction' or agreement]). Its postulate is that of the self
inherence of truth as guaranteed by its self-generation. Knowledge 
derived from mere teaching becomes a derivative form of a possession 
of truth that every rational subject is supposed to be able to appropriate 
to itselfby itself carrying out the work of knowledge. This appropriation 
is radically different from every type of transfer of ownership. The 
appeal of ~e idea of 'method' rests on this assumption, that it makes 
the equipment that is necessary to the work of knowledge available 
potentially to everyone. 

Leibniz raises against Descartes's voluntaristic account of the truths 
of reason the simple o~jection, which, however, is felt to be decisive, 
that if there were such a dependence on the divine will, then even 
the properties of a geometrical object would hold only velut pnvilegium 
{by privilege]. There is a double meaning in the background of this 
argument: Neither would the object possess its properties by virtue 
of internal necessity, nor would the knowing subject possess its truths 
by insight into such necessity. IS Truth has ceased to be analogous to 
theology's rule of grace. The idea of endowed and conveyable property 
in ideas thus loses its basis. And the accusation of illegitimate appro
priation takes on an additional anachronistic quality because the process 
that is said to have taken place would have had to destroy the conditions 
under which the alienated property had its value. 

Here it becomes evident that the change, in the presuppositions of 
the idea of spiritual ownership not only has a determining effect on 
the criteria for the applicability and effectiveness of the historical cat
egory of 'secularization' but, even more radically, has a destructive 
impact on the possibility of constructing such a process of spiritual 
expropriation and debt. The claim that the use of this schema promotes 
historical understanding involves a premise that is foreign to the modern 
age's self-understanding and that is 'secularized' in its own right. Re
flection on history falls into this same circle of presuppositions even 
when it does not join in the evaluation suggested by the concept of 
secularization~ that is, in either the regret over the loss of spiritUal 
property or the gratification with regard to the purer essentiality of 

~--"------ .. -------,--- -,---'--.-:", 
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the remainder of transcendence once it has be~n freed of everything 
that can devolve upon 'the world.' When historiCal understanding 
makes use of this category, it enters into religion's self-interpretation 
as a privileged access to truth. It takes over the assumption, which is 
necessarily bound up with the claim to have received a revelation, of 
a beginning that is not historically explicable, that has no immanent 
preconditions. This beginning introduces not only a new but also the 
final historical fonnation. Any historical self-consciousness that believed 
itself capable of making, or believed it had already made, another 
new beginning, a beginning that was supposed to constitute a 'modern 
age' [Neuuit: llterally, new agel as a scientifically grounded and therefore 
final epoch, was bound to come into conflict with this Christian claim 
to novelty and finality. 'the finality in the Christian self-conception 
was bound to try to assert itself against this by denying the possible 
authenticity of any such founding act in history and at the same time 
accusing it of having had to make illegitimate use of the truth that 
};lelongs to Christianity. _ 

Let me prevent any misunderstanding from arising or persisting 
here: The claim that the modem age made an absolute beginning 
through philosophy is no more correct than the claim that the latter 
half of history had an absolute beginning in the events to which the 
Christian era traces its origin. In historical analysis, the claims of both 
beginnings to the status of supposedly unconditioned givens have gone 
up in smoke. However, these claims are not identical in nature. The 
philosophical program for the beginning of the Inodern age 'failed' 
because it was unable to analyze away its own preconditions. This 
stateInent is not one that is brought to bear £rOIn outside but rather 
is a conclusion that must be reached in order to maintain consistency 
with this beginning. The philosophical inception of the modern age 
is itself a subject for philosophy; and thus has becoIne just as continually 
surpassable, where the insufficiendy radical character of the Cartesian 
Cogito is concerned, as it is integrable into the declining Middle Ages, 
where the historical conditioning of its need to 'make certain' is con
cerned. These difficulties have served to arouse an understanding, 
which was still lacking in the Enlightenment, of the historical condi
tioning of the foundation of the institution of Christian theology. On 
the o!her hand, one must regard the secularization thesis as an indirecdy 
theological exploitation of the historiographical difficulties that have 
arisen with regard to the philosophical attempt at a beginning of the 
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modem age. The secularization thesis makes these disturbances of the 
attempt to cany out something free of all preconditions appear as a . 
sort of providential resistance on the part of what is indispensable . 

. But the modern age does not have recourse to what went before it, 
so much as it opposes and takes a stand against the challenge constituted 
by what went before it. This distip,ction, which will have to be sub
stantiated in part II, makes worldliness the characteristic feature of 
the modern age without its having to be the result of secularizations. 

Translator's Note 

a. A process of 'bringing forth' that is equivocal <i.e., neither univocal nor analogous), in the 
Aristotelian sense, because it produces a new kind of entity, contrary to Aristotle's principle 
that ""..,n brings forth man." A traditional term, therefore (interchangeable with "spontaneous 
generation"), for the original production of life from inorganic IIl&terial. 
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The Supposed Migration of the 
Attribute of Infinity 

Neverthekss the problem remains and reasserts itself: to understand 
how, in spite of this state of affairs, the idea of secularization could 
become plausible and even fascinating to:historical thought as a possible 
way of understanding connections in the history of ideas. I have tried 
to point out the basis of the appearance of secularization in the structure 
of 'reoccupation.' But this is still not enough to explain the density 
and seeming impenetrability of the relevant phenomena. The difficulties 
of historical identity have other aspects besides that of question and 
answer. The reoccupation of a pregiven system of positions was one 
pressure of the change of epoch; the other was the pressure to conceal 
the competition that resulted from the pretension-after the phase 
of history following the death of Christ, which understood itself as 
final and unsurpassable-to be 'epoch-making' once again. It was only 
the launching, now, of a human finality and unsurpassability that gave 
the "Middle Ages" the intermediate and mediating position that is 
.implied by the name. They were lowered to the rank of a provisional 
phase of human self-realization, one that was bound to be left behind, 
and were finally disqualified as a mere intenuption between antiquity 
and modem times, as a "dark age." But the new claim, once made, 
shrinks from its consequences, and does so especially by means of 
style. The early centuries of the modem age exhibit a !spirituality,' 
or at least an aversion to the world, that is strained, often convulsive, 
and that sometimes-in appearance-puts everything medieval in the 
shade. It is above all a world of expressions that persists here. The 
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sphere of sacral language outlives that of the consecrated objects and 
is anxiously conserved and used as a cover precisely where philo
sophically, politically, and scientifically new thinking is being done. 
But the deficiency of language, the egestas verbarum [poverty of words] 
of which Cicero complained in connection with putting Greek phi
losophy into Latin, must also be considered as a factor :necessitating 
recourse to the traditional stock. of means of expression in constructing 
a secular terminology. The new political theory is perhaps the most 
significant evidence of this process. Whether the rhetorical possibilities 
that had resulted from drawing on these linguistic sources were looked 
for in each case or only found afterward is a question that will seldom 
be decidable on the evidence available. 

I do not regard the longevity of the linguistic elements that bear a 
sacral imprint as a quasi-mechanistic phenomenon of inertia but rather 
as an instructive and interpretable state of affairs. The reoccupation 
of systematic functions during the change of epoch conditions linguistic 
constancy in a variety of ways. Not only the great questions but also 
the great words require historical 'preparation.' This process resembles 
more than anything else the process of ritualization: An ingrained 
traditional mode of activity has lost its motivating content of ideas 
and thus also its intelligibility, so that the schema of the activity is 
available for a retrospective interpretation and integration into a new 
context of meaning, which in the process makes use of and secures, 
above all, its sanctioned status as something that is beyond questioning. 
In the same way the persistent linguistic element stemming from the 
sacral sphere also marks a position as one that is not to be disturbed 
and that possesses both familiarity and consecration for consciousness. 

But the same phenomenon has also been described as a sort of 
migration of an attribute that has become ·homeless on account of the 
disappearance of its original· bearer. This mode of speech initially 
neutralizes the implication of secularization; it leaves open the question 
whether the uprooted attribute forces itself onto a new bearer or is 
drawn to a new need. One will be able to overcome the inadequacy 
of the metaphors that are used to describe these processes only in the 
favorable case where such a process can be concretely documented. 
The way, for instance, in which Giordano Bruno applies the attribute 
of infinity to the world.is based on the logic ofhis' concept of creation, 
which requires the equivalence of creator and creation and thus fa
cilitates precisely this 'migration" of one of the most essential attributes 
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of God over to the world. 1 If anything deserved to be called secular
ization, it would be the way this divine attribute comes to be embodied 
in the world; judged by its intention, this would undoubtedly be an 
act of expropriation, if the difficulties that arose in the heart of Christian 
theology as to how to distinguish between the intradivine generation 
of the Second Person of the Trinity and the act of creation had not 
paved the way for the 'reoccupation' of the Trinitarian position of the 
Son by the universe to the point of making it inevitable. Bruno wanted 
to alienate the most powerful attribute of the Christian tradition, but 
what he accomplished was only a consequence of the impossibility of 
integrating that attribute into the medieval system. 

In view of this state of affairs, can we say that in the modern age 
the world "takes over" this attribute from God? To begin with I would 
like to cite the context in which C. F. von Weizsacker employs this 
expression for the secularization of infinity and the consequences that 
follow from it: "In modern times, the world takes over this attribute 
of God: infinity becomes secularized. Under this aspect it is most 
remarkable that our century has begun to doubt the infinity of the 
world. I believe that in our time a critical examination of secularization 
is beginning at exacdy the same time as secularization is achieving a 
consistency hitherto unknown. "2 This is an exemplary text for the 
whole syndrome of the theme of secularization. For the role of natural 
science in the scrutiny of secularization for which the time is supposed 
to have come can only relate to its once again detaching the secularized 
attnbute of infinity from the world, and thus being in a position to 
make ready its restitution. Now I think that here the question arises, 
if it has not already arisen, whether such a restitution would really 
benefit the original owner. This is not so obvious as the long-standing 
association of divinity with infinity makes it appear. 

Infinity is an element of extremely worldly metaphysics that found 
its way into patristic and Scholastic thought by way ofPlotinus's spec
ulations. It burdened the medieval concept of God with a quantity of 
paradoxes that itself can only be descnbed as infinite.3 The ancient . 
metaphysics of the cosmos was consummated precisely by the success 
of Plato and above all Aristorle in eliminating the problem of actually 
infinite -space and infinitely numerous worlds. The reappearance of 
infinity, now in a positive form, was destructive for the medieval 
Scholastic system above all through its combination with the concept 
of omnipotence, and had to be so if only because this system was 
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essentially bound to presuppositions of ancient metaphysics in the 
form given it by Aristode. If it were correct that the modern infinity 
of the universe represented a secularization of this attribute, then it 
would have set itse1f free for this transition by its work as an enzyme 
in the destruction of the medieval system. Not all divine attnbute.s 
might have become homeless on account of the contradictions that 
they had produced; in the case of the attribute of infmity. however, 
there is no question that it had already brought about once before
in Christian dogmatics-the kind of inescapable con traditions that 
make Kant's transcendental dialectic conclude with the tennination 
of all dogmatic philosophy. Thus one will have to examine somewhat 
more closely what the «taking over" of infinity can mean in the context 
of the constitution of the modem age. 

For the concept of infinite space in particular, we have the para
digmatic observations that we can make in the case of Newton and 
that give rise to doubt about the idea of a 'transition' of the attribute 
from one subject to another. The correspondence between Leibniz 
and Clarke at the beginning of the eighteenth century, with its dispute 
about the meaning of Newton's concept· of absolute space, leaves 
behind it the impression that this concept has a primarily metaphysical 
foundation. This impression has been strengthened by the fact that 
the concept of absolute space possesses no characteristic that renders 
it accessible to objective scientific inquiry and consequently can. seem
to the modem observer, who considers superfluous whatever is not 
quantifiable through observations-like a foreign body, brought in 
from some extraneous source. Precisely because this concept of space 
appears as a redundant metaphysical element in· the foundation of 
Newton's physics, it lends itse1f readily to connection with the secu
larization theorem,· all the more so as Newton gives absolute space 
the mysterious designation -which has the appearance of a theological 
fossil-of a divine organ of sensation. Whether the expression sensorium 
dei [God's organ of sensation) in Newton is to be understood only as 
a metaphor or in a strict sense is precisely the object of dispute in 
the Leibniz-Clarke correspondence. In fact this metaphysical fitting 
out of the concept of space is a secondary motive for Newton, however 
it is to be interpreted. For it can readily be seen that absolute space, 
which Newton needed for the definition of the principle of inertia, is 
described as "God's organ of sensation" precisely because physical 
infinity seemed to Newton to be in dire need of justification through 
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union with the Deity; as His instrument. Space, if one may put it this 
way, tolerated the attribute of infinity only with di:fIiculty because as 
an overwhelmingly empty space it was bOmld to give rise to meta
physical problems. The infinite is, even and not least in medieval 
mysticism, more nearly an abyss than the sublimity that it was to 
become. In the tradition, empty space was not only abhorred by 
nature; it had also been the distinctive dogma of Epicurus's atomism, 
one which corresponded to his theology of powerless gods, if only 
because the idea of having an effect across this empty space was 
unthinkable even for an antimetaphysics. So for Newton there was a 
strong motive, as soon as he believed that he h'ad to introduce absolute 
space into his metaphysics, for connecting it with the reality and 
efficacy of his God, by taking it to be the "infinite extent of the divine 
presence," as Kant was to put it in his Universal Natural History and 
Theory of the Heavens. a Newton had stood between his need in con
structing his system to introduce absolute space into the principles of 
his mechanics and the intolerability of any absolute other than the 
one absolute and had sought to mediate between them by means of 
the concept of the sensorium dei. And here it must not be forgotten 
that Newton's space is no longer the space of atomism because the 
emptiness of this space, on account of the development of the theory 
of gravitation, no longer had to be the abyss of inefficacy. The unity 
of the world could be maintained even 0:1;1 the assumption of a plurality 
of world systems. So for Leibniz also it was not the question of the 
compatability of absolute space and divine power that made the reality 
of this space intolerable for him; rather it was the inapplicability of 
the principle of ~cient reason to indistinguishable locations in space. 
The "critical examination of secularization" would have begun here, 
in the controversy between Leibniz and Clarke about the reality of 
space, if the infinity of the world had ever been a product of secu
larization .. But Leibniz idealizes space not in the interest of God's omni
presence but rather in the interest of reason's omnicompetence. 

Incidentally both Clarke and Leibniz were in the right in their dispute 
about Newton's formula of the sensorium dei. Each of them had before 
him a copy of the first edition (1706) of Newton's Optics, and yet in 
the disputed passage about space they did not have the same text 
before them. As we have only recendy learned/ while the first edition 
was still being produced or delivered Newton had the sheet carrying 
page 315 replaced and introduced into the text a metaphorical weak-

--.. ----~--.-----.... _---------_. --~--.- ._._--_._-------



82 

Partl 

euing of the "divine sense organ" by means of ~ preceding "tanquam" 
las it were1 Newton's alann at being forced to work with the concept 
of absolute space and thus to make infinity an attnbute of the world 
had at first induced him to relativize the world metaphysically as an 
organ of divinity, which in its ttun had doubtful consequences th~t 
caused him to retract the formula". almost at the instant Of publication, 
into a noncommittal metaphor. The rapidity of this move to weaken 
the phrase seems to leave litde doubt that not much profundity and 
perhaps even less conviction were involved in the disputed formula. 
This makes it so much the easier for the reader later on to fall into 
the temptation to import some profundity of his own and to search 
absolute space for traces of the dispossessed God. 

As far as absolute time in Newton is concerned, we should remember 
that for him the physical world is just as much an episodic event in 
infinite time as are the systems of matter in space. For him we are 
separated from the beginning of the world only by the span of time 
that can be calculated from the Bible, as we know from his work on 
the chronology of the ancient kingdoms, and its end appears equally 
conceivable to Newton the speculative theologian in his treatise on 
the prophecies of Daniel and the apocalypse of John. 5 One could 
almost say that the infinities of space and time do not, in themselves, 
imply anything about the reality of the world, and this observation 
also makes Leibniz's objection to the irrational absence of proportion 
between the world event and the indifference of space and time very 
plausible. Thus Newton would not have understood why the Berlin 
physicist Walter Nernst became irate at the idea, proposed to him by 
the young physicist Weizsacker, that for reasons having to do with 
energy the world might have only a finite duration. 6 Weizsacker in
terprets the physicist's ire as the expression of his alarm "in the face 
of the thought that this world- might come to an end." Absolute time, 
differendy than for Newton, had become a characteristic of the worid 
itsel£ Weizsacker sees in this experience evidence of a "deeply irrational 
trait of scientism": For Nernst the world had "taken the place of God, 
and it was blasphemy to deny it God's attributes." This was a sort of 
prototypical experience of the evidence of the concept of secularization: 
Weizsack.er noticed here for the first time that "scientism contained 
an element that I now would call the secularization of Christian re
ligion." The reported scene took place in 1938, when Weizsacker the 
theoretical physicist had discovered the "carbon cycle" as the source 
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of the energy of the stars; the exhaustibility of the energetic processes 
in the cosmos immediately presented itself. to him as an obstaele to 
the infinity of the world and as an authoritative standpoint from which 
to criticize a "secularized" science whose result had been that in the 
"franle of mind" of the physicist of the previous generation .. the 
everlasting universe had taken the place both of the eternal God and 
of the immortal soul" As a biographical hypothesis this cannot very 
well be denied. But when Nernst, according to Weizsacker's report, 
objected that the idea of the universe having a finite duration was no 
sort of natural science because the infinite duration of time was a 
fundamental element of scientific thought, he did not need to secularize 
anything Christian for this purpose. He needed only to have read
Aristotle, who derives the characteristics of his God, by a sort of 
ontological argument, from allalysis of the concept of time; that is, 
while he does not express it, he does prepare the way logically-by 
a sort of 'desecularization' -for infinity to become a theological at
tribute. Aristotle considers it to be incompatible with the concept of 
time to conceive of its alteration, its beginning or its end; consequently 
time, owing to its concept and apart from any empirical considerations, 
required an eternal and absolutely regular measure-movement, which 
in its turn required a metaphysical guarantee in the fOffil of an unmoved 
mover. Aristotle too would have become irate at the idea of the end 
of the world because that would involve what he regarded as the self
contradictory and consequently unthinkable end of time. Newton was 
able to think differently on this subject because for him the end of 
the world did not carry with it the end of absolute time, which was 
independent of the world.' 

As an attribute of progress too, 'infinity' is more a result of em
barrassment and the retraction of a hasty conclusion than of usurpation. 
Early conceptions of progress rely, as Giordano Bruno's does, on the 
finite model of the ages of man and the growth of experience and 
maturity that their succession brings with it, or they make the projected 
scientific progress teffilinate in a state of systematic completion, as in 
Francis Bacon and Descartes. In contrast to this, the idea of infinity 
[Unendlichkeit: literally. endlessness] is initially a mode of resignation: 
the nonarrival of any evident state of maturity, of the colllpletion of 
theoretical knowledge and practical nOffilS based on it. Significantly, 
it is Pascal who first speaks of the infinity of progress. But it is precisely 
for Pascal that infinity in space and time signifies not the 'rendering 
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worldly' of a divine attribute but the. epito~e of metaphysical re
nunciations and the ambivalence of man between his greatness and 
his misery. In the fragment of a preface that he wrote for a Trait! du 
vide [Treatise on the Void} in 164 7, Pascal connects the metaphor of the 
human life span with the idea of an "homme universel" [universal 
man], who can be thought of as a single ideal subject extending across 
the sequence of generations, "comme un meme homme qui subsiste 
toujours et qui apprend continuellement" [like a single man who subsists 
forever and learns continuallyl. This prepares the way for the basic 
thought that man was made for infinity: "N' est produit que pour 
l'infinite." This anthropological definition does not harmonize well 
with the metaphor that compares history to an individual growing to 
maturity and fulfillment at the high point of his life, then aging and 
dying. Infinite progress renders perpetual only the first half of the 
overall process depicted by the organic metaphor: " ... tous les hommes 
ensemble y font un continuel progres a mesure que l'univers vieillit, 
parce que la meme chose arrive dans la succession des hommesque 
dans les ages diflerents d'un particulier" [All men together make a 
continual progress in accordance with the universe's growing older, 
because the same things happen in the succession of men as happen 
in the different ages of an individual! In Pascal's language infinite 
progress is not the movement that would compensate for the difference 
between the finite and the transcendent infinite and would finally, 
after all, secure for the totality of mankind what it denies to the 
individual. Rather, this infinity in process is the painful actualization 
of the unalterable disparity between the status of a point, which is all 
that anything finite possesses vis-a-vis the infinite, and the destiny of 
man, which £mally, despite the fruidessness of his exertions, allows 
him by a process of grace to participate in the transcendent infinite, 
the need for which he comes· to know through his ex.perience of the 
infinitude of progress. 

Pascal's conception makes it clear that it is precisely the rationality 
of progress that withholds the attribute of infinitude from history, 
inasmuch as man finds his vocation· for the infinite to be unfulfilled 
in history. The whole of humanity, the homme uni:oersel, is after all only 
a fictive subject of history. "Humanity as a whole," Goethe wrote to 
Schiller on February 21, 1798, coUId indeed comprehend nature, but 
because humanity is "never together" in one place, n:ature is able to 
"conceal itself" from man. The hypostatizing of the fictive subject of 
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history as its 'absolute spirit' appears as a logical result of this irreducible 
backwardness of each individual and generation in comparison to the 
totality of history. Ludwig Feuerbach described this metaphysical de
vice, by means of which the unattainable is after all overtaken, as 
descended from the 'creation from nothing' and thus as the result of 
a secularization, which, however, is negatively evaluated here insofar 
as the point of departure of the process is an object of nothing but 
scorn: "Our philosophers have turned the absolute nonsense of a 
creation from nothing, or of a being that creates the world from 
nothing, into the absolute spirit,"8 In fact, however, every speculative 
subject of history must be seen as compensation for the disappointment 
resulting from the fact that the individual does not e~oy the benefit 
of the asserted rationality of history, but on the contrary, this asserted 
rationality for the first time makes the contingency of his temporal 
position in an infinite process really unbearable. 

Infinity is more a predicate of indefiniteness than of fulfilling dignity, 
more an expression of disappointment than of presuniption. If the 
attribute had migrated after getting free of theology, at any rate it 
could not have done so without changing its fimction and forfeiting 
its positive quality. As an expression of indefiniteness it serves the 
economy and critical self-limitation of reason more than its search for 
a metaphysical surrogate. Descartes had still explained the capacity 
of human self-consciousness to conceive of itself as finite as a result 
of the negation of an idea of the infinite that, while it was innate, was 
not derivable from experience in the world, distinguishing in this way 
between the immanent function and the transcendent origin of the 
concept. In opposition to this view, Hobbes had maintained that the 
concept of infinity contains no positive characteristic whatsoever: "And 
although this word infinite signifY a conception of the mind, yet it 
follows not that we have any conception of an infinite thing. For when 
we say that a thing is infinite, we sign.if)r nothing really, but the im
potency in our own mind; as if we should say, we know not whether 
or where it is limited."9 The infinite serves from this point onward 
less to answer one of the great traditional questions than to blunt it, 
less to give meaning to history than to dispute the claim to be able 
to give it meaning. 

Our discontent with progress is discontent not only with its results 
but also with the indefinite charcter of its course, the lack of distinctive 
points, intermediate goals, or even final goals. The recovery of the 
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finitude of history by means of the idea of·a final and conclusive 
revolution that brings the process of history to a ·standstill is made 
attractive, as an antithesis to infinite progress, by that very progress 
itseJ£ The logic of this countermove is perfecdy comprehensible without 
any need to have recourse to the instrument of seculariz~tion, whether 
of paradise or messianism. What matters here is perhaps less the 
genesis of ideas than the readiness to receive them. The idea of a 
£mal situation like that proclaimed by the Communist Manifesto cannot 
simply translate impatience and dissatisfaction with infinite progress 
into the demand for definitive historical action; it must also be ac
companied by a theory of the possibility of such action. In this case 
that theory consists in the combination of the positive and unlimitable 
progress of industrialization with a negative progress of immiseration, 
which is its necessary correlate, but which in accordance with the logic 
of self-preservation can only be finite. The combination of the two 
concepts of progress, the infinite and the finite, in one conception . 
means that they could not be products of secularization, whether of 
an infinity usurped by history or of an eschatology transplanted into 
it. 

Besides, the superficial similarities obscure deeper differences. It 
does not matter whether a situation of paradisaic satisfaction is worldly 
or unworldly; the crucial question is still whether this situation is to 
be brought about immanendy or transcendendy, whether man can 
achieve it by the exertion of his own powers or has to rely for it on 
the grace, which he cannot earn, of an event breaking in upon him.. 
Language encourages us to overlook this difference. Here, as elsewhere, 
it creates the appearance of secularization. There is nothing in which 
language is more productive than in the formulation of claims in the 
realm of the intangible. As Hobbes, again, put it, the most insubstantial 
arguments are sufficient to awaken hope, and even things that the 
mind cannot conceive can become objects of hope as long as they 
can be expressed in words. 10 

While the basic principle of all herm.eneutics has to be that more 
can be thought than can be expressed (and still more in afterreflection 
than in forethought), we must assume at least in the case of the concept 
of happiness that its historical potency is due merely to what is evoked 
by the means by which we express it. Kant indicated the reason for 
this when he laid it down that ideas of existential fulfillment cannot 
be objective. The fact that there is no objective concept of happiness 
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[olijekti;ven Begriff vom Gli1ckJ is lucky [tin Gli1ck] for us. It protects us 
from those who, on the pretense of its being objective, think that they 
can force everyone else to be happy. When Christian theology was 
confronted with the Hellenistic world's demand that it fonnulate its 
promises more precisely, it projected the philosopher's happiness of 
bliss-conferring 'contemplation'b into its new 'next world.' This con
ception could have anticipated the later subjectivity of the concept of 
happiness-something that the context of the medieval system, how
ever, did not permit. What was created was a concept of happiness 
that could not be disappointed by concrete experience; hence the 
possibility of the "reoccupation of the position of a concept of fulfillment 
that was originally immanent to the world and bound up with the 
ideal of the life of theory. Even a radically altered conception of 
individual and social existential satisfaction could formulate, not indeed 
its content, but the urgency of its claim in the same language in which 
this had been done previously. The constancy of language is an index 
of a constant function for consciousness but not of an identity of 
content. 

Translator's Notes 

a. Kant, Uniu=INatural H;story and Theory '!Idle Heavens, trans. W. Hastie (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 1969), II 7, p. 136" 

b. Ansclzauung: 'thoughtful obseIVation,' the nearest modem term to dlecnia. 
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Political Theology I and II 

The reoccupation that is the reality underlying the appearance of 
secularization is driven by the neediness of a consciousness that has 
been overextended and then disappointed in regard to the great ques
tions and great hopes. The decisions that were once made outside 
this world in the absolute acts of divinity and are now supposed to 
be accomplished in and through man, as moral, social, and political 
actions, did not, as it turned out, pennit a successful transition to self
disposition. But even apart from its significance for historical expla
nation, the persistence in language of a stratum of expressions also 
has the consequence that what had already become metaphorical can 
again be taken literally. Such misunderstandings have their own kind 
of historical productivity. 

Certainly it would be an exaggeration to say that the absolutisms 
of political theories all result from this process of taking secularized 
stylistic means literally. It would be equally plausible to suggest that 
for the consciousness of people at the time, the language of theological 
absolutism served only to bring the cause of political absol~tism into 
the sphere of what was familiar and sanctioned and hence to be 
accepted fatalistically. Here I would no longer speak of the "Trojan 
horse" ,of a stratum of expressions;" this demonizes the natural dis
position of traditional linguistic means into a cunning of the reason 
employing them, which cannot be asserted without stronger evidence. 

There is no need at all for such artful analyses when one bears in 
mind that theological absolutism had provided the 'experimental' 

-', ~~~-----"'-------
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demonstration that it was humanly unbearabl~ in the political effects 
of the multiplication of its religious denominations. While Thomas 
Hobbes, in the middle of the seventeenth century, could still proceed 
from the assumption that the unity of a state religion, as a way of 
neutralizing the effect of religious energies on political reality, was not 
only possible but also enforceable, by the end of the century Pierre 
Bayle already saw religion as the state's insoluble problem. This insight 
led Bayle to the postulate, which he alone articulated, that only a state 
made of atheists could be a good and a satisfactorily functioning one. 1 

While it is true that Bayle's argument influenced Hume, Gibbon, and 
Feuerbach, for the interpretation of the historical process it is only an 
illustration of the mirror-image correspondence of political to theo
logical absolutism. In fact, what happened was that the intolerability 
of the factionalization of absolute positions within the state was 
counteracted by the transfer of the category of the unconditional 
friend/ enemy relation to the conflicts between the national states that 
were in the process of integrating themselves. This was why it could 
become a special feature of the modern age as seen by historians that 
the acuteness of an internal crisis could be overridden by the abso
luteness of an external one. This procedure belonged among the tools 
of political practice up to the moment when the setdement of external 
crises began to put in the shade anything of which internal crises were 
capable in terms of lethalness, and thus disqualified itself as an al
ternative. But the process of overriding internal conflicts by external 
ones had had the consequence that the conflicts that had become 
absolute in the religious schisms could, be subordinated to, and even 
made useful for, the primacy of interests that in their turn laid claim
above all through the consecrating effect of sanctioningi' attributes
to represent the absolute. The symmetry of the development of internal 
conflicts between absolute pOSitions and the setting up of an absolute 
agent may be describable as an "inducing" process but hardly as the 
transfer of specific attnbutes from the one realm to the other. The 
point of departure of this process had been defined by the absurd 
situation that Christianity's claim to the status of an absolute had 
become a politically tangible reality for the first time in the extremely 
confined space of the plurality of its denominations. In this situation, 
the surrender to the state of privileges previously reserved for religion 
was more nearly a necessary renunciation than a coerced removal, if 
Hobbes's account of the rationality of the contract of subjection is 
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supposed to have any reference to reality at all. For the phenomenology 
of worldliness it may not matter whether that worldliness came into 
being through self-surrender or through removal by a foreign agency, 
but for the consciousness of legitimacy that is possible in the resulting 
situation this makes all the difference. I have been criticized on the 
grounds that "questions oflegitimacy are essentially foreign to science," 
that science is exclusively concerned with (and that in fact I am too 
little concerned with) the truth. Z Even if historians had not always 
concerned themselves with questions of legitimacy to the extent that 
they appear as determining elements in the historical process, the use 
of that concept would in any case be secondary here in relation to 
the concept of secularization; and in regard to the alternatives the 
latter sets up, the only question that arises is the question of truth ·or 
falsehood. 

Three centuries after the national state took on the pseudomorphic 
qualities of the absolute authority, it becomes evident that the projection 
of the category of enmity onto the relations between states is no longer 
a viable procedure, and even its further intensification in the all
encompassing antithesis of the East/West dualism has only been a 
short-lived interlude. It is not impossible that this may cause internal 
conflict to take on a new and (this time) nondivertible intensity-unless 
it turns out that the experiment of absolute authorities has been played 
through to its conclusion. When it is no longer possible to believe that 
the decision between good and evil is going to occur in history and 
is immediately impending, and that every political act participates in 
this crisis, the suggestiveness of the 'state of emergency' fAusnahme
zustand] as the normal political state disappears. Expectations of un
limited self-sacrifice and of the total summoning up of strength and 
possessions lose their conjuring power to the extent that they can no 
longer appeal to the absolute character of the perils to which the state 
and the form of life of its citizens are exposed. The end of the primacy 
of the political can be seen in the widespread assertion of its om
nipresence. For that primacy does not consist in the fact that everything 
is political but rather in the fact that the determination of what is to 
be regarded as unpolitical is itself conceived of as falling· Within the 
competence of politics-analogously to the earlier theological deter
mination of what would be left to the 'worldly' authority as its sphere 
of competence. 
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The proposition that "all the significant C?Ilcepts of the Inodern 
doctrine of the state are secularized theological concepts" was first 
laid down by Carl SchInitt in 1922. Both in the factual assertion that 
it contains and also in the deductions that it inaugurates, it is the 
strongest version of the secularization theorem. 3 What is remarkable, 
Inethodologically, about carl Schmitt's "political theology" is that it 
finds any value at all in this secularization nexus since (as it seems to 
Ine) it would have been more natural, in view of the intention of this 
"political theology," for it to establish the reverse'relation of derivation 
by interpreting the apparent theological derivation of political concepts 
as a consequence of the absolute quality of political realities. The 
recourse to the sanctioned vocabulary fof theology] would be an 
expression of an acute concern to Inake cOInprehensible the exigencies 
that it was Ineant to help express. For that there can no longer be 
any such realities and exigencies is the position antithetical to Scl:unitt's, 
a position which he sees as the result of the Enlightenment: "The 
rationalisIn of the Enlightenment repudiated every form of the ex
ceptional case." For the Enlightenment. the repudiation of the 'ex
ceptional situation' [Ausnahmezustarulj' was primarily related to the laws 
of nature, which, no longer conceived as legislation imposed upon 
nature but rather as the necessity issuing from the nature of things, 
could not allow any exception, any intervention of omnipotence, to 
continue to be possible. The idea of the equality of Inen before the 
law was constructed, as was the idea of the inviolability of a constitution, 
by analogy to this idea of the law of nature, with its complete freedom 
from exceptions. It is undoubtedly true that the contours of the reality 
of the state become obscured to the extent that what it has to guarantee 
is taken to be a rational matter of course. 

From this point of view it is certainly correct to say that an emphasis 
on limiting cases and exceptional situations insists on a function of 
the state that must take as its point of departure the failure of the 
Enlightenment; but that need not necessarily Inean that it has to go 
back to the species of concepts that preceded the Enlightenment and 
repeat that species in its 'secularized' fonn. It seems to me, then, that 
what lies behind the proposition that the significant concepts of the 
modern doctrine of the state are secularized theological concepts is 
not, so Inuch a historical insight, as Carl SchInitt asserts when he 
explains that these concepts were «transferred from theology to political 
theory," as it is a dualistic typology of situations. Consider, for example, 
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the proposition that "the omnipotent God became the omnipotent 
lawgiver." If this assertion were correct, then the other could not also 
hold, according to which after the failure of the Enlightenment the 
conservative counterrevolutionary writers attempted "to support the 
personal sovereignty of the monarch ideologically by means of analogies 
drawn from a theistic theology." Analogies, after all, are precisely not 
transfonnations. If every metaphorical borrowing from the dynastic 
language treasures of theology were 's~cularization' in the sense of 
transformation, then we would immec.uately stand before a mass of 
products of secularization that would have to be entitled 
"Romanticism. " 

In this situation the choice of linguistic means is not determined by 
the system of what is available for borrowing but rather by the re
quirements of the situation in which the choice is being made. When 
Carl Schmitt characterizes De Maistre's political philosophy as the 
"reduction of the state to the element of decision, and consequently 
to a pure non-reasoning and non-discussing, non-self-justifYing absolute 
decision, that is, a decision created from nothing,"4 then this is not 
the secularization of the creatio ex nihilo [creation from nothing]; rather 
it is a metaphorical interpretation of the situation after the revolutionary 
zero point. The revolution itself had made its appearance in historical 
disguise, using the rhetoric of the great traditional legitimations
which are not necessarily a vehicle for substance-in order to perform 
"the task of [its] time in Roman costume and with Roman phrases, 
the task of unchaining and setting up modern bourgeois society."5 In 
relation to the subject of secularization in particular, it is important 
to observe that in making their history, it is possible for men to use 
the gesture of a creatio ex nihilo 'Romantically' and in such a way as 
to establish historical continuity; and on the other hand, it is possible 
for them to use historical mimicry in the service of innovation. "And 
just when they seem engaged in revolutionizing themselves and things, 
in creating something that has never yet existed, precisely in such 
periods of revolutionary crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits of 
the past to their service and borrow from them names, battle cries 
and costumes in order to present the new scene of world history in 
this time-honored disguise ~d this borrowed language." Accordingly, 
what underlies the phenomena of linguistic secularization cannot be 
an extensively demonstrable recourse to theology as such; rather it is 
a choice of elements from the selective point of view of the immediate 
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need, in each case, for background and pathos. The Revolution needed 
not only a reservcir of political expressions but a pagan one; its strongest 
effects, indeed, were achieved in the nakedly laconic style of the great 
statements typified by the secularization decree of the National As
sembly in 1789: "Tous les biens ecclesiastiques sont a la dispositi9n 
de la nation" IAll church property is at the disposition of the nationl 
It is quite plausible that the Restoration could only see itself here in 
the role of a creatio ex niMh This fimctional way of viewing the matter 
makes it improbable that the process of secularization can be divided 
into phases following the analogy of Comte's schema of the three 
stages.6 

Is "political theology" only the sum of a set of metaphors, whose 
selection reveals more about the character of the situations in which 
use is made of them than about the origin of the ideas and concepts 
that are employed in dealing with such situations? In a book entided 
Politische Theologie II. Die Legende von der Erledigungjeder Politischen Theo
logie (Berlin, 1970), Carl Schmitt has undertaken to resist "the legend 
that all political theology has been definitively disposed 0[" The most 
important question that arises in relation to this reopening of a subject 
first raised half a century earlier is the question whether the inter
pretation of "secularization" that is employed has· changed or remained 
the same. What is perhaps the most instructive testimony relating to 
this question is located in a footnote: "All my statements on the subject 
of political theology have been the assertions of a legal scholar about 
a systematic structural kinship between theological and juristic concepts 
that obtrudes i.tself both in legal theory and legal practice. "7 This 
formulation reduces the seculaiization thesis to the concept of structural 
analogy. It makes something visible-and is consequendy by no means 
without value-but it no longer implies any assertion about the der
ivation of the one structure from the other or of both from a common 
prototype. When, for instance, the monopolization of power by the . 
state or by a particular political authority is said to be structurally 
comparable to the theological attribute of omnipotence, then this now 
relates only to the coordination, within a systematic context, of positions 
that are distinguished by the fact that they both carry the universal 
quantifier Hall power .... " But is this already sufficient to justifY talk, 
on the side of political theory, of a "political theology"? 

Nor is the development that can be seen in the great example. of 
Hobbes-the deprivatization of religion as the mark of the new 'omni-
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presence' of politics-something that might have been done by theology 
'through politics.' This qm clearly be seen when Hobbes finds as the 
basis for a public religion only the lowest common denominator of 
Christian confessionalism, the more laconic than expressive formula 
that 'Jesus is the Christ. "d This sort of theology corresponds fimc
tionally, though not of course :hi the names and words that it employs, 
to the techniques that Voltaire employed in propagandizing for tol
erance with the recommendation that we not take theology in general 
(and thus also the differences between theological doctrines) too se
riously, and that we defend God's goodness by no longer asserting 
His omnipotence. The implication of the fimctional interpretation is 
that Hobbes already meant the same thing, though he did n9t say it. 
For Carl Schmitt, conflicts of the sort that Hobbes extirpates (rather 
than settles) by reducing them through the hannonizing formula (which 
is just as political as it is theologically insignificant) to the lowest common 
denominator of a public religion - "extirpates" because what is decisive 
is not the content of the formula but rather the decree that promulgates 
it, which the content only makes it easier to put into effect-such 
conflicts, for Carl Schmitt, cannot be reduced to opposing substantial 
poles. Militancy is not a fimction of substance. I do not know whether 
the following statement is also the legal-theoretical assertion of a legal 
scholar, but for the problematic of secularization it is very significant: 
«A conflict is always a contest between organizations and institutions 
in the sense of concrete orders, a contest between 'competent au
thorities' [Instanzen], not between substances. Substances must first 
have found a form, they must have organized themselves, somehow, 
before they can even confront one another as agents capable of a 
contest, as parties belligirantes."8 Thus secularization cannot be the result 
of a wifudrawal of substance either; it is, again following the model 
of Hobbes's thinking, the integration of the religious interest into the 
public interest for the purpose of reducing the number of authorities 
'taking part' in consciousness. The principle that there is no such thing 
as a conflict between substances is fundamental to the conception of 
a «political theology": the latter's job is to distill out what can then 
be decreed, so that it can be made a punishable luxury to want to 
keep for oneself something more as the realm of competence oflprivatel 
conviction. It is not a secularized theology but rather the selection 
from theology of what will be tolerable in the world, which then in 
its turn can be given out as the norm governing the content of what 
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is decree~l. Conflict disappears for the almost scandalously simple 
reason that there cannot be two absolute authorities, even if, since 
Gnosticism, there has been the paradigm of two absolute substances. 
Truth belongs on the side of substance; it cannot be altered at the 
level of authorities, though it can indeed (to the extent that it is ~ot 
publically disruptive) be integrated and thus made less: dangerous as 
something to which appeal could be made to justif)r insistence on 
private autonomy. To that extent truth is not functionalized, but neither 
does it become a legitimizing power. Audaritas, non veritas fadt legem 
[Authority, not truth. makes the law], but precisely not Auctoritas facit 
veritatem fAuthority makes truth]. The old consensus omnium [consensus 
of all] is no longer the criterion of truth because the teleology of human 
reason manifests itself in it but because in view of the particularism 
of interests and convictions, the possibility of agreement represents 
something like their solid and indispensable core. Since worldliness is 
a form for the reduction of antagonistic positions, the tide of a "political 
theology" becomes the equivalent of that which does not indeed be~ 
come worldliness itself but guarantees its continuance. It is the sum~ 
mation of the premises of self-assertion, and hence designates 'as an 
absolute enemy anyone who asks for even a supposedly harmless 
addition. 

At this point a terminological difference can be instructive that came 
to light when Carl Schmitt objected that I did not deal at all with the 
"legitimacy" of the modem age but only with its "legality." The idea 
that underlies this correction is that the rationalism of the Enlightenment 
is a sort of code of reason, from which what was 'lawful' in the epoch 
would be ascertainable. without allowing the contingency of this sys~ 
tern's validity to be exposed. I understand this criticism very. well: 
Legitimacy for Schmitt is a diachronic-historical or horizontal
relation of foundation: producing the inviolability of systems of order 
out of the depths of time, as it were, whereas legality isa synchronic 
structure, read vertically. which supports a finding by its relation to 
a norm, a norm by its relation to a higher-level norm. By this logic 
the modem age would be legitimate if it was still the Middle Ages, 
though of course continued <by other means.' The objection that under 
the tide of legitimacy. what I was concerned about was only legality, 
puts in question the status of the book's problematic and its thesis as 
-historical As a criticism this could hardly be stronger. 

~-------------,.-.-- "~.'".-.~~ "----" 
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But the legitimacy of the modern age that I intended is a historical 
category. It is precisely for that reason that the rationality of the epoch 
is conceived as self-assertion. not as self-empowerment. e It is very 
different, on the one hand, to say that a rationalism has no need of 
historical justification. that it constructs itself autonomously from within 
itself and is indifferent to the conditions prevailing at the time when 
it is put into effect-which only corresponds to its self-definition
and, on the other hand, to insist that the doubtful and in fact disputed 
claim made by this rationality to have substituted a standardized process 
for the contingency of history has a specific historical function of self
assertion. Here, I think, Carl Schmitt has not done justice to the ar
gument when he says, "Its immanence, which directs itself polemically 
against a theological transcendence, is nothing but se1f-empowennent."g 
Legitimacy becomes a subject of discussion only when it is disputed. 
The occasion for talk of the legitimacy of the modern age does not 
lie in the fact that this age conceives of itself as conforming to reason 
and as realizing this conformity in the Enlightenment but rather in 
the syndrome of the assertions that this epochal conformity to reason 
is nothing but an aggression (which fails to understand itself as such) 
against theology, from which in fact it has in a hidden manner derived 
everything that belongs to it. In regard to what reason can accomplish, 
the occasion for its undertaking these accomplishments can be a matter 
of complete indifference; but in regard to what it does in fact accom
plish, the radica1ness of requirements and challenges, of disputes and 
problematics cannot be ignored. Self-assertion determines the radi
calness of reason, not its logic. An extreme pressure toward self
assertion gave rise to the idea of the epoch as a self-foundatIon
which is simply not to say a self-emp6werment-a self-foundation 
that emerges from nothing. It must seem paradoxical to Carl Schmitt 
that the legitimacy of an epoch is supposed to consist in its discontinuity 
in relation to its prehistory, and this paradox prevents him from 
thlnking that anything else could be at issue but mere legality vis-a
vis a hypostatized reason that decrees positive laws. 

Here is the heart of the difference between us: For Carl Schmitt, 
the political theorist, secularization is a category oflegitimacy. It gives 
access to the depth dimension of history for the benefit of present 
moments endangered by their contingency. It produces historical iden
tity, and here it matters little that this occurs precisely <by other 
means.' The products of secularization are epitomized in "political 

------------------
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theology" itself, the designation of which, h?wever integratively it 
might have been intended in relation to the tradition, really only veils 
the fact that what is meant is 'theology as politics.' It is almost inevitable 
a priori that a juristic positivism must ally itself with the historical 
factor that puts the contingency of positive institutions beyond the 
reach of observation. This is why decisionismf derives its relation to 
legitimacy from the negation of voluntarism - because voluntarism is, 
as it were, the institutionalized instability of absolute power, while 
decisionism 'lives' from the fact that the 'decisions' have always already 
been made, that they appear in the fonn of historical authorities 
[Instanun], just as for Hobbes the contract of subjection can never be 
one that is yet to be sealed but is only one that is inferred to have 
gone before. However much positivisms tend to behave as if they 
were unhistorical, their logic requires one again and again to establish 
connections with a ground that is beyond question. This is what makes 
the secularization theorem attractive for the 'decisionistic' political 
theorist: What has the appearance of illegitimacy when seen from the 
point of view of the participants holds a promise of legitimacy when 
seen 'from a higher point of view.' 

Carl Schmitt has complained that I gave "an inducement to mis
understandings" by deciding to "lump together" his theses on secu
larization "with all sorts .of muddled parallelisms of religious, 
eschatological, and political ideas. "10 This reproach is justified. It was 
the second (1970) Politische TheoWgie's working out of the conceptual 
differences in relation to 'legitimacy' that made clear for the first time 
what had been the basis of the preference for the concept of secu
larization in the first (I922) Politische Theologie. 

But perhaps one can or must go yet one step further. From the 
point of view of all kinds of requirements for legitimation, not only 
did rationalism make a disturbing and destructive entrance, but when 
the ground had been cleared and leveled, it proved to be sterile as 
far as new conceptions were concerned. The meagerness of what was 
left as a plan of construction in the wake of the great critical accom
plisrunents of the Enlightenment left to Romanticism the sublime op
portunity for a creaf;iQ ex nihilo. Carl Schmitt sees this not as the result 
of a failure of the Enlightenment but rather as the unexpected form 
of what rationalism, following Descartes's program, had originally 
claimed for itself but had been unable to carry out. For Schmitt also 
characterizes the concept of history employed in The Legitimacy of the 
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Modern Age as one that implies, instead of a creation from nothing, 
"the creation of nothingness as the condition of the possibility of the 
self-creation of a perpetually new worldliness." But this book's concept 
of rationality is neither that of an agency of salvation nor that of a 
creative originality either. On the analogy of the principle of sufficient 
reason rPrinzip des zurcichenden Grunde.s: Leibnizl, I would like to entitle 
this concept that of a sufficient rationality [einer zureichenden Vernu?iftl. 
It is just enough to accomplish the postmedieval self-assertion and to 
bear the consequences of this emergency self-consolidation. The con
cept of the legitimacy of the modem age is not derived from the 
accomplishments of reason but rather from the necessity of those 
accomplishments. Theological voluntarism and human rationalism are 
historical c'orrelates; thus the legitimacy of the modern age is not 
shown as a result of its Lnewness'-the claim to be a modern age 
[Neuzeit: new agel does not as such justify it. Consequently my use of 
the word "legitimacy" carmot "simply turn on its head" its classical 
use, by designating this time, contrary to every rule, "a justification 
based on newness, instead of a justiftcation based on duration, antiquity, 
historical extraction, and tradition." It is true that in part II of this 
book an attempt is made at presenting a 'historical' justification ac
complished by other means than appeal to quantity of time and to 
continuity. If it turned out to be possible to produce historical arguments 
as well for the rationality of the rationalism of the modern age, this 
would, in view of the whole structure of the argument, not amount 
to a demonstration of any competence beyond that required by the 
modest finding of self-assertion. 

The connection between the concepts of secularization and legitimacy 
has been made clearer by Carl Schmitt's counterargument, and pre
cisely :by the way in which he has recently cast obscurity over his 
theory's need for the secularization pattern as an 'expedient' in the 
context of the question of legitimacy. Here one must not lose sight 
of the difference between rationalism and voluntarism, insofar as it 
comes through in the philosophy of history. Rationalism has the ad
vantage that it can base its mode of operation on impersonal 'mech
anisms: that is. it need not rely on rational subjects-even of the 
'world spirit' [Weltgeist] type-and their rationality alone. Even Dar
winism is still a derivative of rationalism: It causes perfection to be 
produced with the dependability of a blind mechallism. Voluntarism 
is necessarily dependent on a subject, be it only a fictional one. Hence 
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it requires 'persons,' be they only 'leg~ persons.' Decisionism cannot 
function without a 'sovereign,' be it only a metaph0rical one. Thus 
this position in political theory has a need for metaphor. and it connects 
that metaphor to its problematic oflegitimacy by means of the assertion 
of secularization. ill fact. though, what this dogmatics requires frO:!TI 
the old theology is only a single element, with which it takes its stand 
against every fonn of deism and pantheism: that of the absolutely 
sovereign God-person. The feat of deducing from the-necessity of will 
in the state the necessary existence of the willing person had already 
been attempted by Hegel. He made the "will's abstract, and to that 
extent ungrounded self-deterinination in which finality of decision is 
rooted," be embodied as the "absolutely decisive moment of the whole" 
in one individual, the monarch, so that -the initially abstract will can 
"consolidate" itself and thus gain a concrete content. in history. 11 

Hegel himself compared this inference from the concept of that 
which "has an absolute beginning in itself' to the existence of this 
latter, "which reabsorbs all particularity into its single self, cuts short 
the weighing of pros and cons between which it lets itself oscillate 
perpetually now this way and now that. and by saying 'J will' makes 
its decision," with the '''ontological'' proof of the existence of God, 
and no doubt found the incomparable dignity of the argument con
~nned by this comparison. 12 But precisely this reference to the ar
gument of Anselm of Canterbury makes it impossible that this train 
of thought could contain an element of secularization. For the medieval 
inventor of the argument himself distinguishes between the God of 
his proof, than Whom nothing greater can be thought, and the God 
of his revealed faith, Who is greater than anything that can ever be 
thought. In other words, Hegel'S appeal to the ontological argument 
cites what (if it succeeded) would be the showcase example of the kind 
of rational accomplishment of which every conceptual realist can only 
dream: to infer from a concept the existence of the thing corresponding 
to it. But Hegel does not thus by any means implant a key element 
of the Christian tradition in idealism. For legitimacy does not come 
from the uncaused beginning, the necessity of which is supposed to 
lie in the concept, either; rather it comes from that "consolidation" 
that fills the abstract with concrete contents. 

The ontological deduction of the existence of the sovereign is a 
device that Carl Schmitt does not imitate, if only because the absolutism 
of sovereignty prolubits arguments even about its concept: «About a 
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concept as such there will in general be no dispute. least of all in the 
history of sovereignty .... "13 In any case an <ontological' argument 
could hardly take a 'limiting case' concept as its point of departure 
since there is no authority competent to decide "who decides on the 
existence of a state of emergency." This difference from Hegel's ar
gumentation, which although it operates with the concept of the will 
is entirely rooted in the rationalism of the pntological argument, enables 
us to understand Carl Schmitt's 'need' -admittedly, an unfulfillable 
need-for secularization. The extent of this difference is the extent 
to which "political theology" is intended ~ theology. Because a person 
is required, there must be secularization! to produce him, and indeed 
to produce him from the resources of the very tradition to which the 
concept of a person belongs as an indubitably autochthonous element. 
One has to be surprised, in any case, that among the many recorded 
instances of the secularization thesis, the concept of a person plays no 
special role, indeed hardly appears at all. But in the case of Carl Schmitt 
the reservation is "necessary that the bearer of what is "in the highest 
sense decision" can be a person only in a metaphorical sense-and 
must not be one literally because at the same time that he provides 
the capacity for decision, the 'person' must also provide legitimacy 
for the decision. "Political theology" is a metaphorical theology: the 
quasi-divine person of the sovereign possesses legitimacy. and has to 
possess it, because for him there is no longer legality, or not yet, since 
he has first to constitute or to reconstitute it. The enviable position 
in which the 'political theologian' places himself by means of his 
assertion of secularization consists in the fact that he finds his stock 
of images ready to hand and thus avoids the cynicism of an open 
'theological politics.' 

It was the utopian Campanella who first described Machiavellianism 
as the result of Aristode's having promoted the idea of religion being 
"tantum politic am inventionem" [only a political invention].14 The his
torical attitude has made Campanella's imputation superfluous. The 
assumption of secularization allows the 'political theologian' to find 
ready for use what he would otherwise have had to invent, once it 
turned out after all not to be something whose existence could be 
deduced. 

-----------~--.--"-"""---- --------~ --------- -
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Translator's Notes 

a. As in the 1966 edition of Die Legi!.imitiit der NeuZllit, p. 59. 

b. The term "sanction" itself embodies, etymologically, the process of transition that the author 
is discussing here. It derives from the Latin sandre, to render sacred or inviolable, and (hence) 
to ordain, decree. or ratiijr. 

c. In legal and political theory, der Ausnahmezwtand denotes what we usually calI, in English. 
a "state of emergency," that is, a situation that cannot be dealt with by normailegal processes 
and requires that extraordinary measures be taken. 

d. Thomas Hobbes, LerJiathan, chapter 43. 

e. SelbstermikJrtigung: giving oneself authority. !his term (which, as will be seen, was applied 
by Schmitt to the author's conception of modern rationality) implies a self-willed refusal to 
submit to the historically established process whereby authority is amferred. To those who are 
steeped in this sort of terminology, then, it has the connotations almost of a 'seinu-e of power,' 
the antithesis of political/legal 'legitimacy.' 

f. Dezisifmismus is the doctrine, promoted in Germany by Carl Schmitt, that legal validity resides 
ultimately in decisions rather than nonns. (These decisions are of course normally thought of 
as the decisions of 'competent authorities,' identified as sum by reference to norms, but there 
can be no authority competent to 'decide' who is the ultimate decision maker-who is the 
'sovereign. ') 
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The Rhetoric of Secularizations 

In the realm of expressions suggestive of possible secularizations that 
can be subjected to the methodical anaysis that I have recommended, 
we are undoubtedly dealing also with rhetorical effects and hyperboles. 
The complex of "political theology" that has just been analyzed bears 
the marks of secularization as a specific intentional style. One reads 
in Carl Schmitt that "the 'omnipotence' of the modem lawgiver, of 
which One is told in every textbook of public law, derives from theology 
in ways that are not merely linguistic. "1 Hearing this assurance, one 
may hesitate: not merely linguistic? Then the same would hold for 
the stage god that Carl Schmitt introduces in order to characterize the 
ultimate concepts and arguments of the literature of public law as 
they relate to the character of the interventions of the state, which it 
carries out «now like a deus ex machina deciding by way of positive 
legislat;ion a controversy that the free act of juristic knowledge was 
not able to resolve in a way that was generally acknowledged to be 
correct, now as the benevolent and compassionate agent who dem
onstrates his superiority over his own laws through pardons and am
nesties." Thus this lawgiver can even be a deus ex machina as long as 
he is not himself the "monteur [setter up] of the great machine"2 since 
this me~phor is reserved by tradition for the Enlightenment's retiring 
divine sovereign. It is a matter of establishing a rhetorical distance, 

. where in order to avoid the metaphor of the mechanism, with its 
fixed historical associations, even the reduced level of seriousness of 
the metaphor of the theater is acceptable: To the observer from a 
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distance, the total picture of the contemporary conception of the state 
presents itself as "a great cloak-and-dagger piece; +. , in which the 
state acts lUlder numerous disguises but always as the same invisible 
person."3 

This example shows how in the broad field of the linguistic ph~
nomena that could provide evidence of secularization, each case requires 
the methodical protection provided by an analysis of its function. Talk 
of the "omnipotence" of the lawgiver is itself clearly a 'power play' 
of political theory, for which an allusion to the strongest possible point 
of comparison is ahnost automatic. Secularization as an intentional 
style consciously seeks a relation to the sacred as a provocation. A 
considerable degree of continuing acceptance of the religious sphere 
in which the language originates has to be present in order to make 
possible such an effect, just as 'black theology' can· only spread its 
blasphemous terror where the sacral world still persists. In the Middle 
Ages mysticism and courtly love worked together, lending back and 
forth the linguistic treasures and the rules of heavenly and earthly 
love. For the most part, if one considers only the most magnificent 
source-the Song of Solomon-content was only being brought back 
from the sacral language that the profane had earlier turned over to 
it; but an element has been added that makes the theft and carrying 
over seem daring and risky. This daring skirting of the bOlUldary of 
the permissible is itself one of the forms of proving love, and also part 
of the linguistic gesture (a means of impressing an audience) that 
returns again and again in the various forms of secularization: the 
presumption of doing what has never, for any other purpose, been 
dared but is nevertheless lUldertaken in this unique-and thus 
'absolute'-case. The symmetry of erotic elements in mysticism and 
mystical elements in eroticism need not plunge analysts into depths 
of obscurity; though it may not yet be a matter of limiting concepts, 
this certainly is a case of skirting the limits. The Middle Ages had 
fOlUld that just. about every content was capable of spiritualization, 
and thus had opened up a wealth of expressive possibilities, of which 
anything could partake secondarily that seemed to need and tei be 
capable, perhaps no longer of that spiritualization, but still of the 
obligatoriness that went with it. 

The phenomena of linguistic secularization extend all the way from 
the conceptual function of resolving the problem of an acute lack of 
means by which to express a novel state of affairs to the rhetorical 
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function of evoking effects along the spectnnn between provocation 
and familiarity by means of an emphatic display of the terminology's 
marks of derivation.. Nietzsche was reaching for the most incisive for
mula of usurpation imaginable when he made the "I am that I am" 
{Exodus 3 : 14] into the utterance of ~ invalid who suffers precisely 
from being the person that he is. The iself-designation of Yahweh is 
put in the mouth of the diametric opposite of the self-identical pride 
of life: "1 am who· I am: how could I ever get free of myself?"4 For 
another example, one would only have to trace the use or misuse of 
the nomenclature of Christmas in order to have before one the affective 
ambivalence of such 'quotations.' For Heinrich Heine, Shakespeare, 
whose dramas he wants to call "the worldly gospel," was born "in 
the northern Bethlehem that was called Stratford-on-Avon."5 But also: 
"Zweibriicken was the Bethlehem where the young freedom; the sa
viour, lay in its cradle and bawled the world's salvation."6 At almost 
the same time Goethe, who had been reading Galileo, wrote in his 
diary that Newton was born in the year in which Galileo died (which, 
in spite of calendar confusion, is still. not quite correct) and added, 
"Here lies the Christmas Day of our modern times."1 Somewhat earlier, 
in his revision of Zelter's article on Haydn's Creation, Goethe had 
described the composer's birth as follows: "Finally there appeared 
unannounced, on the border between two nations, in the manger of 
a wheelwright's shop, the new Wunderkind, born into earthly poverty, 
who was to deliver our art from leading strings and from foreign 
systems of fOrllL .. :'s More than half a millennium earlier the Hoh
enstaufen, Frederick II, whom Nietzsche was to describe as the first 
European to suit his own taste, in a letter written as an excommunicated 
heretic in August 1239 to his native town of Jesi on the borders of 
Ancona had chosen the defiant and haughty formula that this town, 
"where our divine mother brought us to light," was "our Bethlehem."9 

Precepts of rhetorical daring make the result of linguistic secular
ization, from allusion to frivolous comparison, a basic dement of lite raJ}' 

style. The notion of <renaissance' also belongs here, which frequendy 
makes literary appearances in the vestments of sacral ideas of rebirth 
and the related cult symbols. The point of such acts of daring may 
be exhibited in an anecdote that we are told about Francis Bacon: In 
the garden of the earl of Arundel, who had on display a large number 
of ancient statues of nude men and women, Sir Francis comes' to a 
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sudden halt and proclaims his amazement with. the exclamation, "The 
resurrection. "10 

An objection has been lodged against my association of this Bacon 
anecdote with the rhetoric of secularization: c'Perhaps what speaks 
here is not at all, or not only, a rhetorical daring that is conscious of 
its use of a frivolous equation as a technical expedient. as Blumenberg 
imagines, but rather genuine disconcertedness. "11 A fine and welcome 
correction. if there was need of one. But then follows a fUrther definition 
of the context of that "disconcertedness," which is supposed to be 
kept open as to what Bacon might have felt: "Who knows whether 
at this moment the ancient world's 'being: at rest in itself and perfect. 
did not dawn upon Bacon in a Christian perspective: in the escha
tological image of mankind resurrected and awakened to its perfection." 
But that is too fine to be true. Bacon's recovery of paradise is not 
connected with a resurrection of any kind. The identity of the hy
postatized subject of science, in which individuals and generations are 
completely dissolved, is at the same time the identity of a mankind 
achieving the future perfection of domination over nature. There was 
no need to assure justice for those whose decease preceded that per
fection. Bacon's idea of paradise is not eschatological. because it is 
pagan. It presupposes a strict symmetry in histOry: Th~ future repro
duces the beginning in the form of the paradisaic domination of nature 
by means of the sale power of the word. Because Adam had given 
the beasts in paradise their names, he was able to call them by their 
'true names' -and "call" for Bacon is the equivalent of "cornrnand."12 
Bacon has entirely separated his idea of paradise as man's exercise 
of power through the word from the tradition of the ideal of theory 
as the highest fulfillment, and from the tradition of the next-worldly 
visio beatijica [beatific vision1 that was derived from that ideal His 
paradise is closer to the undercurrent of magic, and would be the 
secularization of that. if it had need of secularization. Now all of this 
may not alter my critic's view of the scene in the garden of Arundel; 
but Bacon's language, with its repeated use of the medium of artificial 
seculaiizations, should give him food for thought-above all the con
version of the terminology of the novissima tempora [newest times]: The 
final times of the prophecy of Daniel have become the 'new' age [die 
Weuzeit'; the modern agel that for us is the final age-and the German 
translator J. H. pfingsten renders this as the "neueste Zeiten" [newest 
timesJ,13 Of course, "Even where irony is involved, Christianity'S rep-
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ertoire of images can still be taken seriously. "14 Bacon does that too, 
especially for a public for which the code of the prophecies is 'broken' 
in a new way; but the description of these stylistic means as rhetorical
and, in that character, as provocative or trust inducing-does not 
impugn their seriousness in relation to their repertoire of images. Such 
repertoires are interchangeable, <l.Ild Bacon also uses the old topoi 
[themes] of autumn and the world's growing older, not, however, in 
the sense of an anticipation of winter and death but rather in the 
sense of the phase of the year and of life that brings with it ripeness 
and the harvest. His concern in the application of both the biblical 
prophecies and the metaphor of organic growth to his own times is 
to make the accumulation of new discoveries and inventions appear 
trustworthy and promising as symptoms of the state of the world as 
a whole. 

Both the self-conception of the artist and the theoretical interpretation 
of the artistic process by means borrowed from theology, all the way 
from creation to inspiration, have been abundantly documented. The 
discovery of the capacity for creativity is part of the self-articulation 
of modem consciousness, however much it may initially have been 
connected with the formulas (used initially with a pious intent) of the 
alter deus and deus in terris [second god, earthly godl which had served 
at first as hyperbolical paraphrases of the biblical idea that God made 
man in His own image. 'Invention,' which under the rubric of tnventio 
in the traditional rhetoric was only a part of the process of the linguistic 
transmission of thought (first its accidental, then its methodically di
rected unfolding and exploitation), becomes the essence of the artistic 
process and the criterion by which its products are to be evaluated. 
as, for instance, when Scaliger and Sidney assign pree.millence in the 
art of poetry to epic poets and dramatists becaUse their activity most 
closely resembles the model of divine creation. But the later opposition 
to this aesthetic ideal itself still requires the register of a secularized 
language-thus, for instance, when Marcel Proust, w;ith his "poesie 
de la memoire" [poetics of memory], rebels against impotence in re
lation to the past and against the mere "memoire des faits" [memory 
of facts] in order to proclaim the unsurpassable station and the absolute 
responsibility of the aesthetic act not only as memory but also as the 
final court of judgement: The artist makes of his work not only a 
piece of the highest reality but also the "true Last Judgment. "I5 It 
would be a mistake to think that the idea of art, of its seriousness and 
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its existential significance, was produced at some time or other by a· 
transfonnation of the dogmas of creation or judgment. But these 
concepts certainly do designate claims to meaningfulness and finality 
that had remained empty after the disappearance of the theological 
substance and that were both capable and in need of corresponding 
'reoccupations.' . . 

Some of the most comprehensive testimony to the aesthetic potential 
of secularized language is offered by Jean Paul's School for Aesthetics. It 
exploits the language of the Christian traditiGn in every possible way , 
and according to every rule of art, from rhetorical ornament to playing 
with blasphemous frivolity. Jean Paul discovers the ironical disposition 
of this tenninology as a means by which to expose finite facts by 
comparison with the infinite ideal. Such consciousness of utilization 
means that any suspicion of a significant immediate relation to a source 
is bound to be mistaken. 

Creation and incarnation are Jean Paul's favorite metaphors for the 
poetic process, not only in order to assign a higher IIletaphysical vatue 
to it but also to exhibit its insuperable eIIlbarrassment· face to face 
,.nth its absolute prototype. The poet is bound neither to the imitation 
of nature nor to a nonn of his motivation; he, who "like a god, poses 
his world on the first day of creation without having further reason 
than that of the omnipotence of beauty," may also "repeat the free 
creative beginning even in the middle of the work, where nothing old 
is answered for or set aside."16 The fust chapter of a novel is the 
«omnipotent or 'aseity' [underived or independent existence] chapter."l7 
The poet's relation to the inner laws of his creations resembles God's 
relation to man's freedollL The epic "spreads the enonnous whole 
before us and transforms us into· gods contemplating a world." In 
contrast to the dramatist, the epic poet has at his disposal "the infinite 
abundance of pOSSlble worlds. "18 

But the poetic metaphor wants only to be taken at its word, not 
made into a concept; otherwise it would lead into the «annihilating 
idealism of philosophy: ... we are not made to have created every
thing."19 It is true that metaphors are "linguistic incarnations of nature 
into humanity" and "transubstantiations of the spirit" and as such 
are expressions of the process in which nature "for IIlan is forever 
caught in the act of becoming incarnate as man"; but at the same 
time this metaphorical accounting for metaphor contains something 
of the annihilating idea of humor. which means to expose, by the use 
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of secularized language, an infinite discrepancy: "When man looks 
down, as theology did in the old days, from the supernal world to 
the earthly world, then the latter seems to drag alcing, small and futile; 
and when he measures the small world, as humor does, against the 
infinite world and sees them together, a kind oflaughter results which 
contains pain and greatness. "20 

Poetry as incarnation means for Jean Paul not only the elevation 
of the natural to the realm of the ideal but also the constant exhibition 
of how the ideal cannot be realized. This ambivalen,ce is meant to be 
deposited in the products of linguistic secularization. "Poetry, like 
everything divine in :man, is chained to time and place and must always 
become a carpenter's son and a Jew. "21 On account of this ambivalence, 
the judgment of good and evil devolves upon the poet in his work of 
idealization: "The poet-even the comic poet-cannot take any real 
character from nature without transforming it, as the day of judgement 
does the living, for hell or for heaven. "22 Both humor and wit have 
their locations in this metaphor of the Last Judgment. 2S 

The poet in the role of judge-that is, to be sure, already a mod
ification of the Enlightenment's metaphors of judgment, which saw 
reason" in the position of the judge. The element that induces such 
metaphors of judgment is the common theoretical and aesthetic end 
product of the 'verdict,' whether of fact or of taste, toward which 
reflection orients itself. Lichtenberg saw in the Enlightenment's primacy 
of reason the reversal of the Inquisition, especially in its anti-Copernican 
activity: "The class of people by whom reason was so often subjected 
to inquisition now in the reverse order finally finds itself and its con
temptible procedures brought before the inquisition tribunal of reason. 
Of course the ultimate punishment assigned to them will not be chains 
and dismal dungeons but what will nevertheless be an irksome ob
ligation for them-the obligation to become wiser. "24 It is subjects of 
theory and lapses in theory that are judged before the tribunal of 
reason. For Lichtenberg the moral subject is withdrawn from the 
purview of public judgment, and his passionate rejection of 'physiog
nomy' is based on a defense of the protection that bodiliness furnishes 
for the ego. It is not the secularization but rather the reversal of the 
basic idea of eschatology:" The world exists only thanks to the im
possibility of passing judgment within it. "If God made known men's 
secrets, the world could not continue."25 From reason's judgment over 
rational "processes two radically different paths lead onward: one to 
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history and art as the new tribunals, the other to the transformation 
of reflection into sitting in judgment of onese1£ As a stylistic means 
of making self-representation credible, a linguistic form has been de
veloped that is meant to provide a literal}' equivalent.for the absence 
of reservation that religious thought ascribes to God's knowledge an,d 
understanding of man. The prototype of Augustine's Conjessions is not 
sufficient to explain this phenomenon. Augustine still believed that 
God knew more of the human soul than it knew of itself and con
sequently that God's judgment could not be anticipated by self
repr~sentation. Thus when Rousseau consciously imitates Augustine's 
ConjeSJions, that is not a legitimation of autobiographical recklessness 
by appeal to religious and literal}' authority; rather it is a rhetorical 
reinforcement of the credibility of reckless self-disclosure: "I have 
unveiled my inmost self even as thou hast seen it, 0 Eternal Being." 

Rousseau does not merely appeal to the divine judgment as the 
last resort that will ultimately verify his claims; rather, in his literal}' 
self-revelation he takes under his own direction the revelation of man 
before God. The forum of mankind, to which his confession is ad
dressed, does not just temporarily and metaphorically take the role 
of the judge; the decision that he requests from this tribunal replaces 
the appeal to the Last Judgment, which loses its essential relevance 
o~ce a verdict has been brought in by what is now the :final court of 
appeal: objectivity. Rousseau expressly emphasizes that the time when 
the divine judgment takes place has become a matter of indifference 
to him -the trumpet may sound whenever it likes. Self-knowledge 
has become the equivalent of divine knowledge, the subject's hberation 
from subjectivity, and its truth quite simply the naked truth. Icono
logically it is significant that the book has changed its position in the 
judgment scene; whereas in the entire apocalyptic literature it is rep
resented as the book of the sins of mankind, which is kept before the 
throne of God and opened before the assembled world of men, in his 
case Rousseau writes the book himself and bears it, as he says, in his 
hand before the tribunal with these proud words (which are also 
significant in the sequence of the objects referred to): "This is what I 
have done, what I have thought, what I was." Linguistic secularization 
has become an instrument of the literary sensationalism of undisguised 
self-presentation and of the vindication to which it lays claim. No 
distinction of the relative precedence of moral or aesthetic judgments 
has yet been arrived at. Half a century later. in Ludwig Feuerbach, 

1 

I 
I 

j 
i 

I 
i 
i 
i 

i 
I 

I 
\ 

! 
1 

I 
I 

I 
! 

I 
I 



111 

-Chapter 9 

the productive subject decides only on the literary immortality of rus 
thoughts, not on his own immortality: "In writing man holds the final 
judgment over himself, over his ideas and sensations; here he separates 
the sheep from the goats, consigns some to eternal oblivion and 
nothingness, others to eternal life. "26 

Probably nothing in the terminology of aesthetics is as instructive 
in regard to the problematic of secularization as is the concept of a 
'symbol.' This relevance is not only due to the diversity of its aesthetic 
aspects and transformations _ but is already present in the potential 
that the term "symbol" brings with it from its prior history. It is true 
that before Goethe this term had as yet no specifically aesthetic sig
nificance. and in theology. particularly in the Protestant doctrine of. 
the sacranients, it played a narrowly defined role in a technical lan
guage. This semantic narrowness corresponded pretty accurately to 

the initial situation in the word's history, and no doubt also in factual 
history. Freud has pointed out that in magical behavior the symbol 
comes into existence by being 'appointed' to serve as an image, no 
doubt originally as the result of an incapacity to make a realistic image 
of the object affected (or to be affected). The profane history of the 
word shows that the inability to create an adequate image is revalued 
positively as signifying also the impossibility of such adequacy. Kenneth 
Burke says that the status of a word as symbolic consists in the fact 
"that no one quite uses the word in its mere dictionary sense. ''a The 
way in which a constant reference to an identical object can be es
tablished, despite the impossibility of depiction. is exhibited in the 
profane history of the 'symbol' as the credential of a person who 
makes himselfknown by the possession of an improbable sign produced 
by a pmcess of accident: half a tablet, whose broken edge precisely 
fits the other half and identifies its possessor as a legitimate agent for 
a legal transaction or as the bearer of a mandate. Of course the object 
endowed with this significance need not always be so unspecific; the 
serna [signl can bring with it and retain its own characteristic meaning, 
and by its history it can obscure the fortuitousness of its adoption for 
its present role. But the difference between a symbol and an image 
or a metaphor or an allegory always consists in the symbol's unspecific 
adoption, in its being understood as a result of an agreement, an 
alliance or an antecedent relation of hospitality as a support for resulting 
rights. 
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It was natural that theology. in elaborating the idea that was basic 
to both of the covenants of man with God. 'should hit upon this 
instrument that lay 'ready to hand' as a means of making known and 
identifYing those who have a part in the covenant relation and in the 
associated rights to salvation. Circumcision in the Old Testament, th<,; 
breaking of bread in the New Testament, were signs of the covenant, 
which assured one of divine benevolence and the community of initiates. 
The institution of the sign by the party who proposes the covenant 
is the manner of origin of the sacraments, and also of the articles of 
belief by whose avowal'the sworn initiates into the mystery and those 
entided to salvation recognize one another. The sign represents the 
absent God, of whom no image mayor can be made. 

Logically, then, the need to appropriate the term "symbol" for the 
terminology of aesthetics appears when ·the ideal of imitation is sup
pressed. From the technical embarrassment caused by one's inability 
to imitate. or from the sacred prohibition that does not allow one to 
imitate, there emerges the aesthetic dignity in which one goes beyond 
the simplicity of mere mimesis to creation. That the term could be 
employed against the ideal of imitation had litde to do with the sig
nificance it had acquired through its history within theology; in the 
cases of Lessing, Winck.elmann, and Herder, one can assume that its 
original meaning was at least perceived along with the accretions. 
Whether or not that can be demonstrated. in any case the tenn "sym
bol" still had enough of its original fonnal function to be capable of 
the new ambiguity and thus of the employment that it was to have 
in aesthetics. An ideality that no longer holds to the Platonic corre
spondence of originals to images but rather is aimed at what is not 
represented in reality has to make itself dependent on the exclusiveness 
of the symbol. For the new definition of the aesthetic object that 
wanted and had to tum away from the traditional de£nitions and 
classifications, "symbol" presented itself as a term that, while it did 
derive dignity from the sacral phase of its history, had not acquired 
any additional meaning that would be important where it was now 
needed-except perhaps for the spread of indefiniteness, which con
tinues to the present day to make the 'symbol' the terror of its struggling 
interpreter. 

Our critical considerations concerning the methodical caution and 
matenal differentiation that. are advisable in connection with the cat
egory of secularization have at the same time led us quite a distance 
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away from the vicinity ·of "topos research,"b whose problematic borders 
closely on that of the secularization thesis. Both the fonner and the 
latter presuppose the existence of constants in the history of ideas, 
and thus are based upon a substantialistic ontology of history. So the 
simultaneous appearance of "topos research" and the secularization 
thesis is hardly accidental. Our concern here is not at all to advocate 
another ontology of history in place of a substantialistic one; on the 
contrary, our purpose is only to set over against the unquestioned 
preference accorded to a certain implied philosophy of history the 
possibility of other lines of inquiry that it does not allow for. Here a 
philosophy of history (insofar as such a thing .is still at all possible) will 
always have to take epistemological considerations into account to the 
extent thai it has to maintain access to the historian's repertoire of 
questions. Thus in the case of "topos research," it must certainly be 
accepted that the establishment of constants is an entirely rational 
procedure; but at the same time it must be recognized that this pro
cedure always involves a renunciation of possible knowledge, a re
nunciation that cannot simply be accepted as inevitable. Given the 
kind of cognitive capacity we possess, anything that cannot be further 
reduced or inquired into has the status of a contingent fact. The 
fascination that the natural sciences find in the possibility of discovering 
and employing constants is not due to their making natural processes 
more comprehensible. for us but rather to the way in which they 
increase the reliability with which they enable us to analyze events. 
This'satisfaction is exaggerated when it is interpreted, as it was for 
the first time in ancient atomism, as meaning that because constants 
bring the theoretical process to a halt, they must also be identical with 
the sought-after principles, complete knowledge of which would explain 
everything that happens. Precisely where science believes it has hit 
upon-or requires itself to reduce phenomena to-'atoms' in the 
broadest sense of the term, it turns out that the expected satisfaction 
fails to appear. 

In the natural sciences there is at least the reward I have described 
in return for the end to further interrogation that results from the 
discovery of constants; in the human sciences the production of con
stants must be understood to be a theoretical resignation without any 
corresponding gain. It is perfectly possible that insurmountably con
tingent facts may be arrived at; what concerns us here is not this kind 
of constraint but rather the expectation with which it is met: that with 
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the standstill of the theoretical process, the need for theory would be 
satisfied. This is the source of the weakness 'of substantialistic pre""' 
conceptions in the theory of history. "Tapas research" belongs to the 
tradition of assuming eidetic preformations, which begins with the 
ancient theories of the elements, atoms, Ideas, and forms and continu~s 
through 'innate ideas' to dream symbolism, archetypes, arid 'structures.' 
Each time we try to resist the excessive lllultiplicity of a historicism 
of mutually incomparable facts, our history threatens to contract into 
the simplicity of something that is always the same, as though all that 
mattered was never to allow understanding to satisfy itself. 

The result of our reflections on secularization as a stylistic technique 
can be summed up in Schleiermacher's aphorism: "Christianty pro
duced language. From the very beginning it was a genius that raised 
language to a higher power, and it still is .... "27 The phenomena of 
secularization derive to a large extent from this linguistic genius, from 
the familiarities that it produced, the transferable material that it left 
behind it, and the residual needs that are associated with its materials. 
Lichtenberg imagined this in one ofhis contributions to the GiJ"ttingisches 
Tagebuch in consciously secularized language as the pagan morning 
prayer of a natural scientist in praise of the "great sense of security" 
that he owed "only to the degree of insight into nature which he had 
aqueved .... What if one day the sun should not return, Amintor 
often thought when he awoke in a dark night, and he rejoiced when 
he finally saw day dawn again .... Also, this inner recognition of order 
was nothing other than just this order itself, including the one who 
was observing it; and therefore it was always the source of his highest 
spiritual pleasure. "28 The Kantian conceives of the mental calm con
veyed to him by nature's regularity as the work of his own reason 
but calls the act of bringing it consciously to mind his "reconciliation 
with God." The language and the ritual are secularized, the concept 
and the subject of science occupy the traditionally designated positions: 
"Generally many biblical expressions appeared in his speech. In this 
connection, he said that it was nearly impossible to tell the same history 
of the 'human spirit without at times hitting upon the. same expressions 
and that he believed we would understand the Bible better if we 
studied ourselves more. The shortest way always to live up to its 
sublime teachings would be to try once to reach its purpose in another, 
independent way, paying due regard to time and circumstances." 

l 
. i 
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The totality of the phenomena that give rise to consideration of 
secularization as a historical category, and whose poSSIble broadening 
lies in the formula that speaks of an "objective cultural debt.·· can be 
interpreted on the basis of a reversal of the relation of debt. At this 
point this is only a hypothetical suggestion, whose validity cannot be 
determined on the basis of the material relevant to 'secularizations' 
alone. The arguments of part II are also indispensable for that purpose. 
This hypothetical proposal is based on the volume of expectations 
and claims-unsatisfied, disappointed, and made insistent-that a re
ligion of the universal historical stamp of Christianity produces and 
leaves behind it. In his Philosophy 0/ Money, Georg Simmel advanced a 
theory of the way in which vital needs become independent, even 
outliving their fulfillments, so that from a longer-run perspective they 
are simply unfulfillable. Thus, he says, through Christianity man, who 
had hitherto always had a relative value, and consequently one that 
could be translated quantitatively into exchange and money values, 
had acquired an absolute value - a magnitude of pretension that. while 
it does propel the process of reality continually forward, can never 
be realized in it. 29 The idea that everything could someday be as though 
Christianity had never existed is in no way involved in the critique to 
which we are subjecting the secularization theorem; but precisely be
cause Christianity's intervention in European history (and through Eu
ropean history in world history) penetrated so deeply, the idea of 
secularization also carries with it an implication of harmlessness, that 
at bottom, in spite of all apparent changes, things must remain the 
Sanle as they were made by that intervention-so that even a post
Christian atheism is actually an intra-Christian mode of expression of 
negative theology, and a materialism is a continuation of the Incarnation 
by other means. . 

A religion that, beyond the expectation of salvation and confidence 
in justification. came historically to claim to provide the exclusive 
system of world explanation; that could deduce from the fimdamental 
notion of creation and the principle that man was made in God's 
image the conclusion that man's cognitive capacity was adequate to 
nature; but that finally, in its medieval pursuit of the logic of its concern 
for the infinite power and absolute freedom ofits God. itself destroyed 
the conditions that it had asserted to hold for man's relation to the 
world-such a religion, as a consequence of this contradictory turning 
away from its presuppositions, inevitably ends up owing to man a 
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restitution of what belongs to him. What I am describing by this 
anticipatory statement of the main thesis of part n is not the entire 
history of Christianity but only its crisis at the end of the Middle Ages, 
which is to say, the preconditions of the formation of modem rationality. 

A concept of history that resulted from appreciation of tradition 
has committed us to seeing obligations above all in the relation of 
each age to what went before it and the sources of the values handed 
down to it. In the process the ability to see the debt that history owes 
to succe!=ding ages has been weakened. Of course such formulations 
should not encourage moralizing about history but can. only show how 
problematic it is to interpret historical connections with the aid oflegal 
concepts. After all, the question of the legitimacy of an epoch does 
not arise immanently in the study of history. While itis true that one 
who has never before been accused of being (in the wrong' can in 
fact be in the right, the problem of legitimacy only articulates itself 
when righteousness is in dispute and has to be contended for. 

Indeed the problem of legitimacy is bound up with the very concept 
of an epoch itsel£ The modem age was the first and only age that 
understood itself as an epoch and, in so doing, simultaneously created 
the other epochs. The problem of legitimacy is latent in'the modern 
age's claim to carry out a radical break with tradition, and in the 
incongruity between this claim and the reality of history. which can 
never beg1..n entirely anew. Like all political and historical problems 
oflegitimacy, that of the modern age arises from a discontinuity, and 
it does not matter whether the discontinuity is real or pretended. The 
modern age itself laid claim to this discontinuity vis-a.-vis the Middle 
Ages. Consequently the continuous self-confirmation of its autonomy 
and authenticity by science and technology is brought into question 
by the thesis that "the modem world owes its uncanny success to a 
great extent to its Christian background."30 The extent of the success 
determines the extent of the injustice committed by forgetting, denying, 
or not wanting to recognize its true preconditions. 

The terms «forgetfulness of Being" [Seinsverge..tSenheit] and "repres
sion" {Verdrangung], deriving from very different sources in the thought 
of our century, represent a common underlying circumstance, namely, 
that -what is past and forgotten can have its own sort of hannful 
presence. The idea of secularization belongs in this context too, within 
which .its fimction becomes intelligible. If the modern age was, in its 
historical substance, a product of secularization, then it would have 
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to understand itself as the embodiment of "what 'in reality' ['der Sache 
nach'] should not exist. "31 The formula makes it clear that it is not 
meant to convey a moral rebuke; but neither is it meant to be a mere 
historical finding that one could simply let pass, like the determination 
of the· individuals responsible for wars in the ancient world. That 
"objective cultural debt" belongs, more than anywhere else, to the 
type of situation to which the rubric of "the undealt-with pastnc is 
applied. I have said that the category of secularization contains at least 
a latent ideological element. d This fomulation has brought me the 
odium of an 'unmasker of ideology' fldeologiekritikerJ, which is not at 
all to my taste. For it is precisely the kind of 'cultural criticism' derivable 
from the concept of secularization, which hands out "guilty" verdicts 
in its search for the most distant possible object to which to attach 
responsibility for a feeling of discontent with the present, that ought 
to be called to account for irresponsibility in relation to the burdens 
of proof associated with what it presupposes. 

Besides their potential for being cited :as grounds for blame, besides 
.1 

their implication of a category of guilt, conceptions of illegitimacy like 
that of secularization also recommend a therapy for acute discontent 
that would involve a broad-scale conscious 'working through' of past 
circumstances. Talk of the "undealt-with past" has concentrated in 
recent decades on the sins of omission ,Of what has now become the 
generation of the fathers-in fact it has concentrated (increasingly) 
less on those who set the machinery of destruction in motion than 
on those who neglected to destroy it in good time or to prevent its 
schemes from being implemented in the first place. One should not 
fail to notice how such structures of reproach become plausible: They 
are integrated into a familiar schema, which through its capacity for 
variation continually gains in apparent conclusiveness. 

I need only remind the reader how, beginning with his first ethno
logical application of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud constructed his
tory-wide objective relations of guilt, from the murder of the father 
of the primeval tribe in Totem and Taboo (1912) to the hypothetical 
murder of the religion founder in Moses and Monotheism (I 939), of 
which the presupposition -long ago inferred from the histories of 

. individuals-is that «each portion which re~ from oblivion asserts 
itself with peculiar force, exercises an incomparably powerful influence 
on people in the mass, and raises an irresistible claim to truth, against 
which logical objections remain powerless .... "32 Freud traced the 

"~,, .... ~-- .---.~-,,---- .. ,,-'----~.-.. ~"" 
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Christian idea of original sin, as an expression of a historically undealt 
with and growing consciousness of guilt and "as a precursor of the 
return of the repressed content," back to the murder of the primeval 
father. At the time when Christianity was establishing itself. the dis
position to accept a doctrine of original sin had taken on worldwide 
dimensions: "The sense of guilt of those days wai very far from being 
any longer restricted to the Jewish people; it had caught hold of all 
the Mediterranean peoples as a dull malaise, a premonition of calamity, 
for which no one could suggest a reason. Historians of our day speak 
of an ageing of ancient civilization, but I suspect that they have only 
grasped accidental and contributory causes of this depressed mood of 
the peoples. "S8 . 

At the same time that Freud was working on his essay on Moses, 
Edmund HusserI was working on what was likewise to be his final 
work, The Crisis4' the European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, e 

in which the proposed diagnosis and therapy for the "crisis of European 
humanity" rests on the same premise, that past generations have been 
guilty of neglecting crucial steps required by rational candor and that 
the present can only regain health by means of a thorough analysis 
of these malignant defects. For a final example of the recurrence of 
the schematism of this type of theory let me mention Max Weber's 
thesis of the historical origin of capitalism from Puritanism. While the 
response of historians to this thesis was predominandy negative, that 
of theologians was predominandy positive, for the latter perceived the 
thesis through the medium of a self-denying a:ffi.nnation of responsibility 
for Christianity's eschatological complicity, which did not hesitate to 
verge on a magical negation of the world.34 In considering the prevalent 
openness to theories of 'capitalism,' one cannot fail to notice not only 
that there always seems to be a need for a causal fonnula of maximum 
generali.ty to account for people's discontent with the state of the world 
but that there also seems to be a constant need on the part of the 
'bourgeois' theorist to participate in the historical guilt of not having 
been one of the victims. Whether people's readiness to entertain as
sertions of objective guilt derives from an existential guiltiness ofDasein 
vis-a.-vis its possibilities. as Heidegger suggested in Being and Time, or 
from the "societal delusion system" of Adomq's Negative Dialectics, in 
any· case it is the high degree of indefinit~ness of the complexes that 
are described in these ways that equips them to accept a variety of 
specific forms. Discontent is given retrospective se1f-evidence. This is 
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not what gives rise to or stabilizes a theorem like that of secularization, 
but it certainly does serve to explain its success. The suggestion of a 
distant event that is responsible for what is wrong in the present-a 
suggestion with which the secularization theorem also presents us
is (not -the only, but) an additional reason why the category of 
secularization is in need of a critique. 

Christianity arose from a self-surrender, in that it "equipped itself 
with a theology only when it wanted to make itself possible in a world 
that, strictly speaking, it denied."35 Theology itself is, in Overbeck's 
significant use of the teon, "nothing but a piece of the secularization 
Werweltlichung: rendering worldly] of Christianity, a luxury that it per
mitted itsel~but that, like any luxury, was not to be had for nothing." 
The logical consequence of this state of affairs is that theology tries 
to understand the self-surrender of which it is the result as the external 
removalf by which an "objective cultural debt" [or "guilt": Schuld] is 
established. When Overbeck. in his "Polemical and Peacemaking Book," 
describes the most extreme case of the loss of the original world
denying attitude, in other words, the perfection of secularization, he 
still thinks of Christianity "as the religion of which one can make what 
one likes."36 For Overbeck the theologian, whose subject was the end 
of theology, it was his theological colleagues who had driven Christianity 
into the absurd position of an impotent substrate; but it is as clear as 
daylight that they could not put up with their most radical insider's 
assignment of the responsibility for this state of affairs. To that extent 
the secularization theorem, insofar as it can be understood on the basis 
of theological premises alone, is (in its position in history) something 
in the nature of a -final theologumenon [theological dictum] intended to 
lay on the heirs of theology a guilty conscience about their entrance 
into the succession. The intransitive grammar of the talk of "trans
foonation" allows a specific subject to be interpolated at any time, 
which at least blurs the logic of self-surrender. 51 Not only does the 
secularization thesis explain the modern age; it explains it as the wrong 
turning for which the thesis itself is able to prescribe the corrective. 
It would be the exact reverse of the claim that the young Hegel had 
described as the task of the critique of religion in his time: "Despite 

_ earlier attempts, it has been reserved for our times especially to claim 
as man's property, at least in theory, the treasures that have been 
squandered on heaven; but what age will have the strength to insist 
on this right and to take actual possession?"38 
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But this idea too, that man only has to retrieve from transcendence 
what he has projected into it, contains the unquestioned presupposition 
of substantial contents that can appear now on one side of the hiatus, 
now on the other, and regarding whose original ownership a critique 
would again have to arrive at a conclusion. But these alternative as
signments of original ownership provide no orientation: for historical 
comprehension. "The only thing that has a history," wrote Ludwig 
Feuerbach in 1830, «is a thing that is itself the principle ofits alterations, 
that underlies all of its alterations as an omnipresent essential wUty, 
and the alterations of which are therefore internal, immanent, deter
mined by itself and ·identical with itsel£ The stone that travels from 
the hand of a beggar to that of a king, from America to Europe and 
from there to Asia, still does not have a history .. : ."$9 

It is not only ideas of unilateral guilt that become questionable 
without the support of substantialisms. The administration of justice 
in history, or what is looked upon as such, also becomes more difficult. 
harder to seize in striking images. Two diary entries, not far removed 
from one another in time, may at least indicate this state of affairs. 
On July 18, 1840, Soren Kierkegaard wrote in his journal, '<One day 
the moment arrived at which mankind said to God, like the son to 
the father in the gospel: Come on, share with us, let us have the 
inheritance that belongs to US."40 On November 18, 1846, Varnhagen 
von Ense noted, "In their departure from doctrine, into the world, 
the Christians forgot and left behind -no doubt also abandoned as 
too cumbersome-most of their property, and continued under; the 
name only, which of course is easy to carry. Honest, well-intentioned 
people have snatched up the lost packs and bundles and carry them 
panting after the Christians, but the latter pay no attention to their 
cries, thinking they have everything that belongs to them. Rousseau, 
Pestalozzi, Fichte,· Saint-Simon, every new theory-socialism, 
conununism-all are only trying to restore abandoned Christianity!"41 

Translator's Notes 

a. Kenneth Burke, The PhilMophy 0/ Literary FfYI"'m (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1941), p. 35. 

b. See translator's note b to part I, chapter 3. 

c. Die unbewiiltigte Vergangenheit. This is an expression that has often been used in Gennany 
in the last three decades to descnbe, in particular. what is seen as continuing failure to come 
to terms with the ''Third Reich"' 
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d. Die Legitimitat der Neuzeit (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1966), p. 73. There the author defined an 
"ideological element» as an "interest that is fureign [0 theory but can be actualized in the 
contec.t of the definition of the objectS of theory." 

e. Edmund Husserl. Die Kmis tier europ1iiu:hen W=r;Iv;ifttm und die traruzendentale PhiinomewJlogie 
(Philosophi4 (Belgrade). 1936; The Hague: M. Nijhoff; 1954). Translated by D. Carr as The Crisil 
0/ European Sciences and T,.aruundental Pherwmenalagy (Evanst<:Jn: Northwestern University Press, 
1970). 

£ Fremdentzug: the third "characteristic feature" in the author's model of the process of sec
ularization, as given in part I, chapter 2. 
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Theological Absolutism. and 
Hu.nnan Self-Assertion 





Introduction 

Among the weapons with which the legitimacy of the modern age is 
attacked, the idea of secularization is only one. Its effectiveness depends 
especially on the fact that the potential attack. that it embodies need 
not be made as explicit as a demand for restitution. It allows all sorts 
of 50ft modulations of its claim. There are less indirect statements, 
harsher anathemas. In the application of the category of serularization, 
it is admitted, and has to be admitted consistenciy, that the modern 
age is an epoch of an original character; it is only denied that this is 
on its own account, by virtue of the rational authenticity it claims for 
itself. The plausibility so broadly conceded to the category of secu
larization (even by those whose attitude to its implications is disinter
ested) rests clearly enough on two. things: It appears to do justice to 
the high degree of individualization of all the components in our 
historical consciousness; and making a moderate use of its conse
quences, it requires nothing like a 'return to the origin,' but merely 
an acknowledgment of dependence. 

A more massive and direct attack. is made through applying the 
sorts of categories that are meant to exhibit the epoch as a failure of 
history itself. as simple regression. Naturally the range of defenses 
that the' elementary claim of the new secured for itself by appeal to 
the authority and validity of what had been before provided plenty 
of evidence for charges that it was a mere pagan reaction.' But hardly 
anyone can still be inclined to join in the Renaissance's misunder
standing of itself as a reappearance of the old and thus a return to 
the inalienable norm. For the constitution of the modern age, it is not 
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the Renaissance that is exemplary; on the contrary, it is the opposition 
encountered by the fundamental Renaissance thesis of the unsur
passability of ancient literature, from the seventeenth century onward
indeed, even before it was learned how litde the ancient world had 
been understood by those who promised to renew it. That the modern 
age is neither a renewal of the ancient world nor its continuation by 
other means no longer needs to be argued. 

More on target than the accusation of a relapse into paganism is 
that of a relapse into Gnosticism. The Gnostic trauma of the early 
centuries of the Christian era is buried deeper than the trauma of the 
bloody persecutions that contributed to the glory of testimony to the 
new faith. He who says that the modern age "would be better entided 
the Gnostic age"l is reminding us of the old enemy who did not come 
from without but was ensconced at Christianity's very roots, the enemy 
whose dangerousness resided in the evidence that it had on its side 
a more consistent systematization of the biblical premises. Independ
endy of the question whether the description of the modem age as 
a renewal of Gnosticism is representative of the full range of the 
attempts to contrast it as a Christian heresy to the substance of Chris
tianity, the Gnosticism formulation deserves some consideration as 
the most significant of these attempts, and the most instructive in its 
implications. I am not particularly interested ill determining what the 
author in fact meant by this phrase; even if like most culture-critical 
commonplaces it was only dropped in passing-which, however, I do 
not suggest was the case-it would still have to provoke reflection in 
view of what it can contain. The problem with which we are occupied 
derives contour from it. 

The thesis that I intend to argue here begins by agreeing that there 
is a connection between the modem age and Gnosticism, but interprets 
it in the reverse sense: The modern age is the second overcoming of 
Gnosticism. A presupposition of this thesis is that the first overcoming 
of Gnosticism, at the beginning of the Middle Ages, was unsuccessful. 
A further implication is that the medieval period, as a meaningful 
structure spanning centuries, had its beginning in the conflict with 
late-antique and early-Christian Gnosticism and that the unity of its 
systematic intention can be understood as deriving from the task of 
subduing its Gn()stic opponent. 
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The Failure of the First 
Attempt at Warding Off 
Gnosncisll'l Ensures Its R.eturn 

The problem left unsolved by the ancient world was the question of 
the origin of what is bada in the world. The idea of the cosmos, which 
dominated classical Greek philosophy and was the basis of the preem
inence of the Platonic/Aristotelian and Stoic tradition, determined that 
the question of the bad would receive a secondary, systematically 
peripheral position. Ancient metaphysics is not even cosmodicy, jus
tification of the world, because the world neither needs nor is capable 
of justification. The cosmos is everything that can be, and the Platonic 
myth of the demiurge guarantees that in the world the potential of 
everything that could be and of every way in which it could be is 
exhausted by the reproduction of the Ideas. The crucial systematic 
juncture is at the point where, in the process of the world's formation, 
rational planning and blind necessity, archetype and matter collide. 1 

This juncture is bridged by a highly characteristic metaphor: Reason 
brings necessity under its authority «by pers~asion." The Greeks' 
belief in the power of speech and persuasion is here projected into 
the cosmos; the process that decides the quality of the nature that is 
coming into being within the dangerous dualism of Idea and matter 
is perceived in accordance with the model of the political 2 The Platonic 
demiurge is not omnipotent; he is confronted with matter, which he 
must employ in his work as a formless substrate of unknown origin; 
he must rely on the power of the reason to which he has delegated 
his work.. The danger to which the process is exposed at this point is 
not felt in the text. There remains a residue of undefined incongruity, 
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and on this rests the entire burden of the explanation of the fact that 
in this world there are also bad things. 

However, in the tradition of Platonism itse1f the systematic shift of 
accent enters at this point. The fundamental Platonic equivocation, 
that the world of appearance is indeed the reproduced image oOdeas 
but cannot attain the perfection of the original, is resolved by Neo
platonism in favor of the second aspect: The world appears as the 
great failure to equal its ideal model. The metaphysical factor in this 
failure has been prescribed since Plato; it is the hyle [matted The 
difference between idea and substratum, between form and stuff, is 
increased in the Neoplatonic systems; to the theologizing of the Idea 
corresponds the demonizing of matter. What could at one time be 
conceived of as the subjection of necessity to rational persuasion, 
namely, the formation of the world, is now the confinement of the 
world soul in the womb-or better: the prison~of matter. For Plotinus 
the world comes into being through the fall of this world soul, which 
is deceived by matter and lost in it. So the world does not come into 
being through the power of the antidivine principle of matter alone. 
This distinguishes Plotinus's system from the absolute dualism of Gnos
ticism. The soul's fall into the world is an act of disorder, which still 
presupposes a cosmos in which everything that exists occupies the 
position that befits it. This order can be reestablished if the world soul 
reverses the process in which it ensnared itsel£ All of this is still within 
the realm of discourse laid out in Plato, even if it does, as it were, 
exaggerate the metaphysical 'distances' in the original· ground plan. 
What is bad in the world continues to be the nonfulfillment of the 
obligatory order. 

Gnosticism bears a more radical metaphysical stamp. Where it em
ploys the Neoplatonist system, ids nevertheless nota consistent ex
tension of that system but rather a reocrupation of its positions. The 
demiurge has become the principle of badness, the opponent of the 
transcendent God of salvation who has nothing to do with bringing 
the world into existence. The world is the labyrinth of the pneuma 
[spirit) gone astray; as cosmos, it is the order opposed to salvation, the 
system of a fall. Gnosticism has no need of theodicy since the good 
God has never had anything to do with the world. Even the bringer 
of salvation, sent by the good God to deliver the lost pneuma through 
knowledge, can only appear to assume a human body in order to 
deceive the demiurge's watchmen. The downfall of the world becomes 

------_ .. - -----
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the critical process of final salvation, the dissolution of the demiurge's 
illegitimate creation.. 

This outline, which I have given here only in order to show what 
is really 'Gnostic,' need not concern itself with the broad range of 
speculative variants. My interest is in the challenge that this system 
had to represent for both the ancient tradition and the Christian dog
matics formulated on the basis of that tradition. With respect to the 
ancient world it disputed the status of the cosmos as the embodiment 
of all reality that is binding in itself; with respect to Christianity it 
disputed the combination of creation and redemption as the work of 
a single God. That there could be beneficial consequences for Chris
tianity in the separation of God the creator from God the redeemer 
was grasped, with the passion that can be aroused by a theological 
system that is consistent in itself, by Marcion, the greatest and most 
fascinating of the Gnostic thinkers, who was excommunicated in Rome 
in 144 A.D. 

The fundamental thought that underlies Marcion's Gnostic dogmatics 
is, I think, this: A theology that declares its God to be the omnipotent 
creator of the world and bases its trust in this God on the omnipotence 
thus exhibited cannot at the same time make the destruction of this 
world and the salvation of men from the world'into the central activity 
of this God. Marcion saw Christianity, in the pro~ess of its dogmatic 
formation, in just this dilemma, in view of the heterogeneous contents 
of its fundamental documents, which spoke on the one hand of creation 
and history and on the other hand of redemption and a Last Judgment. 
"One stands amazed," writes Adolf von Harnack, "before the fact 
that Greeks were prepared to accept all of this as sacred revelation."3 
Marcion decided to make a radical incision. He found in Gnostic 
dualism the schema for the unequivocal character that he thought he 
could give to the Christian doctrine. The god who had created man 
and the world and given them a Law that could not be fully complied 
with, who directed the Old Testament history of the Jews in the 
manner of an ill-tempered tyrant, who demanded sacrifices and cer
emonies, was the evil demiurge. The god who brings redemption 
without in the least owing it to man, whom he did not create, the 
"foreign god," is seen as the essence of pure, because unreasoning, 
love. This divinity has the right to destroy a cosmos that he did not 
create and to preach disobedience of a Law that he did not lay down. 
Deliverance turns out to be primarily man's enlighte~ent regarding 

_ .. -----------_.-------- -----.------~ ----- .. ------_. 
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his fundamental and impenetrable de<;:eption by the cosmos. Gnosis 
must therefore be literally recognition lErkemitnis]'· But the deliverer 
who brings this recognition from its foreign source in transcendence 
can no longer be the son of the creator of the world and the ruler of 
its history. Marcion wanted a god who did not need tocontradic::t 
himself by creating man in such a way that he would have to deliver 
him from his lost state; by laying down a Law, the impossibility of 
complying with which would make it necessary for him to absolve 
those who became guilty under it; by setting up a natural order, only 
to infringe on it with his own miracles-in a word, by producing a 
world that, in spite ofhis omnipotence, in the end allows the announced 
design of salvation to accrue only to a few men. 

Marcion wanted to place his foreign God, free of the burden of 
responsibility for the world, . entirely and without restriction on the 
side of man's salvation. The price of this was the attachment of a 
negative v<tlilation to the Greek cosmic metaphysics and the destruction 
of the trust in the world that could have been sanctioned by the biblical 
conception of 9'eation. 4 The decisive contrast to the Neoplatomc system 
and to the other Gnostic systems lies in that the process of salvation 
is not symmetrical with the preceding history of cal4illity; it does not 
follow the path back to the reestablishment of an original situation, 
putting an end to its 'interruption.' Men do not return to their tran
scendent home from a foreign world, which in accordance with the 
order of things they should never have left., but rather-as the enthusiast 
Harnack puts it-"a magnificent foreign land is disclused and becomes 
their home1and."5 

Marcion made clear the logic that was the problem of the whole 
immense literature that the patristic epoch produced. Gnosticism's 
systematic intention forced the Church, in the interest of consolidation, 
to define itself in terms of dogma. Harnack. has advanced the thesis 
that "Catholicism was constructed in opposition to Marcion. "6 Taken 
more broadly, this corresponds to. the thesis that the formation of the 
Middle Ages can only be understood as an attempt at the definitive 
excluSion of the Gnostic syndrome. To retrieve the world as the creation 
from the negative role assigned to it by the doctrine of its demiui-gic 
origin, and to salvage the dignity of the ancient cosmos for its role in 
the Christian system, was the central effort all the way from Augustine 
to the height of Scholasticism. Our interest here is not in the history . 
of this effort itself, the failure of which made it necessary to overcome 
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Gnosticism a second time, but in the price that had to be paid in order 
to overcome Gnostic dualism within the medieval system, whose frailty 
must be llilderstood in relation to that effort. 

. The persuasive power of Gnosticism for early Christianity lay in 
the universal foundation that it offered for the eschatological promise. 
The downfall of the world and judgment over it were supposed to be 
imminent, and concentration on the significance of this event as sal
vation presupposed consciousness that the world deserved destruction. 
Gnosticism gave the most plausible explanation of this presupposition. 
It was meaningless to pursue the questions of the creation of the world 
and the lord of its history when this episode was soon to come to an 
end. The fact that the expected parousia [presence, arrival: in this case, 
the 'Second Coming'] did not occur must have been full of consequences 
for the transformation of the original teachings. Here, however, we 
are interested only in one point: The world, which turned out to be 
more persistent than expected, attracted once again the old questions 
regarding its origin and its dependability and demanded a decision 
between trust and mistrust, an arrangement of life with the world 
rather than against it. It is easy to see that the eventual decision against 
Gnosticism was due not to the inner superiority of the dogmatic system 
of the Church but to the intolerability of the consciousness that this 
world is supposed to be the prison of the evil god and is nevertheless 
not destroyed by the power of the god who, according to his revelation, 
is determined to deliver mankind. 

The original eschatological pathos directed against the existence of 
the world was transformed into a new interest in the condition of the 
world. The metaphysical interest in the Creation returned once it 
appeared that deliverance was accomplished less spectacularly in the 
undergrollild of what is merely believed. The large number of patristic 
commentaries on the first book of the Bible, Genesis, is tangible evi
dence of this consequence. Christianity had to adjust itself to the rules 
of the game in the given and persisting world; it had to demonstrate 
its ability to discuss with the surrounding Hellenistic world the latter's 
pressing questions regarding the attitude of the new doctrine to the 
old cosmos. The eschatological heritage, which soon aroused not the 
community's hope but its fear, which motivated prayer not for the 
early coming of the Lord but for postponement of the end, proved 
to be a burden in the effort to achieve acceptance in the surrounding 
spiritual world. The scene is Romanesque, but not for that reason any 
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less instructive, when in the apocryphal Passion o/Saint Paul the emperor 
Nero explodes with rage precisely because Paul holds out the prospect 
of the destruction of this world by fire; the fact that Nero orders the 
execution of Paul and the cremation of the Christians is understood 
as the consequence of this kerygma [proclamation, invocation, preachingJ, 
as giving its adherents a taste of their own medicine.1 : 

The settlement arrived at between Christianity and ancient meta
physics led to a new conservatism regarding the cosmos. Augustine's 
turning away from Manichaean Gnosticism designates the end point 
of a development. The conception of creation is effective in criticism 
even of Neoplatonism, which had provided and would continue to 
provide so many elements of the new system. Augustine attacks the 
postulate of Porphyry that the flight of the soul from the world of 
bodies is the goal of its striving; he who says this, Augustine objects, 
must apply the same reasoning to the world soul and feel himself 
called upon to hasten the destruction of the world.8 The Stoic formula 
that the world was created for the sake of man finds broad acceptance 
in the patristic literature, making it possible to forget that man's sal
vation had been expected precisely from the destruction of the cosmos. 
The concept of providence, although foreign to the biblical world of 
ideas, is assimilated as theological property and made into an essential 
anti-Gnostic principle. 

But a result of this development is that the question of the origin 
of what is bad in the world becomes pressing once more, and at the 
same time the traditional means of solving it are cut off. Plato had 
not said that the demiurge was omnipotent but only assured us that 
he had made the world as good and as worthy of himself as he was 
able. Necessity, the adversary whom he had found already on the 
scene, had set him a limit beyond which he had no power but that 
of mere persuasion. The biblical God of creation had been raised to 
an omnipotent being, and the elimination of Gnosticism required that 
matter be deprived of its dualistic pregivenness and be included in 
the unity of the creation from nothing. The elaboration of creatio ex 
nihilo [creation from nothing] as concreatio lcocreation (of matter and 
form)] was Augustine's lasting achievement in his commentaries on 
Genesis. Exegesis no longer could, and no longer wanted to, overlook 
the fact that God, in the biblical account of creation, had expressly 
given each ofRis works the confirmation that it was good. Then where 
did the bad in the world come from? 
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The answer that Augustine gave to this question was to have the 
most important consequences of all the decisions that he made for 
the Middle Ages. With a gesture just as stirring as it was fateful, he 
took for man and upon man the respollSlbility for the burden oppressing 
the world. Now, in the aftermath of Gnosticism; the problem of the 
justification of God has become overwhehning, and that justification 
is accomplished at the expense of man, to whom a new concept of 
freedom is ascribed expressly in order to let the whole of an enormous 
responsibility and guilt be imputed to it. 

Five years after turning away from Manichaeanism and one year 
after his baptism, Augustine wrote the first book of his De libero arbitrW 
[On Free Will]. But the thematic question of his treatise is not the 
freedom of the will as an anthropological and moral quality but rather 
as the condition Wlder which it was possible for the just God to punish 
man, on account of his failings, with the bad things in the world. The 
premise of human freedom allows Augustine to interpret the defi
ciencies of the world not as an original failure of the construction of 
the world for man's benefit but rather as the result of God's subsequent 
intervention in His work in order to put nature in the service of justice 
with respect to man. 

The guide to his solution of the problem of the origin of the bad 
(unde malum?) had already been given to Augustine by the linguistic 
fact that ancient philosophy had not distinguished in its language 
between the wickedness that man perpetrates and the bad things ~t 
he encoWlters. That these bad things are the world's reflex to his own 
wickedness was thus already implicit in the formulation of the question. 
The problematic of freedom is secondarY; it is promoted from outside 
inward, the train of thought being that the bad things in the cosmos 
can only be punishments if man can really be made responsible for 
his actions. 9 The justice of the deus iustus Gust God] is presetved as a 
premise, not proved as a conclusion. Belief in a just God gives access 
to the knowledge of human freedom and the solution to the meta
physical question of the origin of the bad; Augustine's reasoning here 
corresponds to his schema of the dependence of knowledge on premises 
accepted in faith. _ 

But is not freedom, if it is made responsible in this way for the bad 
things in the world, itself bad in its tum? Here is the gap in the 
argumentation through which the Gnostic demiurge threatens to force 
his way in again. Augustine summons up dialectic and rhetoric in 
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order to close this gap; the difficulties in answeJ;ing this question were 
evidendy responsible for the delay of seven years in the composition 
of the second and third books of the treatise on freedom. Must not 
even those who lead bad lives assent to freedom, without which they 
could not ever be good? Even he who is wicked wants at least to he 
able to be good; thus even for him, freedom is something that he 
does not wish did not exist.10 Freedom confirms the goodness of God 
and His work in every case because it wills itself; indeed it wills itself 
independendy ofits moral quality. 11 But falling back upon the reflexive 
structure of the will, which wills not only this or that but primarily 
itself as the condition of its concrete acts of choice, only moves the 
problem a step further back: The will that wills itself is only free if it 
can also not will itself. Here rationality breaks down; reasons cannot 
be given for self-annihilation: "Sciri enim non potest quod nihil est" 
[For what is nothing cannot be known]. 12 

Can man bear the burden of being responsible for the cosmos, that 
is, for seeing to it that God's design for His work does not miscarry? 
This conception reminds one remotely of Nietzsche's attempt, with 
the idea of "eternal recurrence," to make man sense the enormity of 
his responsibility for that which always, again and again, will be the 
way it was once. Augustine has none of this pathos of human re
sponsibility for the world. The burden placed on man is for him only 
a side effect of the unburdening of his God. But Augustine would 
certainly never have been a Manichaean if the bad parts of the world 
had appeared to him merely as disruptions of the -great order, as 
absences of beauty in an otherwise unclouded picture. In order to 
deserve as punislunent the world as it had been pei'ceived and evaluated 
by the Manichaeans, the sins of man, which take over the position of 
the wickedness of the Gnostic demiurge, had to be great, all too great. 
Even in the remorseful exaniination of his past life in the Conftssions, 
Augustine found no sin that could have been measured on this scale. 
The balance between the condition of the world and the guilt of 
ma.nIqnd, which he had drawn up in his early philosophy of freedom, 
caused him to become the theologian of the uniquely great original 
guilt of mankind and of its mythical inheritance, 

In the very text that had convinced Manion of the wickedness of 
the Old Testament lawgiver, in Paul's Episde to the Romans, Augustine 
found the theolOgical means by which to formulate the dogma of 
man's universal guilt and to conceive of man's 'justification' [in the 
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theological sense of the term] as an absolution that is granted by way 
of an act of grace and that does not remove from the world the 
consequences of that guilt. There he also found the doctrine of absolute 
predestination, which restricted this grace to the small number of the 
chosen and thus left the continuing guilt of the all too many to explain 
the lasting corruption of the world. 

The Gnostic dualism had been eliminated as far as the metaphysical 
world principle was concelTIed, but it lived on in the bosom of mankind 
and its history as the absolute separation of the elect from the rejected. 
This crudity, devised for the justification of God, had its unspoken 
irony in the fact that the absolute principle'S responsibility for cosmic 
corruption -the elimination of which had been the point of the whole 
exercise-was after all reintroduced indirecdy through the idea of 
predestination. For this sin, with its universal consequences, in the end 
only the original ground of everything could be held responsible-all 
that the massa damnata [condemned mass] had to do was to suffer the 
consequences. 

For our present purposes the essential fact is that the later Augustine, 
the theologian of original sin and predestination, was to become the 
most important source and authority for the theological speculation 
of the later Middle Ages. The Gnosticism that had not been overcome 
but only transposed returns in the form of the 'hidden God' and His 
inconceivable absolute sovereignty. It was with this that the self
assertion of reason had to deal. 

In many ways the Scholasticism of the Middle Ages travels Au
gustine's path over again. Its attempt to hold the God of creation and 
the God of salvation together in one system rests, in the full range of 
its variants, on the ground plan of De libero arbi.trio. And even the 
opposition of humanism holds to the precedent of Augustine's spiritual 
biography as given in the Confessions-only it travels the path in the . 
opposite direction: Petrarch, the reader of Augustine, is led back to 
Cicero and from him to Plato. 

Gnosticism had not destroyed the ancient cosmos; its order survived 
but (nor is this the only case in which 'order' as an overriding value 
has done this) emerged as terror, from which the only way out was 
a flight into .tTanscendence and the final destruction of the "cellula 

. creatoris" {"cell of the creator": MardonJ. The cosmos had not. only 
changed its prescriptive evaluation, it had also lost the quality that 
was most important for its reliability-its eternity. On account of the 
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prescribed remedy of flight-the offer of deliver;;mce against the world
schemes to alter reality in man's favor did not conStitute a live alter
native. Augustine's momentous turning from Gnosticism to human 
freedom preserves 'order' for the Middle Ages and prepares the way 
for the return of Aristode at the height of Scholasticism~ The price of 
this preservation of the cosmos was not only the guilt that man was 
supposed to assign himself for the condition in which he found the 
world but also the resignation that his responsibility for that condition 
imposed upon him: renunciation of any attempt to change for his 
benefit, through action, a reality for the adversity of which he had 
himself to blame. The senselessness of self-assertion was the heritage 
of the Gnosticism which was not overcome but only 'translated." 

Translator's Note 

a. , .• des Ubels, The usual English-language f=ula for this famous problem is "the problem 
of evil." but the latter term is so exclusively a predicate of the will, of human action and its 
results, that this formula prevents us from appreciating the broader issue of the origin of 
"badness," of what is simply nat gaad, for whatever reason-the issue that, as the author goes 
on to show, is crucial both for Gnosticism and for Augustine. Augustine's term, malum, does 
not prejudge the answer as our terminology (no doubt largely owing to his influence) does. 
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World Loss and Dem..iurgic Self
Determination 

The second overcoming of Gnosticism, at the end of the Middle Ages, 
is accomplished under 'aggravated circumstances.' It is no longer able 
to save the cosmos of Scholasticism and is dominated by doubt whether 
the world could even originally have been created for man's benefit 
The escape into transcendence, as the· possibility that 'is held out to 
man and has only to be grasped, has lost itS human relevance precisely 
on account of the absolutism of the decisions of divine grace, that is, 
on account of the dependence of the individual's salvation on a faith 
that he can no longer choose to have; This changed set of presup
positions brings into the horiwn of possible intentions the alternative 
of the immanent self-assertion of reason'· through the mastery and 
alteration of reality. 

A 'disappearance of order' I'Ordnungsschwund'l causing doubt re
garding the existence of a structure of reality that can be related to 

man, is the presupposition of a general conception of human activity 
that no longer perceives in given states of affairs the binding character 
of the ancient and medieval cosmos, and consequently holds them to 
be, in principle, at man's disposal. In turn, the 'disappearance of order' 
is bound up with a new concept of human freedom. But the burden 
that devolves on man this time is of a different nature from the one 
laid on him by Augustine: It is responsibility for the condition of the 
world as a ,challenge relating to the future, not as an original offense 
in the past. The revalued cosmos of Gnosticism had preserved the 
stability of its ancient predecessors; it could only be destroyed from 
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outside, by the superior strength of the transcendent principle, or 'over
come' by a move toward the outside. Human hope 'had its vanishing 
point beyond the world. The reality that at the end of the Middle 
Ages comes to be seen as 'fact' Vactum: something done or made, i.e., 
a con:tingent state of affairs] provokes the will to oppose it and con
centrates the will's attention upon it. The bad aspects 'of the world 
no longer appear as metaphysical marks of the quality of the world 
principle or punishing justice but rather as marks of the <facticity' of 
reality. In it man appears not to be <taken into consideration: and 
the indifference of the self-preservation of everything in existence lets 
the bad appear to him as whatever opposes his own will to live. The 
Middle Ages came to an end when within their spiritual system creation 
as 'providence' ceased to be credible to man and the burden of se1f
assertion was therefore laid upon him. 

Thus "self-assertion" here does not mean the naked biological and 
economic preservation of the human organism by the means naturally 
available to it. It means an existential program, according to which 
man posits his existence in a historical situation and indicates to himself 
how he is going to deal with the reality surrounding him and what 
use he will make of the possibilities that are open to him. In man's 
understanding of the world, and in the expectations, assessments, and 
significations that are bound up with that understanding, a fundamental 
change takes place, which represents not a summation of facts of 
experience but rather a summary of things taken for granted in advance 
[PrCLsumptionen], which in their turn determine the horizon of possible 
experiences and their interpretation and embody the 'a priori' of the 
world's significance for maD-

Self-preservation is a biological characteristic, and insofar as man 
stepped onto the world's stage an imperfectly equipped and adapted 
organism, he had need from the start of auxiliary means, implements, 
and technical procedures for securing the satisfaction ofhis elementary 
needs. But in relation to this aspect of human nature the means of 
self-pr:eservation, allowing for small variations, were constant for long 
periods. It seems to be the case that over long stretches of his history, 
man has not seen his situation in the world as one of fundamental 
want and physical need. Rather the picture that he has made of himself 
exhibits the features of a being that is well provided for by nature 
but fails, itself, in the distribution of her goods. The problem of justice 
is thus predominantly posed as that of the measures taken in distri-
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bution. It is easy to see that in the framework of this idea, man's 
technical skills and accomplishments can only have the function of 
supplementing and assisting nature, of executing her ends. The de~ 
struction of trust in an ordered structure of the world oriented to 
man-whatever motives were operative in that destruction-had to 
mean an eminendy pragmatic change in man's lnlderstanding of and 
relation to the world. If the 'disappearance of order' that was brought 
about by the disintegration of the Middle Ages pulled seIf~preservation 
out of its biologically determined normality, where it went unnoticed, 
and turned it into the 'theme' of human self-comprehension, then it 
is also the case that the modern stage of human technicity can no 
longer be grasped entirely in terms of the syndrome of the anthro
pological structure of wants. The growth of the potency of technique 
is not only the continuation-not even the acceleration-of a process 
that runs through the whole history of humanity. On the contrary, 
the quantitative increase in technical achievements and expedients 
can ,only be grasped in relation to a new quality of consciousness. In. 
the growth of the technical sphere there lives, consciously facing an 
alienated reality, a will to extort from this reality a new 'humanity.' 
Man keeps in view the deficiency of nature as the motive ofhis activity 
as a whole. 

After the kind of delay characteristic of the philosophical explication , 
of historically effective motives ill consciousness, Nietzsche forinulated 
the situation of man in the 'disappearance of order,' abandoned by 
natural providence and made responsible for himself, but he did so 
not in order to express disappointme~t at' the loss of the cosmos but 
rather'to celebrate the trhllIlph of man awakened to himself from the 
cosmic illusion and to assure him of his power over his future. The 
man who conceives not only of nature but also of himself as a fact 
at his disposal has traversed only the first stage ofhis self-enhancement 
and self-surpassing in the self-assertion of his modern history. The 
destruction of trust in the world made him for the first time a creatively 
active being, freed him from a disastrous lulling of his activity. 

For Nietzsche every form of teleology is only a derivative of theology: 
The supposed centering of the world's meaning on man apears to 
him to be equivalent to the 'providence' that misleads man into con
curring with the divine approval of everything at the creation. Asking 
nature for information regarding man's destiny and fullness of power 
had led to the post-Copernican abasement of his self-consciousness. 
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"Has the self-belittlement of man, his will to self-belittlement, not 
progressed irresistibly since Copernicus? Alas, the faith in the dignity 
and uniqueness of man, in his irreplaceability in the great chain of 
being, is a thing of the past. ... Since Copernicus, man seems to have 
got himself on an inclined plane-now he is slipping faster and faster 
away from the center into-what? into nothingness? into a 'penetrating 
sense of his nothingness'?"l Nietzsche rightly sees in the Copernican 
reform an attempt to save the cosmos once again, or to reestablish 
it; wrongly, he suggests that in its intention and primary effect this 
attempt was carried through at the cost of burdening mankind. 

But that is not yet the full point of his critique. The induced effect 
on consciousness of a scientific proposition rests for him on the "over
rating of truth" as science, which makes man's understanding of himself 
dependent on the picture of reality that he can obtain. "How can 
anyone presume to speak of a destiny of the earth? ... Mankind must 
be able to stand without leaning on anything like that .... "2 The 
assumption that if not reality itself, then at least the truth about it 
must be pseful and beneficial to man, appears to Nietzsche. as the last, 
hard-to-recognize remainder of that teleological metaphysics, as a 
transformation of the "absurd faith in the way of the world,» the 
"most crippling belief for hand and reason that there has ever been." 
Modem natural science did indeed arise as part of a critique of the 
principle of the anthropocentric teleology of nature, but for Nietzsche 
this does not exclude the possibility that in regard to the human 
relevance of truth that it presupposes, and on which respect for natural 
science is grounded, it has held fast to the teleological premise. Precisely 
by Nietzsche's enabling us to see how even the great instrument of 
self-assertion, modern science, stands under a residuum of the con
ditions whose acceptance in the ancient world and the Middle Ages 
had kept the will to self-assertion latent, the inner logic of the connection 
between self-assertion and the <disappearance of order' becomes clear 
with a unique sharpness. 

The final overcoming of the Gnostic inheritance cannot restore the 
- cosmos because the function of the idea of the cosmos is reassurance 
about the world and in the world, because it has as its correlate the 
theoretical ideal and the theoretical leisure that had been associated 
with the idea of the cosmos from the time- of the Greeks. The world 
cannot be made 'good' in itself once more by a mere change of sign 
because it would then cease to be man's irritation and provocation. 
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The later Nietzsche sought, through the idea of eternal recurrence, to 
change the function of the idea of the cosmos: The cycles of the world 
process were not to repeat the model of a prescriptive lawfu1ness in 
nature, as in the Stoic cosmology, but rather to raise the sum total of 
the consequences of human action to the role of the ineluctable law
fulness of the world and thus to charge man with absolute responsibility 
for the world. Theory, which contemplates the world, was to become 
functionless compared to the praxis that changes it. From this point 
of view eternal recurrence is the dissolution of self-assertion, as a still 
dualistic element, in the identity of human will with natural law, which 
makes possible the "highest evolution of man as the highest evolution 
of the world. "3 The pregivenness of nature is reduced to a minimum
to the most external, mechanistic contingency, as the "conception by 
which to gain the highest power" -to the substrate of what Nietzsche 
calls the "world construction." 

The self-assertion of reason as the epitome of the motives constituting 
the epoch is reduced by Nietzsche to an episode of a merely preliminary 
character. Natural science and the historical attitude, we are told, have 
exhausted their usefulness in overcoming the Middle Ages. They were 
still weapons that the Middle Ages had shatpened against itself, useful 
as means for winning a new freedom, but not themselves as meaning 
with which to fill· that freedom.4 The power that the instrument has 
gained over the will, which it was supposed to serve, must be broken 
in a new turning. Like knowledge against the Middle Ages, art has 
to be mobilized against science. It seems to him that against historical 
writing and natural sciences "immense artistic powers are called for."5 
The function of philosophy changes; it no longer has to establish the 
possibility of science and to give birth to new sciences but rather "to 
consider the problem, to what extent science may grow: It has to 
determine the value!" It finds in art the power with which "to break 
the unrestricted drive for knowledge," not to let "the reins of science" 
escape from its hands.6 

. 

This whole theory interests us here only for the implications that 
it allows to become visible in a retrospective view of the foundation 
of the modem age. It was not enough for Nietzsche to legitimize 
resistance against a reality· no longer characterized by consideration 
for man; man's right then remains dependent on reality as he finds 
it or believes he finds it. His right should consist in imputing the least 
possible binding force to reality, so as to make room for his own 
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works. "Not in knowing but in creating lies our health! . .. If the 
universe has no concern for us, then we want'the right to SCOln it."? 

One might think that this formula defines exactly the self
consciousness of an age that has gj.ven itself up to its technical achieve
ments. But Nietzsche ignored this possible interpretation of his ba~ic 
thought. There is no talk of technique in his writings, Technique retains 
the posture of self-assertion, with its dependence on theoretical truth 
about nature. It derives from a teleology that compensates obedience 
to the laws of nature with mastery over nature. Technique may have 
seemed to Nietzsche to be the epitome of the surrogates for the lost 
natural teleology benefiting man. That he passes it over in silence, 
that he ignores the manifest possibility of implanting in it some of his 
pathos of human pretension, is :more instructive than if <interpretations' 
could be cited. 

That technique also could surpass the character of pure self-assertion, 
that it could not only disguise the element of need but eVen eliminate 
it in the immanence of becoming an end in itself, that it could break 
out of competition with nature's accomplishments and present itself 
as authentic reality, was still beyond the horizon of experience at the 
time. Hence the absolutism of art. "Only as an aesthetic phenomenon 
is the world any longer justified for eternity .••. " 

The method employed here, that of viewing the problematic of the 
legitimacy of the origin of the modem age from such distant vantage 
points, may seem questionable. That is a result of the difficulty we 
are faced with on account of the difference betWeen the historical 
process and its expression in documents. As Karl Marx noted in the 
preparatory work for his dissertation on Democritus and Epicurus, we 
have to distinguish "the steady forward motion of the mole of real 
philosophical knowledge from the talkative, exoteric, variously 
gesticulating phenomenological consciousness of its subject. "8 

Gnosticism had made acute the problem of the quality of the world 
for man and, through the contradiction that the patristic literature 
and the Middle Ages opposed to it, made cosmodicy conditional on 
theodi£y. The modem age attempted to strike out this condition by , 
basing its anthropodicy on the world's lack of consideration of man, on 
its inhuman order.· But it remained for Nietzsche to make visible the 
presuppositions of this justification of man by disputing them. We are 
concelned here only with this effect of making visible, not the dogmatics 
employed in achieving it-that is, with the optics, not the analysis. 
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The mole threw up his first hill at this point, enabling us to trace his 
underground route. The nature of history does not allow us to practice 
historical microscopy; we have to look where the structures of the 
process manifest themselves of their own accord. 

The modern age has regarded self-preservation (conservatio sui) as a 
fundamental category of everything in existence and has fOl.Uld this 
borne out all the way from the principle of inertia in physics to the 
biological structure of drives and the laws of state building.1} Nietzsche 
sees in self-preservation only the metaphor of a rational category, the 
attempt to conjure up an order from (and in spite of) disorder. In 
accordance with the precept, "Beware of superfluous teleological prin
ciples!," he recommends that we examine whether self-preservation 
can be assumed to be a fundamental drive of living things. "A living 
thing seeks above all to discharge its strength -life itself is will to power; 
self-preservation is only one of the indirect and most frequent results. "lll 
Self-preservation for him can only be l.Ulderstood as a reaction to a 
reality that necessitates it; it presupposes that the quality of this reality 
is an endangering one. But the model of a relation to reality that 
Nietzsche wants is not supposed to depend upon a quality of reality. 
"There is neither order nor disorder in nature," he wrote as early as 
1868 in an essay on the problem of teleology since Kant.lI The re
placement of self-preservation by the "will to power" is only the 
reversal of the thought that reality is indifferent with regard to its 
individual members-the result is the doctrine that life must be 
indifferent with regard to reality. 

The elimination of the premise that the world has a particular 
quality for man that in effect prescribes his basic mode of behavior 
makes fully visible for the first time what it could mean to take things 
for granted in advance in a world concept. Nietzsche's philosophy is 
among the approaches to a kind of thinking that removes problems 
by specifYing the conditions under which they no longer arise. But 
the coup de main of putting the will to power in place of new answers, 
of ending the history of reoccupations by striking out the very schema 
whose formal constancy they presuppose, has only illuminated better 
what it was meant to destroy. To give oneself the history that sets 
one free of history, or that only endorses what is present without 
putting it in question, would have meant, so to speak, to secede from 
history and throw off- its burden -which is often dreamed of, also, 
for instance, in the form of the pseudonymous 'Being' whose advent 
is supposed to expose an entire history as forgetfulness of it. 
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A Systematic Com.parison of 
the Epochal Crisis of Antiquity 
to That of the Middle Ages 

The categories that Descartes provided for the modern age to use in 
understanding itself, which make him the favored thinker of every 
account of its origin. are those of methodical doubt and an absolute 
beginning founded only on itself Methodical doubt is a cautious pro
cedure; it is meant to be distinguished from the dogmatic negation 
that already knows what should ultimately be rejected, and must 
demonstrate that; mstead. it restricts jtself to regarding all judgments 
as prejudiced until they have been proved otherwise. This procedure 
is supposed to be usable by anyone and at any time; the new judgments 
that it produces exclude the very hypotheses that would enable us to 
understand why this undertalcing is considered"necessary and is carried 
out at a particular point in history. 

An absolute beginning in time is itself, in its intention, timeless. 
Reason's interpretation of itself as the faculty of an absolute beginning 
excludes the possibility that there could appear even so much as 
indications of a situation that calls for reason's application now, no 
sooner and no later. Internal necessity forbids external necessities from 
playing any role here. Reason, as the ultimate authority, has no need 
of a legitimation for setting itself in motion; but it also denies itself 
any reply to the question why it was ever out of operation and in 
need of a beginning. What God did before the Creation and why He 
decided on it-where reason was before Descartes and what made it 
prefer this medium and this point in time-these are questions that 
cannot be asked in the context of the system constituted by their basic 
concepts. 
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The absolute beginning that inaugurates hist<?ry forbids itself to have 
a history-and that means to be not only an original positing but also 
the answer to a crisis. History exists for Descartes only as the totality 
of prejudices, or for Bacon as the system of idols; which now find 
their end, without this end's becoming cOInprehensible as a cons~
quence of their earlier acceptance, their fall from power as a conse
quence of , the unhearability of their rule. The characteristic features 
of self-assertion are concealed so as not to conflict with the evidence 
of a spontaneous generation; the crisis disappears into the obscurity 
of a past that cannot have been anything more than a background 
for the new light. 

This self-interpretation directly provokes the countermove of a mas
sive historicism, to which one does an injustice if one excludes it from 
the rationality of the modem age. The idea of an absolute beginning 
is in its turn-even if it sees itself as entirely in the service of the 
system of rationality ultimately to be erected -no more rational than 
any creatio ex nihih The restitution of the disavowed 'historicity' 'is in 
itself not yet a movement against the Enlightenment. But the Romantic 
rehabilitation of the Middle Ages shows the potential that is latent in 
this process. The historicization of the beginning of the modern age 
is transformed into a gesture of reproach, with which the history of 
its desire not to be history is restored to the epoch, and its derivation 
is (as it were) imposed upon it as an obligation. The refutation of its 
claim to an absolute beginning goes on to cast doubt on its historical 
legitimacy, referring always to the claims in its self-definition and 
making the suppression of historical dependence an index of the sort 
of questionable consciousness that glosses over its unjust contents. 
Historicism seemed to provide an admission of neglected legal tides, 
which had to be feared by the epoch's 'understanding of itself as 
exhibited in the Enlightenment. Thus the apologia for the Middle 
Ages at once becomes the construction of a legacy, whose open neglect 
can only be explained by secret benefit. The historiographical recovery 
of th~ Middle Ages, which had originally been a triumph of the his
toriographical intellect over the distance of historical alienation, suc
cumbs almost as a result of its own intemallogic to the service of the 
category of secularization. 

An important additional element is the narrowing of the thematic 
scope of historical study to the 'great centuries; the stable substance 
of 'classical' formations. This selectiveness had been raised to the status 
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of an obvious, even exemplary, procedure in the study of the ancient 
world, where the idealization of a humanist canon had bracketed out 
whole realms of phenomena that did not belong in the picture: those 
of crisis, disintegration, the disappearance of supposedly timeless ideals. 
For this procedure,. whose practitioners were satisfied to enjoy the 
view from one smrunit to another, the break between the epochs was 
of course unintelligible and took on the character of either pure catas
trophe or pure willfulness. The beginning of the modern age, basing 
itself on its own internal evidence, seemed to destroy in barbaric 
fashion a meaningful historical context and to spring from an act of 
pure self-aggrandizement. 

The revision of this historical picture has been under way for a long 
time. The focus of research interest has shifted more and more away 
from the markedly 'classical' phases of historical formations toward 
the zones of transition, deformation,· and new formation. This holds 
for the ancient world just as much as for the Middle Ages. One may 
wish to speak of the low points of the historical process - but it is here 
that structures can be grasped that make manifest the historical move
ment as such. The process that is supposed to become thematic under 
the rubric of the "disappearance of inherent purposes" [Telosschwundl 
and to render the onset of the modern age intelligible as 'self-assertion' 
is initially questionable in regard to its specificity for precisely this and 
only this context. The end of the ancient world seems to be just as 
capable of interpretation by means of this category as is the crisis of 
the Middle Ages. This is why it was necessary to analyze the 'procedure' 
whose application to the final, Gnostic phase of the ancient world 
furnished the ground plan of the Middle Ages. But the difference 
between the aporias [difficulties] that were to be eliminated and the 
intensity of the questioning that had to be faced requires more clar
IDeation if we are to remove the objection that asks, Why didn't the 
crisis of the ancient world find its correlate in self-assertion? 

Hellenism, with its scientific and technical achievements, can appear 
to be a sort of 'impeded modem age,' which in its very onset was 
thrown back by Christianity's breaking in and only got going again 
with the rediscovery of its teXts by the Renaissance. The modem age 
would then be the nonnalization of a disturbed situation, taking up 
once again the interrupted continuity of history in its immanent logical . 
sequence. The Middle Ages would again be a senseless and merely 
annoying intervening period in the historical process. If I tum a part 
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of my efforts to the refutation of this thesis, it is not because this 
reasoning in itself alarms me but because it conceals the singular sit
uation of provocation and self-assertion from which springs the 
incomparable energy of the rise of the modem age. 

I have spoken so far of Gnosticism as the final form of the anciel}t 
metaphysical system, in opposition to which patristic dogma consol
idated itseI£ However, Gnostic speculation is not an expression of a 
disappearance of order but rather of the radical revaluation of an 
order that was in the process of petrifYing. But the patristic polemic, 
which wants to use the positive cosmos of ancient metaphysics against 
the demonized cosmos of Gnosticism, nevertheless insists on a ge
nealogy that derives the Gnostic cosmos from the disintegrating classical 
cosmology of the Greeks. Here one should not overlook that the 
dependence of the patristic version of ancient cosmology on Stoicism 
and its emphasis on the cosmos also involved the use of its polemical 
formulas, especially those aimed at Epicurus. But the arguments for 
these formulas had to be found, and they are instructive. 

Irenaeus of Lyons traces the Gnostic dualism back to the antithesis 
of atom and empty space in the philosophy ofDemocritus and Epicurus. 
The world as it appears is for both Gnostics and atomists something -
other than what truly exists; but-and this is the distinction Irenaeus 
passes over-for the atomists it is comp'bsed of what truly exists, 
whereas the Gnostic pleroma [fullness] draws all the predicates of exis
tence to itself and allows the world to be degraded to a mere appearance 
of nothing, to the demiurge's deception. 1 More important is the asserted 
equivalence of the transcendent god of Gnosticism and the extra
mundane gods of Epicurus; what they have in coillmon is that they 
bear no responsibility and care for the world-they do not even sit 
in judgment and dispense justice for men's deeds.2 A century later 
Tertullian named Epicurus as the grandfather (patriarcha) of Marcion's 
senseless and motionless god (immobilis et stu pens deus) and treated that 
god as contemptible on account ofhis incapacity for wrath and revenge. 3 

The contradiction is evident: the Stoic God of cosmic providence and 
the Oid Testament God of wrath and judgment cannot both be brought 
into play against the Gnostic god of salvation at the same time. 

The instructive value of this polemic in connection with our fun
damental questions only becomes evident when we set alongside it a 
comparison between Epicurus's teachings and the late-medieval con
ception of God's sovereign freedom to do what He pleases [Willkiir-
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jreiheit}. Leibniz pronounced this equivalence. In his exchange ofletters 
with Samuel Clarke in the years 1715 and 1 716, Leibniz opposes the 
cormection between Newton's physics and voluntaristic theology, which 
s'eemed to him to be a necessary consequence of the assumption of 
absolute space and absolute time. Clarke, basing himself on this position, 
had rejected the application of the principle of sufficient reason to the 
explanation of nature. The act of creation was supposed to remain 
the original fact, which could not be further inquired into and rationally 
grounded. Leibniz entitles this the "deeret absolument absolu" [the 
absolutely absolute decree]. Absolute space had for him precisely the 
characteristics that exclude a rational origin of reality; there are in it 
no meaningful differences of quantity and of place, so that it is an 
aggregate of rational undecidabilities. In the Creation there is for 
Leibniz only one act of mere power, the creation of matter as such. 
He who reduces the concept of God to omnipotence and the will that 
does what it pleases is logically compelled to see in matter the essence 
of creation and to reduce everything to matter. Theological absolutism 
denied man any insight into the rationality of the Creation, which is 
exactly what Leibniz wanted to open up in accordance 'With the principle 
of sufficient reason and by means of the idea of the God Who practices 
mathematics. That the world is a coherent order becomes, on Clarke's 
view, a mere assertion, without consequences for human thought. 
Order is the side of reality that is turned away from us: "For in truth 
and strictness, 'With regard to God, there are no disorders .... '''I 

The essence of the dispute between Leibniz arid Clarke is the question 
of how the reality of nature presents itself to man: whether it is 
dependable and serviceable to him or whether he is merely expected 
to acknowledge its orderly character without having it confirmed 
Leibniz insists that the very order that human reason claims to find 
in reality embodies the qualities that divine reason had to give to its 
work. The controversy here is no longer about the problem of the 
arrangement of the world to suit the requirements of human life but 
rather about the question .of the effectiveness of the human reason 
that has to assert its own laws as the laws of the world. The rational 
dependability of the world. the conditioll of the possibility of all theory, 

. is the remnant of teleological order that Leibniz defends. On the other 
hand, absolute will, as a metaphysical principle, is the equivalent of 
the assertion that the dependability of the world cannot be proved 
and is therefore a mere fact, always subject to revocation at any time . 

......... -. --------_. __ .. - -------
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The high point of the dispute between Leibniz and Clarke is reached 
when Leibniz asserts the complete equivalence of the system of absolute 
will and the system of absolute accident, of voluntarism and atomism: 
"La volonte sans raison seroit le hazard des Epicuriens" [Will without 
reason would be the chance of the Epicureans1.5 The ~verse as in
terpreted by atomism is ruled by the principle of the identity of in
discernibles since the atoms and empty space are defined by the fact 
that they allow no rational action whatsoever but place reason in a 
position where all possibilities are indifferent, so that chance becomes 
the sole principle of reality. The nominalistic God is a superfluous 
God, Who can be replaced by the accident of the divergence of atoms 
from their parallel paths, and of the resulting vortices that make up 
the world. The concept of an absolute will is internally contradictory 
and consequently a chimera. a fiction. ti 

We need not be concerned here that since the time of the Stoa th~ 
accusation of "Epicureanism" had become a polemical blow· below 
the belt; here the tenn is in fact very accurately applied. Just as little 
do we need to concern ourselves that the position Leibniz constructed 
in opposing Newton did not save the metaphysics of a world order 
guaranteed by divine reason. The path forward from this point was 
determined not by the principle of this critique but rather by one of 
its side effects, the phenomenalizing of space and time. The instructive 
thing for us is not the antithesis between Leibniz and Clarke, as such, 
but rather the principle, employed in Leibniz's analysis, of the equivalence 
of nominalistic and mechanistic explanations of the world, a principle 
that gives us the key to the reoccupation that was effected in the re
placement of the late-medieval by the early-modern type of explanation 
of nature. 

One of the essential, though usually underestimated, phenomena 
of the beginning of the modern age was the attempt to reappropriate 
Democritus's atomistic philosophy of nature in the form it had been 
given by Epicurus and Lucretius. This renewal of ancient atomism 
prepared the way for the new ideas of matter ·and motipn. But in 
spite o~ this function, the process is.still understood merely as a piece 
of 'Renaissance' conditioned by the literary rediscovery of Lucretius 
in 1417, on account of which it has come to be regarded as a historical 
datum requiring no further explanation. But the mere demonstration 
of the presence or reappearance of a source does not explain anything. 
Renaissances have their genetic logic, and only the exhibition of that 
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logic satisfies the demands of historical understanding. The observation 
of Leibniz that we have cited, which he made in his argument with 
Clarke, discloses the structural cormection between nominalism as a 
late-medieval phenomenon and atomism as an early modern one. 
Both positions regard the origin of the world as an event inaccessible 
to human rationality. Epicurus had assumed an uncaused dwergence 0/ 
atoms from their parallel straight-line paths in infinite space as the 
origin from which developed the vortices that gave rise to his worlds; 
nominalism could provide for all questions regarding the reason and 
purpose of the Creation only the Augustinian QUia voluit [Because God 
willed it]. 

But the systematic interchangeability of the two theses, which Leibniz 
noted, does not me<!ll that they must be regarded as equivalent in 
their historical function as well. The primacy of the divine will, which 
puts rejection of the question in place of explanation, was meant to 
increase the binding force of the given over men; the basic mechanistic 
thesis, on the other hand, did indeed remove the origin of the world 
from the realm of what can be grasped, but it had no 'conservative' 
implications for the relation of man to nature. On the contrary, it 
established the material substratum of the world as something mean
ingless in itself, and consequently as a potentiality open to man's 
rational disposition. The reoccupation that took place between the 
absolutes will and matter defined the world as that which is precisely 
not pregiven, as a problem rather than as an established state of affairs. 
But the question why atomism could have this significance as the 
successor of voluntarism, but not in its original situation in the ancient 
world, leads us to a recognition of the irreversibility of this reoccupation: 
only after nominalism had executed a sufficiently radical destruction 
of the humanly relevant and dependable cosmos could the mechanistic 
philosophy of nature by adopted as the tool of self-assertion. 

This prerequisite was not present at the origin of ancient atomism. 
Epicurus's philosophy is essentially a therapy meant to lessen the 
human uneasiness caused by natural phenomena, or, more exactly, 
by the inherited explanations of those phenomena. Nominalism is a 
system meant to make man extremely uneasy about the world -with 
the intention, of course, of making him seek salvation outside the 
world, driving him to despair of his this-worldly possibilities and thus 
to the unconditional capitulation of the act of faith, which, however, 
he is again not capable of accomplishing by his own power. After the 
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classical philosophy of the Greeks, the· postulate of a.taraxia was still 
possible. whereas after the theological absolutism of the Middle Ages, 
self-assertion had to be the implica.tion of any philosophical system. Can 
these distinctions be substantiated by a comparative analysis of ancient 
atomism and medieval nominalism? This would lend profile to the 
thesis that a historical 'answer' like that of the modern age could not 
have been given to Hellenism, but only later, to nominalism. For this 
purpose the comparable doctrines on each side will have to be defined 
more accurately in accordance with their functions within each system. 

For Epicurus's gods and for the God of nominalism, there is no ratio 
creandi [reason for creationL no motive for bringing a world into exis
tence. From this unambiguous shared thesis, however, radically dif
ferent conclusions are drawn. For Epicurus it follows that no creation 
whatsoever can be assumed, since no ratio [reason] can be given for 
the act of creation. This is at any rate the direction taken by Lucretius 
in attempting to make the argument plausible: He has in mind, as a 
model of the rational production of a world, the Platonic myth of the 
demiurge with his prototypical Ideas. and in this connection poses the 
question where in the Epicurean system of empty space and atoms 
the gods could have found a model, accessible to intuition. of a world 
to create.? The logical circle, according to which a world must have 
already been present from which to read off what could be created
a circle that is also present, though hidden. in the Platonic myth of 
the demiurge-excludes the idea of creation from the ranks of the 
rational principles of explanation. The origin of the world is left to 
chance- though to a chance that nevertheless contains its own 
guarantees, as will be shown. 

The nominalists derive from the same initial thesis a conclusion that 
is extremely positive for their theological system: Because the Creation 
is uncaused, because it does not require a preexisting model for mere 
demiurgic implementation, it demonstrates the radicalness of the 
groundless will that is the ground of everything; it is the maximum 
of causality and the first in the sequence of pure acts of grace that 
constitutes the real theme of theology. God is not, like the Platonic 
demiurge, the executor of a world plan that is consistent in itself and 
makes its own uniqueness manifest, and whose ideal status means 
precisely that any rational being must recognize in it (and accordingly 
put into effect) the necessary characteristics of a world as such, so that 
productive and theoretical insight converge on this model. The ndin-
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inalistic God stands with His work in the widest horizon of noncon
tradictory possibilities, within which He chooses and rejects without 
enabling the result to exhibit in any way the criteria governing His 
volition. Much of what He could create, He does not choose to create
for nominalistic thought, that is the difference between the origin of 
the world and a process of nann-al causality, from which the whole 
of the possible effect always results. 8 

This conception of creation is not an incidental piece of doctrine of 
the Nominalist school but is connected to its philosophical cen~er, to 
the denial of universals and the assertion of the priority of reality over 
concepts. It is easy to show this since a realist doctrine regarding 
concepts, which holds that they possess a binding force as exemplary 
entities independent of things, is demonstrably incompatible with the 
strict concept of a creatw ex nihiW. The universale ante rem [universal 
having an existence prior to things] as that which can be and is repeated 
at will in concrete things makes sense. only so long as the universe 
represents a finite embodiment of what is possible. The concept of 
the potentia absoluta [complete, absolute power], however, implies that 
there is no limit to what is possible, and this renders meaningless the 
interpretation of the individual as the repetition of a universal. Creation 
is now supposed to mean that every entity comes into existence from 
nothing, in such a way that even in respect to its conceptual definition 
it was not there previously. Only in this way can the possibility be 
excluded, as William of Ockham argues, that God might restrict His 
own power by creating a particular entity, because any aspect of other 
concrete creations that happened to be identical in species with the 
first could only be imitation and repetition, not creation. Absolute 
power is original in every one of its creations. It does not recognize 
the Aristotelian distinction between definite essential form and 
individuality but produces only what is essentially unique.9 

But these very riches of creative abundance put human reason in 
the embarrassing position of having to set its economy of classificatory 
concepts over against· the authentic reality as an auxiliary construct 
that is just as indispensable as it is inappropriate-in the position, that 
is, of being unable from the very beginning to interpret its theoretical 
mastery of reality as anything but self-assertion. Thus the denial of 
universals directly excludes the possibility that God's restriction of 
Himself to His potentia ordinata [ordered, or ordained, power] in nature 
too could become comprehensible for the benefit of man and his 
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reason. Divine spirit and human spirit, creative ~d cognitive principles. 
operate as though without taking each other into account. The gra· 
tuitousness of the Creation implies that it can no longer be expected 
to exhibit any adaptation to the needs of reason. Rather than helping 
man to reconstruct an order given in nature, the principle of economy 
(Ockham's razor) helps him to reduce nature forcibly; to an order 
imputed to it by man. God is not economical; He does many things 
lavishly that could have been done simply and sparingly: "Q,uia vult, 
nec est alia cause quaerenda" [The reason is that He willed it, and 
no other reason is to be expectedl. lO Ockham's distinction between 
the potentia absoluta and the potentia ordinatall does not alleviate the 
situation for rationality because although it does imply that once chosen, 
the ordo [order] will be observed, it does not provide any access to the 
contents of the chosen order. The potentia ordinata is directly relevant 
only to the path of salvation, not to the path of knowledge. God's 
'will' is supposed to be accessible only through 'revelation' -faith in 
salvation is not supposed to be translatable into or exchangeable for 
faith in the world. 

While this may not be a metaphysical dualism of the Gnostic type, 
it is its practical equivalent ad hominem: the only dependable and 
trustworthy God is the God of salvation, Who has restricted Himself 
to His potentia ordinata, like a partially constitutional monarch, but 
Who, through predestination.. still withholds from man's knowledge 
the range over which He chooses to be dependable. It is precisely this 
restriction to those who are chosen that distinguishes the pragmatic 
dualism of the late Middle Ages from the Gnostic dualism of late 
antiquity because liberation from the cosmos now is no longer a divine 
offering open to all men and authenticated by the possession of know 1-
edge. This time there is no consciousness of conditions under which 
the world could lose its significance for man. The grt.?undlessness of 
the Creation is indeed dogmatized as requiring an .act of unconditional 
submission, but submission as such is still not a condition of salvation. 
Escape from the world into transcendence is no longer an alternative 
for man himself and precisely for that reason has lost its human 
relevance and historical effectiveness. But recourse to intraworldly 
composure of the mind, to the secum vivere [self~sufficient life] of Ep
icurean ataraxia, is also blocked. The method of neutralizing the phe
nomena and the problems of nature would have been· found to have 
lost its efficacy, if anyone had tried to apply it once more, because 
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its presupposition of the finite and hence completely describable pos
sibilities of natural processes had become untenable against the back
ground of the infinitude of divine power. The dependence of ataraxia 
on physics could not be reestablished. Only insofar as physics could 
be thought of as producing real human power over nature could 
natural science potentially serve as the instrUInent by which to overcome 
the new radical insecurity of man's relation to reality. 

Philosophy and science, which, autonOlllously formulated, offered 
themselves as means for the removal of this uncertainty about the 
world, could not in themselves, as pure theory, become "the happiness 
of their age."]:? Philosophy not only had to project and provide a 
foundation for 'method'; it had itself to become a method of assuring 
the materiaI adequacy and competence of man's possession of the 
world. Nature could not once again bt; forced to the edge of con
sciousness, its appearances blunted and robbed of their power; on the 
contrary, it now became the incessantly pressing theme, which made 
more and more exclusive demands on theoretical attention. There 
was no longer any refuge in "the lamplight of the private man." 
Knowledge as the endeavor of an individual, as an attempt to grasp 
a totality of truth as the source of fulfillment, proved to be hopeless. 
Scientific method, as it was projected by Descartes, provided the pro
cedural regulations for a summoning-up of incomparable theoretical 
energy, in whose service both individuals and generations were enrolled. 

What was no longer possible, or not again, possible, can be exhibited 
directly by a comparison with Epicurus's intention,. which had been 
to 'humanize' the groundlessness of nature as the ground for indif
ference to it, to remove by means of physics the potency of the drive 
for knowledge that holds sway within it, and to make manifest by the 
same means the superfluousness of theory as theory. This difference 
is made especially tangible by the formulation that the young Marx. 
gave to the basic character of the Epicurean philosophy in his dis
sertation: " ... the interesting thing about Epicurus," he writes, is "how 
in every sphere he· tries to eliminate the state of affairs that provokes 
the appearance of presuppositions as such and how he commends as 
nonnalthe state of affairs in which presuppositions are covered Up."18 
While for Epicurus everything is aimed at blunting and diffusing the 
problems forcing themselves upon man from outside, in the declining 
Middle Ages the reverse is the case: Everything works to sharpen 

. . them to the most acute form. Although the intention in this, to begin 
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with and in the first instance, was to bring t:l:te pretension to theory 
to the point of inevitable resignation and thus of submission to faith, 
nevertheless the immanent dynamics of the situation led to $e contrary 
result, namely, the development of the consciousness that precisely 
'in what was supposed to be sacrificed there lay that which could not, 
in the interest of humanity, be relinquished. 

Comparative analysis of Epicureanism and nominalism leads to an
other point of apparent agreement in the idea of a plurality if worlds. 
This idea was to become one of the essential factors in the disintegration 
of the metaphysical idea of the cosmos, preparatory to the modem 
age. And the Enlightenment will perform the thought experiment of 
other and different worlds especially in accordance with its function 
of criticizing man and his notion that he has a privileged status in the 
cosmos; the self-assertion of reason, it will argue, requires emergence 
from teleological comfort, from anthropocentric illusion. But in ancient 
atomism this thought could not yet achiev~ what it could after William 
of Ockham, namely, an exlubition of the world's form as contingent 
and a demonstration to man, by means of mental variation of the 
world's actual makeup, of its capacity for and worthiness of alteration. 

When Epicurus, like other Greeks before him, speaks of 'cosmos' 
in the plural, this means that one world eidos [world form, world Idea] 
is thought of as being realized in arbitrarily many instances. Before 
Plato and Aristotle gave the sanction of metaphysics to the uniqueness 
of the cosmos, the idea of the plurality of worlds had arisen among 
the Presocratics, without yet being given the weight . of a dogma. 
Anaximander had thought of the world on the analogy of the legal 
system of the Greek polis, and from this analogy there had easily 
arisen the idea of unities sufficient unto themselves and separated by 
the no-man's-land of space. "When one leaves the polis, one comes 
to open country, and after a while to another polis. Thus the idea 
suggests itself that outside our cosmos, at a greater or lesser distance, 
other cosmoses are to be found, indeed an unending seri~s of them. »14 

The atomism of Democritus was the first doctrine to push the idea 
of th~ plurality of worlds to the point where it endangered the idea 
of the cosmos itself: The atoms are not only endless in number but 
. also in the variety of their forms, and there is no -longer any. reason 
why worlds of the sort typified by our own should emerge from the 
vortices_ of these atoms in empty space. Against this absolute fortui
tousness of the beginning and the form of the world. Plato set up his 
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combination of cosmology and the doctrine of the Ideas, and Aristode 
provided the tradition with the canon of proofs of the necessary 
uniqueness of the cosmos as the exhaustion of space, matter, and 
forms. The Stoics perfected the identity of metaphysics and cosmology 
by making the teleology of nature, as it relates to man, an expression 
of the providence governing nature. But by this very outbidding of 
their predecessors, they made a scandal of the uniqueness of the 
cosmos: The cosmic teleology did not relate to the individual and his 
claim to happiness; the evil and the suffering in the world could only 
be justified by means of a teleology of the whole that was hidden and 
without consideration for the individual 

This is the focus of the opposition of Epicurus, who makes this very 
question of the potential happiness of the individual man the central 
concern of his philosophy. A cosmos, a teleology, a providence of 
which the individual could not feel assured seemed to him to be not 
only irrelevant to his central question but a hindrance to a form of 
life that could allow itself neither fear nor hope regarding what the 
individual could expect from the world. If suffering and evil were 
interpreted as elements in a 'logic' of reality. elements for which a 
hidden reason, of whatever sort, had to be assumed, they would make 
men the bearers of an ordained inequality of their fates and of their 
share in happiness. an inequality whose supposed meaning could not 
be regarded with indifference. The worlds of atomistic chance, which 
Epicurus opposes to the unique cosmos with its powerful sanction, 
make the external fate of each being witllln them appear as the result 
of a constellation that is favorable precisely because it is neither 'in
tended' nor defined and ordained as a 'role.' Chance is the sort of 
fate with respect to which indifference is possible. The assertion of 
the plurality of worlds is a sort of cosmological demonstration of the 
equality of everything that exists in the distribution of what can literally 
'befall' each thing in the world-building falling together of atoms. 
Epicurus's whole physical system passes in review the indifference of 
nature to man so as to suggest to man that his indifference is, in turn, 

the precondition of his happiness. 
Epicurus makes use of Democritus's atomism, but he changes its 

function radically; he is not interested in the explanation of natural 
phenomena but rather in the liberation of man from their supposed 
significance. Once again, this decisive difference between the physicist 
and the humanist was stated by the young Marx in his dissertation: 

--------------- -



158 
partIr 

Democritus employs C<ne"Cessity as a form of reflection of reality," 
whereas for Epicurus chance is "a reality thai: has- only the value of 
possibility," and the concern in relation to this possibility is not "with 
the object that is explained but with the subject that explains." And 
further: "What is abstractly possible, what can be conceived, constitut~s 
for the thinking subject neither an obstacle nor a limit nor a stumbling 
block. Whether this possibility is also real is a matter of indifference, 
because we are not here interested in the object as object. Consequently 
Epicurus proceeded ,vith a boundless nonchalance in explaining in
dividual physical phenomena. . . . One can see that he is not at all 
interested in investigating the real causes of objects. He is merely 
interested in soothing the explaining subject. "15 

This difference from Democritus also helps to determine the form 
taken by the thesis of the plurality of worlds. In spite of his rejection 
of the cosmos of metaphysics, Epicurus unobtrusively holds fast to 
those onts implications that served (so to speak) to temper the accidental 
character of the relations between atoms. The sheer fact that under 
the premises of atomism there was a world at all, not to speak of 
many of them, caused no difficulty for Epicurus, in spite of its im
probability, because he was able to fall back unhesitatingly on a reserve 
of teleology. Lucretius, who in his didactic poem reports his master's 
~eachings with a faithfulness that was characteristic of the Epicurean 
school, describes it as improbable that the innumerable atoms outside 
our own world should not have accomplished anything. IS There again 
is the metaphysical proposition that nature does nothing in vain. But 
just as for Epicurus it is not really accidental that there are any worlds 
at all, so it is no accident what comes into being when worlds emerge 
from the atomic vortices. Here Democritus's extreme destabilizing of 
the cosmos is retracted in favor of a reassuring dependability. According 
to Hippolytus's account, Democritus had taught that the worlds differed 
in form as well as number and that in some of them there was neither 
a sun nor a moon, neither animals nor plants nor even moisture. 17 

This was the logical consequence of the endless multiformity of the 
atomS that Democritus assumed. Epicurus's crucial alteration of the 
system of the teacher whom he disowns is the assumption of a definite, 
finite number of forms by which the atoms are distinguished from 
one another. 13 As though it were a matter of course, then, the products 
of Epicurean accident resemble one another, including the unquestioned 
matter of course that in each of his worlds there are men. 
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Fundamentally-and this effect on consciousness must have been 
EpiCUlUS'S overriding concern-the chaos of the atomic vortices has 
a reassuring dependability that surpasses the guarantees traditionally 
provided by the gods. But the freedom from fear that this cosmology 
imparts must not relapse into admiration of the world, into the original 
affect of a philosophy that expects the fulfillment of man's existence 
to come from outside, from nature.- That there is a world is not at all 
a remarkable fact: "Non est mirabile";19 it is the least surprising
indeed, the 'natural' -state of affairs, which manifests itself in the 
plurality of worlds as the <ease' with which they come into being. Man 
does not concern himself with what is there of its own accord, and 
in this he resembles Epicurus's gods, who enjoy their blissful existence 
in the empty space between the worlds with equally litde concern for 
the course of natural events.20 Epicurus makes current once again the 
Greeks' authentic concept of nature, which they conceived of not as 
a quasi-divine subject, not as a "deus sive natura" ["either God or 
nature": Spinoza1. not as a power standing over things, but rather as 
a mode of processes that proceed from themselves, of their own 
accord. The demiurge, the unmoved mover, the 'world reason' had 
replaced this concept of nature with a supposedly more dependable 
factor, which allowed the world to be interpreted according to the 
model of the intentional product of human action. ~I The crucial fact 
is that Epicurus was able to eliminate and exclude 'from human co~
sciousness this god laden with care for the world, this deus laboriosissimus 
[hardest working god], only by building into the world process certain 
'constants,' by making chaos into a son of 'ideal disorder' and thus, 
as Kant reproaches the «shameless" Epicurus, "really [deriving] reason 
from unreason. "22 In Epicurus there is no physical argument for the 
strict parallelism of the paths of the atoms in infinite space, and the 
finite variety of the forms of the atoms and of their recurrent com
binations is attributed, by an absolute metaphor," to "treaties in nature" 
ifOedera naturai).23 Epicurus's system. is not free from metaphysics, but 
it rests on the postulate of the metaphysical minimum, which secures 
the world for man as a cosmos without allowing any binding force 
over him to result from this. 

Such assurances of the dependability of nature would be forbidden 
to late-medieval theological absolutism. The latter was not concerned 
with the reality of the world and its signi:ficance for human consciousness 
but with preserving the :full range of God's possibilities. The world 
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could indeed be a demonstration <1 the power that had created it; but 
no reality, however imposing-even ifit were less in need of justifiCation 
than the actual one-could be prof!! <1 omnipotence. Here was the com
mon ground of all the paradoxes of Scholasticism: It could not remove 
from the world anything that was essential to the functioning of !:,he 
system of proofs of God's existence, but neither could it cOmmit divinity 
to this world as the epitome of its creative capacity: 

The internal systematic conflict came into the open in 1271, when 
Etienne Tempier. the Bishop of Paris, condemned a list of propositions 
that as a whole reflected the conclUsions of the thirteenth century's 
completed reception of Aristotle. Three years after the death of the 
classic author of High Scholasticism, Thomas Aquina.s, his acceptance 
of the Aristotelian proof of the uniqueness of the world was condeffi:l?ed 
as a philosophical restriction of divine omnipotence. 24 This document 
marks the exact point in time when the interest in the rationality and 
human intelligibility of creation cedes priority to the speculative fas
cination exerted by the theological predicates· of absolute power and 
freedom. Z5 

The theological reaction of 1277 had an effect different from the 
one that was intended; by denying that the created world could be 
the equivalent of the creative power actualized in it, it opened ~e 
~luices to a flood of new questions. The nominalistic philosophy of 
nature, .whose methodical style was to become the free variation of 
all the previously valid cosmological propositions of Scholasticism, is 
unthinkable without the support of this decree. But one should not 
separate this sentence, which condemned calling into question the 
possibility of a plurality of worlds, from its context. It was indeed 
meant to exclude the doctrine that this actual world epitomizes what 
is possible for God; but at the same time judgment was also passed 
against any doctrine that a universe of infinitely many actual worlds 
could be equivalent to the self-reproduction of divinity. The solution 
that Giordano Bruno's cosmology was to give to tIlls basic question 
of the late Middle Ages, a solution of which we will give an account 
in part IV, was excluded: The first cause cannot produce an effect 
that is equivalent to its own reality.26 The :rv.riddle Ages remained 
stationed between these two negations and committed to their insoluble 
difficulties. 

To the potentia absoluta [absolute power] there corresponded an infinity 
of possible worlds, but no infinity of actual worlds was allowed to 
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correspond to it. It was a secondary question whether only one or a 
plurality of these possibilities had been realized; there were important 
theological reasons for holding to the factual reality of only one world. 
But this one world could no longer be rationally justified. The principle 
of contradiction was the sole limitation on the range of variability of 
the possible worlds, which could no longer be understood as instances 
of an eidetically constant type. This would have contradicted the nom
inalistic principle that the repetition of a pregiven essential structure 
is incompatible with the concept of creation from nothing. 

William of Ockham deals with the problem of the possible plurality 
of worlds, in a context which is just as significant as it is unexpected, 
in his commentary on the sentences of Peter Lombard. In connection 
with distinctio 17 of the first book of this standard compendium of 
Scholasticism, he had to discuss the question whether the grace of the 
Holy Ghost that is granted to man by God is capable of quantitative 
differentiation, of increase and decrease. The identification of re
deeming grace with the Third Person of the divine Trinity was bound 
to raise this problem because the attribute of unchangeability of the 
divine person seemed to exclude any differentiation in the effect of 
its conveyance to man. The Lombard had nevertheless found a formula 
that enabled him to hold to the system of differentiated levels of 
human blessedness. The details of this construction are not of interest 
here, but the radical considerations associated with them in William 
of Ockham's commentary certainly are. They broaden the originally 
narrowly conceived theological thesis into the very general statement 
that the operation of divinity is bounded only by the principle of 
contradiction. 

One must call to mind what this premise means. The God Who is 
subject only to the logical principle of contradiction is at the same 
time the God Who can contradict Himself, Whose creation does not 
exclude the will to destruction, Who stands over every present as the 
uncertainty of the future, in other words, finally, the God Whose 
activity does not allow us to assume immanent laws and Who puts 
all rational 'constants' in question.. 27 The God Who places no constraints 
on Himself, Who cannot be committed to any consequence following 
from His manifestations, inakes time into a dimension of utter un
certainty. This affects not only the identity of the subject, the presence 
of which at any given moment does not guarantee it any future, but 
also the persistence of the world, whose radical contingency can trans-
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fonn it, from one moment to the next, fro!ll existence into mere 
appearance, from reality into nothingness. The human spirit's tem
porality, its being in tUne. becomes its crucial handicap. The philo
sophical penetration of these considerations becomes clearest when 
one perceives in them the central motivation ofDescartes's experiment 
in doubt in the Meditations; this will be shown later. . 

The impotence of reason, as deduced by William of Ockham from 
the principle of omnipotence, consists in the inapplicability of the 
principle of economy to the classical questions of metaphysics: The 
nature that does nothing in vain is no longer a definition of divine 
activity, to which the avoidance of detours and superfluous expenditures 
cannot be ascribed.28 What is given, the actual world as well as actual 
grace, is never the maximum of what is possible. The thesis of the 
possibility of infinitely many worlds is only the equivalent of an assertion 
of the powerlessness of finite reason. 

This was the exact opposite of the Epicurean doctrine, which was 
supposed to make plausible to man how the processes of the universe 
could be a matter of no concern to him. The concept of omnipotence 
excludes, paradoxically, only the possibility that God could ever make 
everything that lies in His power, that is, an actual.infinity. Ockham 
could not rely here on the argument that this concept was internally 
contradictory, since God Himself was actually infinite. Here was the 
boundary drawn by the decree of 1277, which the A.lm:i.ghty could 
not cross even in order to bring about something free of contradiction, 
and the crossing of which by Giordano Bruno would signify the end 
of the Middle Ages and a contradiction to the Middle Ages. This helps 
to make precise the assertion of the possibility of .infinitely many 
worlds: The Creator had a choice between infinitely many different 
possibilities, and the unfathomable decision at which He arrived does 
not commit Him; He can always create more worlds and different 
ones from those that He has created-but He cannot exhaust the 
infinite fund of possibilities without reproducing Hirnsel£ 29 This 'po
sition' of divine reproduction is nevertheless already 'occupied' in the 
theological system; it is defined not as creation but as begetting, that 
is, as the quasi-natural process by which the Second Person of the 
Trinity is brought forth. One who wanted the totality of possibilities 
for the world, the exhaustion of everything of which omnipotence 
was capable, had to make this position free; he had to contradict 
dogma and become a heretic. Giordano Bruno was to face this un-
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avoidable consequence. And he had to conceive of the world once 
more as a unity, using the expression 'plurality of worlds' now only 
in a hyperbolical sense, for the repetition of elementary unities within 
the totality of the universe. 

Thus a fundamental change in the meaning of talk. about the plurality 
of worlds was ushered in. For the Greek atomists there was no sig
nificance in the fact that their cosmoses were located within the unity 
of a single empty space; this space separated the individual world 
formations absolutely; it was the nothingness between them and ex
eluded all real relations. It was (at the latest) Newton's concept of a 
space through which the action at a distance of gravitation operates 
that put an end to the unworldliness and physical unreality of space. 
Space becomes the 'medium' of the unity of the universe as the system 
of interaction of all the bodies in it. In his early work on the natural 
history of the heavens, as though with the intention of harmonizing 
EpiculUs and Newton, Kant entitles the universe "a world of worlds" 
but later corrects himself with the fonnula "the totality of the so many 
systems ... that we incorrectly call worlds. "30 The interest of the En
lightenment in the question of the plurality of worlds is directed, quite 
consistently, at the possible plurality of inhabited cosmic bodies, thus 
understanding 'worlds' as 'earths.' It is no longer a matter of measuring 
God against the full range of possibilities but rather of comparing man 
with what he has made of himself and of the earth, seen as it were 
from outside. It is not the actual makeup of the universe that is of 
interest but rather the relativizing of human self-consciousness, the 
doubt that is generated regarding the uniqueness of what man has 
produced as his 'world.' The 'other worlds' provide a fictive exotic 
standpoint for criticism, just like the realms of 'noble savages' in the 
Enlightenment's travel romances. 

It follows "from this, in connection with our intended comparison 
of the difference in radicalness between atomism and nominalism, 
that the late-medieval doctrine of the plurality of pOSSible worlds has 
a function completely unlike that of the atomistic plurality of actual 
worlds: The groundlessness of the factual world, in which man has 
to live, produces a more intense consciousness of insecurity than the 
groundlessness that Epicurus had used to negate creation as such. The 
questions that cannot be asked confront reason with its impotence 
more pitilessly than those that do not need to be asked. 
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Intraworldly secession into the idyll of the. kepos, the 'garden' of 
Epicurean ataraxia, had presupposed the cahn of a situation in which 
the problematic of the world was alleviated. The garden whosecul
tivation, in view of a hopeless world, was to be recommended at the 
end of Candide is a point of grim irony but is not the solution that the 
epoch found for its inherited problem of the quality of :the world. It 
was not a matter of indifference which of the possible worlds God 
had in fact created; but since man could not hope' to fathom 'tl"!is 
decision, it had to be made a matter of indifference. 'The search for 
a set of instnunents for man that would be usable in any possible 
world provides the criterion for the elementary exertions of the modern 
age: The mathematiz.ing and the materializ.ing of nature. 

The lawfulness of an arbitrarily chosen nature-that was the aprior- . 
istic, 'pure' science of nature, which, to use Kant's language, started 
from the "concept of nature as such" and took as its object the ultimate 
characteristics of a speciesless matter. For this theOry, which (so to 
speak) anticipated the factual world, it was actually.a weakness of 
ancient atomism that it anticipated the specificity of the phenomenal 
world in the specific forms of the atoms, so that it knew no 'pUre' 
matter. But at the same time the postulate of pure materiality was 
the ideal premise of an attitude to the world that can be defined by 
the concept of technicity. According to that attitude, man can make 
what he wants of the world to the extent that it can be reduced to 
the characteristics of a mere substrate underlying what man constructs. 

A third and final aspect in regard to which atomism and voluntarism. 
as systems representative of the crises of their respective epochs, are 
to be compared here is that of their anthropological components. 
Because Epicureans and nominalists-even though with differing ar
gumentation-deny the teleology of the world, they must at a minimiun 
dispute the privilege that the Stoics had emphatically ascribed to man, 
namely, that the human existential interest is taken into consideration 
in the whole of nature. But in his anthropology, as in the rest of his 
system, Epicurus is entirely uncritical with regard to his own teleological 
implications. One need only read Lucretius's description of the original 
condition of mankind to see how strong were the anthropocentric 
presuppositions here, and not only by accident. but dearly in connection 
with the culture-critical tendency of this mythology of the primeval 
time. 
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The nature that was not created out of divine providence for man 
necessarily continues to owe man a great deal;sl it stands laden with 
debt before man, who is thus burdened by no responsibility for the 
bad in it. But this unburdening of man, which· forestalls Augustine's 
reversal of the relation of debt, must nob rob the system of its intended 
effect by accentuating man's concern about his own existence. There
fore the theory of the origin of cuiture has to emphasize that nature 
holds ready everything that is necessary for man.1)2 ,Auspicious nature 
is to be thanked, according to a fragment of Epicurus, "because it 
made what is necessary easily accessible, and what is difficult of access 
unnecessary. "S3 Thus the groundlessness of nature permits the ground
lessness of concern because the 'cosmos' is sufficiently powerful even 
in chance events to let needs and givens intermesh with one another 
just as the forms of the atoms themselves allow the formation of 
meaningful, organized configurations. The logic of the materialization 
of the world is not pushed to its extreme, ·in which man's ataraxia 

. would become impossible and everything would depend on his practical 
energy. But at the same time the intermeshing of nature and need is 
a critical principle that prevents an Epicurean from regarding nature 
as mere material: Necessary wants can be satisfied without great exertion 
and expense. and the satisfaction of natural wants does not leave much 
to b~ wished for because nature itself holds ready at hand the wealth 
with which they can be satisfied; only empty wants find neither measure 
nor satisfaction in nature. 34 Thus, because Epicurus's nature provides 
man with more than it can really provide consistently with his own 
premises, theoretical indifference and practical unconcern can be 
combined. 

However problematic it may at first ~ppear, the position and rank 
of man in Epicurus's system cannot be defined witout bringing in his 
theology. There has been much arguing back. and forth about the 
seriousness of Epicurus's doctrine about the gods. The first thing to 
be said is that the doctrine of the gods who take no interest in the 
worlds is advantageous to Epicurus in argument, in contrast to an 
unprovable atheism. But beyond that, the form of the gods' existence 
is like a model of his philosophical idea of eudemorua. TIlls is the 
only explanation for the fact that, according to Lucretius,85 Epicurus's 
lost work contained an extensively worked-out theology. It has the 
function of a positive myth that is oriented toward confirming the 
human capacity for happiness precisely because the gods are supposed 
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to be imagined in human form. Cicero has" given us the shortest 
justificatory formula for this, which appeals to the preeminence of the 
human form and human nature over all others in nature: "Omnium 
animantium formam vincit hominis figura" [Man's form surpasses that 
of every living creature].56 For Epicurus the isomorphism between men 
and gods has the systematic significance of a metaphysiCal guarantee 
of what man can be and what he in fact achieves in the shape of the 
wise man. The man who perceives his possibilities and realizes them 
lives, as the "Letter to Menoeceus" says, "like a god among men." 
And that means above all that he shares the serenity and freedom 
from care of the gods' existence. The relation of men to the gods is 
a sort of mythical reflection, which is accomplished through pure 
imagery, without any interaction and with no need of knowing of the 
gods' reality through experience. Here the wise man can allow himself 
the emotional state that he must deny himself with respect to nature: 
admiration. "The philosopher admires the nature and disposition of 
the gods and seeks to approach them; indeed it is as though he were 
irresistibly driven to come into contact and intercourse with them; 
thus it is appropriate to characterize wise men as 'friends' of the gods, 
and to characterize the gods, conversely, as 'friends' of the wise ... ."31 

That the gods should have human form was a familiar idea in Greek 
myth; but at the same time the philosophical criticism of myth had 
found it scandalous. For here the human was at the same time the 
all too human; it was envy and jealousy, favoritism and capricious 
meddling with human destinies - the very things that brought human 
ataraxia and divine bliss into conflict with one another and on the 
weaker side gave sustenance to the emotions of fear and hope, which 
Epicurus's philosophical therapy was meant to get at. Atomistic chance 
was supposed to give man a· resting place between mythical caprice 
and physical necessity. It seems that for Epicurus the philosophical 
critique of myth had gone from one extreme to the other: The necessity 
that had taken the place of caprice had failed to save humanity, which 
was the core of the myth deserving to be saved. 

So it is understandable that Epicurus firmly opposes the supp.osedly 
'purer' form of Greek religiosity, the deification of the starry heavens, 
employing his method of neutralizing emotional states for this purpose. 
It is not certain whether Lucretius accurately represents Epicurus's 
opposition to the stellar theology when he says that it was motivated 
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by the danger that the gods might retuxn to the world, the possibility 
of a relapse in anttquas religiones, into the mythical consciousness of 
dependence on unlimited powers. 88 In any case Lucretius seems to 
stand closer than does Epicurus to the 'Gnostic' suspicion that the 
stars could represent powers that are ill-disposed toward man. The 
cosmic is potentially the demonic, and for Lucretius deliverance from 
fear lies only in the idea that the influence of all the elements of nature 
upon one another is limited, that everythlng has its finita potestas llimited 
power], that the theological attribute of omnipotence possesses no 
reality. It is certainly important for Epicurus too to ban from man's 
consciousness the influence of overwhelming power; but it is inde
pendendy important for him to criticize a theology that can mean 
nothing positive for man, that seeks the divine in the antithesis to 
what is human and believes that it can find this in the stars, as the 
region of nature most distant from human mortality" and need. 

Epicurus's theology is a representation of the humanly familiar, in 
which the sim.ilarity of form suggests the possibility of the same eu
demonia. True, Epicurus's gods are immortal, but their eternal life is 
not a necessary condition of their happiness-otherwise happiness 
would be out of man's reach. Because the wise man recognizes death 
as something that need not mean anything to him, he reduces the 
difference between mortality and immortality to nothing. Here-and 
this too was recognized as central by MaIX in his dissertation - Epicurus 
breaks with the "view of the entire Greek people," that likeness to a 
god was identical with immortality and freedom from need. "In the 
theory of 'meteors' [atmospheric and astronomical phenomena1 there
fore, the soul of the Epicurean philosophy of nature appears. Nothing 
is eternal which annihilates the ataraxia of the individual self
consciousness. The heavenly bodies disturb its ataraxia, its identity 
with itself, because they are existing generality, because natUre has 
become autonomous in them. "89 The naturalizing of the stars, their 
inclusion in the homogeneous contingency and transitoriness of the 
mechanism of the atoms, sets reason free from its cosmic objectivization, 
making it an exclusively human, no longer a cosmic, law. Consequendy 
Epicurus fights not only against astrology, as the false relation of nature 
to man, but also "against astronomy itself, against eternal law and 

" reason in the heavenly system." The linkage of reason to what is 
eternal, immutable, and free from need is severed. 

But here atomism comes into conflict with the assumptions it had 
taken over from the tradition of Greek thought: Its unchangeable and 
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specifically fonned atoms were only "the eternal" of the one Being 
of Parrnenides, of Plato's Ideas and Aristode's Fonns, "in material 
form"; they were not the logical consequence of materialization itself, 
which would indeed have been required for the consistency of the 
system but not for its function. Epicurus may have believed that .the 
reduction of the imperishable to its minimum. in the atoms· could 
guarantee the combination of physical dependability and protection 
of man's self-consciousness. Man's preeminence lies not in an anthro
pocentric teleology but in the fact that his successful existence has 
become the sole criterion of the functioning of the system. 

Epicurus's argument, reconstructed,. runs as follows: 

Because the eternity of the heavenly bodies would disturb the ataraxia 
of self-consciousness, it is a necessary, stringent conclusion that the 
heavenly bodies are not eternal .... Here EpiCllnlS must have seen 
the highest existence ofhis principle, the peak and finale of his system. 
He alleged that he created the atoms so that immortal foundations 
would lie at the base of nature. He alleged that he was concerned 
about the substantial individuality of matter. But, where he finds the 
reality ofhis nature-because he knows no other than the mechanical
in autonomous, indestructible matter, in the heavenly bodies, whose 
eternality and immutability are proven by the belief of the people, 
the judgement of philosophy, the evidence of the senses-there it is 
·his single effort to draw them back down into earthly transitoriness. 
It is at this point that he turns zealously against the worshippers of 
autonomous nature which contains the point of individuality within 
itseI£ This is his greatest contradiction. {O . 

A contra<iiction, one may add, that in the end rests on the fact that 
Epicurus still stands on the ground of Greek metaphysics, that he still 
sees the precondition of the fulfillment of human existence in a given 
quality of nature, and that the human form of the gods, too, is still 
a piece of 'cosmos' for him-of a cosmos that is not, it is true, guar
anteed by a superposed Logos but rather by the atomistic substratum. 

Thus it is indeed correct to say that "the decline of ancient philosophy 
is dIsplayed with complete objectivity in Epicurus"; but it is equally 
correct to add that this decline did not lead to a transition to a new 
formation of the human relation to the world and of human self
understanding because the only freedom with respect to the world 
that man achieves in the course of this decline is "the negative move
ment of being free from it. "41 The atomistic materiality of the world 
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is indeed sufficient to reassure man regarding his situation in reality, 
but it is not radical enough to appear to him as a plastic substrate, 
subject to his mastery and his power of dispositioa Happiness is what 
is left over when nature no longer presses upon man, when it concerns 
him no more than. it concerns the gqds in the spaces between the 
worlds, gods who are free from care Frecisely because they have no 
power over the world. "He whose possessions are not sufficient for 
his needs is poor, even ifhe should be the master of the entire world. "42 

The still undissolved connection between cosmology and anthro
pology is confirmed by the last syste$tic element of Epicurus's phi
losophy relevant here: the connection between the deviation of atoms 
at the beginning of a world and the human consciousness of freedom. 
Once again it becomes clear that man's possibilities depend upon a 
minimal set of metaphysical presuppo$itions. The initial conditions of 
all the processes in the universe are defined by the fact that all the 
atoms are traveling in parallel straight lines through infinite empty 
space. This basic state of affairs is Characterized' by an extremely 
rational order and at the same time by sterile unproductiveness. Only 
on the assumption that individual atoms can breach this 'order,' that 
by minor deviations from their parallel paths they can enCOunter other 
atoms and thus initiate the formation of a vortex of atoms, do the 
elementary bodies even come into coptact, in accordance with their 
affinities, and finally realize a world. 'The 'sufficient' reason for the 
fact that anything at all comes into existence and everything does not 
rap.ain in the eternal fruidessness of the atoms' parallel paths is as 
trivial as it could conceivably be.43 To minimize this reason is to minimize 
the binding character of the world; in this respect Epicurus's pholosophy 
is constructed in accordance with a logic strictly antithetical to that of 
the Stoics, who strive everywhere for· the metaphysical maximum. 

At the same time Epicurus contradicts the mythical dualism of 
disorder and order, chaos and cosmos. The perfect order of the original 
stuff' falling unifonnly through space is powerless to produce anything 
like a world, unless the tiny aberration,enters in, which as chaos starts 
the playing through of possibilities. The beginning of the world is an 
infringement of physical necessity (principium quoddam, quod fati fledera 
rumpat [some beginning which breaks the bonds of fate]). This original 
event of cosmogony is just what man rediscovers. in himseI£ It is his 
ability, as an active being, to introduce absolute beginnings into reality, 
his libera voluntas [free will], the will that escapes the necessity of causal 
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antecedents and opposes to them its own measure (haec fatis (1;(J()/sa 
voluntas [that will tom free from fateD.44 The principle of the cosmos 
is realized in man himself; what made the world possible is no foreign 
and inaccessible metaphysical authority but the very same thing that 
constitutes man's independence from the world, the core of his 
consciousness of himself 45 . 

Far from being an embarrassment for the Epicurean philosophy, 
the deviation of the atom represents its central systematic principle: 
liberation from the world by means of explanation of the world, the 
identity of the minimum of physics with the maximwn of human 
freedom.46 The rebellion of man against the cosmos is accomplished 
even here, in the most radical aspect of its foundation, through the 
principle and with the authorization of the cosmos itself. The living 
power of spirit (vivida vis animi), with which Lucretius in his apotheosis 
ofEpicurus makes the philosophical savior break through the world's 
walls of flame and step forth into the infinite universe, is nothing but 
the consistent extension into consciousness of the atom's ability to be 
irregular, to diverge minimally from its path. The groundlessness of 
the world, its atomistic indifference to everything that it brings forth 
and eventually brings back into its unchanging material sum, is taken 
by man into the philosophical service of the consciousness that is free 
of the world. But man can do this only in such a way that he discovers 
that what he achieves is what was there all along, as the remainder 
of the original event that gave rise to the world. 

Man's position in the world is seen in a radically different way by 
nominalism. In the patristic and Scholastic traditions, various types of 
answers to the question of the meaning of the Creation had arisen; 
however, one can recognize an overall tendency, which shows less 
and less acceptance of the proposition of the Stoicizing patristic authors 
that the world was created for man's sake. And the other answers 
can also be differentiated according to the extent to which man par
ticipates in the purpose of God's work. 

Anselm of Canterbury, with whom the Scholastic program found 
its first coherent expression, took up in his major work, Cur deus homo? 
(which ,was completed in 1098), an idea of Augustine's, according to 
which God created man in order to fill up again the heavenly choruses, 
which had been decimated by the revolt of the angels led by Lucifer. 
But this myth was meant above all to explain why the redemption 
of fallen mankind had become necessary for God, if the purpose of 
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the entire work of creation was not to be_ unfulfilled. since all men 
had forfeited their right to be taken up into the ranks of the angels.4 7 

The plausibility of this idea for the Middle Ages lay in that God was 
related only inclirecdy to an end outside of Himself; the refilling of 
heaven's choirs was aimed at His own glorification. The gloria dci [glory 
of God] as the embodiment of the final purposes of the world and of 
man served not only to formulate the mythical figure more abstracdy 
but also to adapt it to the Aristotelian idea of the exclusive se1f
reference of the unmoved mover as the thought having itse1f as its 
sole object. That such an idea of the absolute and its transcendence 
could achieve such a sustained influence on Scholasticism can only be 
understood as the repression of the humanistic element of the Christian 
tradition by its theological <rigor.' Only when the indifference of divinity 
toward man had been thought through to the end was theology's 
irrunanent logic satisfied. The divinity that is concerned with, and finds 
satisfaction only in, itself must instrumentalize and mediate any relation 
to man that its will is thought to involve. fu this logic, then, also 
belongs the modification and crucial restriction of the Stoic world 
formula: God did not after all create everything for man but rather 
for those whom He has chosen and redeemed by H.is grace.4S 

In view of the secrecy of the divine decrees of election and rejection, 
this sort of teleology no longer means anything, in theory or in practice, 
for man's consciousness of himself and his relation to the world. The 
sharper the accent finally placed by medieval theology on the topics 
of original sin and divine grace, the more precis~ly it had to-differentiate 
between the lost paradisaic, unmediated enjoyment of the world and 
the hostile opposition of nature toman's claim to dominate it in his 
condition of exile from that paradise. Finally, the formula that the 
Creator had done His work for no other purpose than to demonstrate 
His power omitted man entirely from the determination of the world's 
meaning and approached the voluntaristic formulas that closed the 
sequence of development, formulas whose function was not to answer 
but to reject the question. 49 The world as the pure performance of 
reified omnipotence, as a demonstration of the unlimited sovereignty 
·of a will to which no questions can be addressed-this eradicatioE
even of the right to perceive a problem meant that, at least for man, 
the world no longer possessed an accessible order. 

The most important consequence of the transition from a general 
proposition about the teleology of the world for man's benefit to the 
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restricted assertion of its fimctiorung for the b~nefit of those who are 
predestined for salvation is that the whole problem. falls under the 
exclusive competence of theology, that the theses proposed for its 
solution are valid only on the assumption of faith and the potentia 
ordinata [ordered, ordained power] guaranteed by faith. Philosophy 
has no access to this security; its considerations stand Under the as
sumption, rendering everything insecure, of the potentia absoluta [com
plete, absolute power]. This differentiation of premises is indeed strictly 
observed by the nominalist thinkers,. but not by those who had to 
exercise theological censorship over their propositions and who could 
not accept the fact that the unbroken transition from the philosophical 
basis to the theological superstructure had long since vanished. 

Philosophy won its autonomy precisely on account of the renewal 
of the <Gnostic' assumption that the omnipotent God and the God of 
salvation, the hidden God and the revealed God, are no longer con
ceivable by reason as identical, and hence can no longer be related 
to one another for the purposes of man's interest in the world. The 
role of the philosopher is defined by the reduction of human certainty 
under the pressure of the assumption that divine omnipotence cannot 
have placed any restrictions on itself for man's benefit. In this cir
cumscription of the role of reason, the elimination of the tradition,al 
teleological assumptions has a prominent place. The cosmic preem
inence of man had to be put in doubt, or at least rationally bracketed 
out, because talk of a hierarchy of beings no longer made any sense. 
Among the propositions of Nicolas of Autrecourt that were condemned 
in 1346 and that he recanted at the public burning of his writings in 
Paris a year later can be found the thesis that the precedence of one 
being over another cannot be demonstrated with evidence. ~o 

This most radical thinker deriving from nominalism drew from the 
sole limitation of absolute power by the principle of contradiction the 
conclusion that human certainty as well could be well-founded only 
by being traced back. to the principle of contradiction. Examination 
in accprdance with this criterion had disqualified above all the concept 
of causality. With that, the Scholastic cosmos as the embodiment of 
the epoch's ideas of order had become philosophically questionable. 
The question of the quality of the world is just as senseless as that of 
its purpose; Nicolas of Autrecourt is able to reduce it to absurdity with 
the optimistic formula that this world is the best world since it is 
composed of equally perfect elem.ents and there is no criterion according 
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to which one could judge another imagined world to be more or less 
perfect. It is easy to see that this universum peifi:ctissimum has nothing 
to do with Leibniz's "best of all possible worlds" since any other 
arbitrarily chosen world, as sheer fact, would have to receive this 
predicate. Since the sort of world that in fact exists is supposed to be 
a matter of indifference to man, it becomes equally a matter of in
difference to him whether his knowledge of this world corresponds 
to its reality, whether what appears to him has its ground in a substance 
independent of perception: "non potest evidenter ostendi, quin omnia, 
quae apparent, sint vera" (~t is not possible for it to be made known 
clearly whether everything that appears is true]. But this position no 
longer has as an alternative the ancient Skeptics' expedient of positing 
the realization of human happiness without possession of the truth. 
For in regard to the question of what brings human existence to its 
fulfilhnent, the theological decision in favor of the transcendent status 
of such fulfilhnent remains binding, just as much as it excludes general 
human accessibility. And for this very reason it is neither surprising 
nor inconsistent that in the end Nicolas of Autrecourt retreats to a 
minimal theoretical position, that is, a position least affected by the 
thesis of divine omnipotence. 

That position is atomism. The few traces of his work that have been 
preserved for us provide no basis on which to decide the question 
whether he drew on ancient tradition or his own reflections led him 
to reduce all alterations in nature to the changes in position of the 
smallest bits kongregatio et disgregatio corporum atomalium naturalium). 
Against dependence on ancient atomism, or at least in favor of its 
alteration in the direction of a systematically adapted minimal hy
pothesis, speaks the fact that for him there seems no longer to be a 
finite variety of specifically classifiable atoms; the appearances of nature 
are due exclusively to the constellations of a homogeneous material 
substratum. Although one cannot say that this extreme nominalist 
thinker formed a school and won influence, still he makes visible with 
solitary clarity the consequences of nominalism, and in fact in a way 
that is consistent with the equivalence of voluntarism and atomism 
asserted by Leibniz in his argument with Samuel Clarke. The radical 
materializing of nature is· confirmed as the systematic correlate of 
theological absolutism. Deprived by God's hiddenness of metaphysical 
guarantees for the world, man constructs for himself a counterworld 
of elementary rationality and manipulability. 
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It might be objected that precisely by its emancipation frOID theology, 
the nominalistic philosophy renounced the medieval basis capable of 
supporting the appreciation and proper valuation of man, that the 
center of gravity of the medieval anthropology did not lie in the 
teleological propositions deriving from Stoicism at all but rather. in 
the biblical assumptions that, on the one hand, . man' was made in 
God's image and, on the other hand, His son became a man. If it 
made sense to distribute such historical censures, one would have to 
tax Scholasticism with its illability to combine systematically the biblical 
premises of its antbropology and its Christology. Scholasticism always 
feared the consequences of ascribing to man's maker an obligation 
for the salvation of what He created, and thus of seeing in the prop
osition that man was made in God's image something like the motive 
for the Incarnation. 

Avoidance of the premise that God had irrevocably obliged Himself 
to the only creature He made in his own image, that He had committed 
himself to satisfYing man's need for happiness, led finally to the spec
ulative attempt to eliminate altogether the motivational cOlmection 
between the Creation and the Incarnation and thus to reintroduce 
Gnostic dualism in fact if not in the original formulation. Not only 
could the world no longer be created for man's benefit, but even 
God's becoming man could no longer refer exclusively to man. In 
spite of the unambiguous fonnula of the Nicene creed, that God 
became man for the sake of man (propter nos homines . .. homo factus 
est), there emerges Duns Scotus's peculiar doctrine of the absolute 
predestination of Christ, which turns the propter nos homines into a 
propter SI! ipsum [for His own sake]. 

If human nature was destined from eternity to be united with divine 
nature, human history becomes irrelevant to the divine act of will, 
and the act of grace becomes a mere side effect of an event that would 
have been in order even without man's need for redemption.51 How 
fur the theological absolutism of the late Middle Ages had departed 
from the biblical assumptions can be seen from its anxious efforts to 
keep· the action of its God free from even the appearance of 'reacting' 
to man's action, to his history and his 'works: 

The biblical God, Who seemed to have involved Himself so pas
sionately in the history of man and had bequeathed to human behavior 
the whole scale of great affects-anger, revenge, partiality"':""can hardly 
be recognized any more as the prototype of the God described in the 
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speculations of Scholasticism. In fact the God of High Scholasticism 
was already more the paradoxical consequence of all the 'protective 
measures' taken by Greek philosophy against the caprice of the mythical 
gods in their intercourse with men-except that this motive of defense 
had hecome utterly unrecognizable for Scholasticism Gost, as motives 
are in every sort of 'scholasticism'} when it thought that it could rec
ognize and make demonstrable its own God as that of Aristotle. That 
it would be unworthy of divinity to have the world as the sum of its 
interests and that in its exalted self-sufficiency and inaccessibility for 
everything transitory it could be occupied only with itself, while, as 
though entirely incidentally and without noticing what it is doing, as 
the 'ururroved mover,' it also sets the world in motion-this conception 
from Aristotelian metaphysics could only have been understood within 
the specific context of the Greek Enlightenment's turning against 
mythology, the turning that Epicurus had completed (and revoked in 
one important point, that of its human relevance). 

The Christian Middle Ages could not adopt the elements of a concept 
of God that had been fonnulated to serve in this front-line position 
without endangering and finally destroying the substance of the biblical 
idea of God, the idea of a God for Whom interest in man and the 
capacity to be affected by human events and actions had been con
stitutive. When High Scholasticism sought to interpret and systematize 
the biblical God with the categories of the Aristotelian 'thought thinking 
itself,' the unmoved mover, the actus purus [pure actL it had to retract 
each step of the divine interest in man (which, as revelation, was 
obligatory for it) into the closed reflexive circle of the absolute thought
of-itself and the absolute self-reference of divinity and make the facts 
of human history appear as too 'trivial' even to serve as 'occasions' 
for divine action. The divine will, which was unknown to the rationality 
of Greek philosophy, entered this metaphysics as an erratic principle 
and was adapted to its schema of self-reference. When the connection 
between theology and anthropology lay entirely in the willed decision 
that predestined the Son of God from eternity to become man, then 
in any case and above all this meant that man and his salvation were 
no longer the ground of the divine action relating to man and his 
salvation. For Nicolas of Cusa's struggle, too long overdue, to counteract 
the internal disintegration of the medieval system, for his attempt to 
provide something like a mundane and human compensation for theo
logical absolutism and the intensification of metaphysical transcendence, 
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and thus to give the system new consistency, the point of application 
had to be precisely here. 

At this stage all we can show is the need for such a struggle. Its 
ineffectualness must then of course become a symptom of the fact 
that the epoch's 'own means' simply were insufficient to eliminate the 
disturbances,_ distortions, and loss of balance of its spiritUal structure. 
The prescription laid down for theology by the received Aristotelian 
metaphysics, that God's basic concern in each of His acts can only be 
with Himself, was also the stronger principle in comparison with the 
basic theological propositions (unknown to genuine Aristotelianism) of 
the creation of the world and the redemption of man. In the perfect 
theocentrism toward which Scholasticism tended, Duns Scatus's idea 
Gust as central as it is edifYing) that God's relation to the world and 
to man is to be conceived in terms of love is scarcely uttered before 
it is bent back into the grotesque circularity of the Aristotelian schema, 
so that this can only be, so to speak, the detour taken by God's self
love when He chooses from the totality of men those into whom He 
causes the love of Himself to flow. Such mediating of man no longer 
admits questioning and doubt whether in this teleology, which benefits 
only those who are chosen, the latter can still be glad of a precedence 
whose inner injustice, as a grace they did not deserve :in view of those 
who equally did not deserve to be rejected, is not only admitted and 
accommodated but actually treated as an expression of the perfected 
absolutism of divine sovereignty. 

The weakness of the logic underlying this conclusion was that it hid 
from itself in the propter se ipsum [for His own sakeL as the principle 
of the theological zeal that had supposedly achieved its object, the 
contradiction to the propter nos homines [for our human sake], which 
had the binding force of dogma for the system of the epoch. The idea 
of creation was no longer allowed to guide man's understanding of
himself; the fundamental contradiction between creation and the pro
vision of salvation, first recognized by Maroon and 'resolved' in the 
radical dualism of Gnosticism, had broken out again but was no longer 
recogTIized as a contradiction because of the way in which rational 
questioning had been rendered absurd. The incidentalness of man in 
God's dealings with and for Himself eliminated everything that sup
ported the idea that God's creation of man committed Him, in regard 
to His Incarnation, to the choice of human nature as the medium of 
His appearance in the world. On the contrary, this problem was covered 
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by the standard formula of voluntarism, that He could have adopted 
any other nature and that He adopted this one only because it suited 
His pure will.52 This point exhibits most clearly nominalism's difference 
from the reassuring function of the Epicurean theology, in which the 
gods, as beings with .human form, lead their blissful lives outside the 
worlds and represent this life to man as his highest possibility in the 
realization of philosophical wisdom. 

Christian theology also contains, in the!form of the God Who became 
man, a potential for human assurance, to realize which-if one finds 
the late attempt of the Cusan instructive,would have been its noblest 
endeavor. Here there was a barrier: The assiduous labor on both the 
image and the unimaginability of the divinity seemed to be capable 
of success Only at the expense of this human substance. The basic 
conflict that was never admitted, perhaps was never perceived, but 
was latent in the Middle Ages was unsparingly articulated by Ludwig 
Feuerbach as the antinomy between theology and Christology. To him 
the baroque Count von Zinzendorf, the founder of the Moravian Breth
ren, appeared as a "Christian atheist" and thus the embodiment of 
that latent crisis, or even of its only possible solution, in accordance 
with which Christology cannot be anything but "religious anthropol
ogy. "55 The focus of such intensive piety and simultaneous joyfulness 
was the certainty "that God is one with man, and means just as well 
for him as for Himself"; and Christ was for him "a being corresponding 
to this love of man for himself," "man's own heart and being in a 
deified and objectified form." Nothing less than the loss of this location 
of man in the theological system of reference had come about during 
the decline of the M~ddle Ages: the speculative self-renunciation of 
"anthropological 'egoism.' " 

Let us not forget that what is written here is not meant as a myth 
of the "objective spirit," which plays oht its dialectic with and over 
man. But there are phases of objectivization that loose themselves 
from their original motivation {the science and technology of the later 
phases of the modern age provide a stupendous example of this!}, 
and to bring them back. into their human function, to subject them 
again to man's purposes in relation to the world, requires an un
avoidable counterexertion. The medieval system ended in such a phase 
of objectivization that has become autonomous, of hardening that is 
insulated from what is human. What is here called "self-assertion" is 
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the .countennove of retrieving the lost motive~, of new concentration 
on man's self-interest. 

If history. as Schiller remarked in his inaugural lecture in J ena in 
1789, must give an accounting of everything man has ever "taken 
from and given to himself," then the theological absolutism of itle 
declining Middle Ages can be characterized as the extreme of taking 
from ourselves, as a self-divestiture of all pregiven guarantees of a 
privileged position, established at the Creation, in the 'order' of reality. 
For this loss of order there could no longer be the escape and the 
solution of late-antique distance from the world. But man's negation 
of even the last physical and metaphysical 'assurances' of his role in 
the world, in favor of the . logic of the "maximal God, "54 allows the 
question of the minimum potential ofhis self-assertion- the minimum 
of a potential that had remained unquestioned in the late-antique 
context of involvement in the cosmos - to pose itself now in its full 
rigor. 

The model of the trains of thought induced in this situation stands 
before us in Descartes's Meditations as the reduction of the process of 
doubt to the gaining of a new absolute fundament in the Cogito II 
think-ergo sum: therefore I amJ. The provocation of the tra:nscendent 
absolute passes over at the point of its most extreme radicalization 
into the uncovering of the immanent absolute. What happens with 
Descartes for the philosophical foundation of the modem age was 
fonnulated with incomparable epigrammatic clarity by Luther in his 
disputation theses of 1517, in antithesis to Duns Scotus and Gabriel 
Biel and to the whole system of the Middle Ages, as follows: By virtue 
ofhis nature, man cannot will that God should be God; on the contrary, 
the essence of his volition can only be to be God Himself and not to 
allow God to be God: "Non potest homo naturaliter velle deum esse 
deum, immo vellet se esse deum et deum non esse deum."55 The God 
Who had never owed man anything and still owed him npthing, the 
God Who in Augustine's theadicy left to man the entire burden of 
the blame for what is wrong in the world and kept man's justification 
concealed in the decrees of His grace, was no longer the highest and 
the necessaxy, nor even the possible point of reference of the hUlllan 
will. On the contrary. He left to man only the alternative ofrus natural 
an4 rational self-assertion, the essence of which Luther fonnulated as 
the 'program' of antidivine self-deification. 
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Luther's thesis posits enmity between those who cannot be certain 
of an election that they can neither earn nor otherwise guarantee and 
the God Who is not supposed to be there for them. The absolute 
certainty fotmded on human thought itself, which Descartes seeks, is 
not the 'seculanzatiqn' of the certainty of salvation, which is supposed 
to be guaranteed in faith and its nuda fiducia [naked trust), but rather 
its necessary cotmter-position, which is theologically demanded and 
(tmexpectedly) legitimitized by Luther's thesis. Theological absolutism 
has its own indispensable atheism and anthropotheism. It postulates 
as complementary to itself a position that does not want to be postulated 
in this way, that denies itself this legitimation, of being what is 'natural'
in the sense of tmgraced by God-and not what is rational and humanly 
necessary,· grotmding itself in itself Freedom winds up on the side of 
godless des&uction; in the distribution of roles, as between election 
and being lost, it is assigned naturaliter [by nature] the opposing part. 
This dualism is system immanent; it can neither be tmderstood nor 
accepted tmless the presupposed 'naked trust' already includes the 
certainty of salvation, which only the chosen few can possess. 

If one proceeds from the assumption that human autonomy can 
henceforth articulate its positive character only outside the Middle 
Ages, then it becomes clear that only two fundamental positions remain 
open to it, if it wants to throw off its supposedly 'natural' role: hypo
thetical atheism, which poses the question of man's potential under 
the condition that the answer should hold 'even if there is no God'; 
and rational deism, which employs the 'most perfect being' to guarantee 
this human potential- the 'most perfect being' that is functionalized 
by Descartes as the principle of the deduction of the dependability of 
the world and of our knowledge of it. The double face of the Enlight
enment, on the one hand its renewal of a teleological optimism and 
on the other hand its inclination to atheism, loses its contradictory 
character if one places it in the context of the unity of the onset of 
human self-assertion and the rejection of its late-medieval systematic 
role. 

TransJator's Note 

a. The author introduced the concept of "absolute metaphor"-as a "carried-over" sense of 
a term that cannot be fully trailslated into or reduced to the kind of direct, literal discourse 
from which it is derived-in his "Paradigmen zu cineI' Metaphorologie," Archiv.for Begriffigeschichte 
6 (1960):7-'142. The term is introduced on p. 9. 
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The Impossibility of Escaping a 
Deceiving God 

The detailed comparative analysis of ancient atomism and nominalistic 
voluntarism, a voluntarism that at least in the case of Nicolas of Au
trecourt shows its affinity to an atomistic physics, was meant to make 
dear that in late antiquity and the late Middle Ages heterogeneous 
attitudes to the world were induced. In Hellenistic philosophy there 
had indeed been various forms of man's turning away from the cosmos 
and the ideal of theory, but the severity of the problem of hUIIl4Jl 
self-assertion had remained partially hidden on account of the con
tinuing acceptance of the cosmic quality of reality. The overall result 
of Epicurus's philosophy can be described as the recommendation of 
a neutralization of man's relation to the cosmos. His atomistic physics 
was not meant to satisfY a theoretical interest in reality but rather to 
argue for the irrelevance of the physical answers to the shaping of life 
in the·world. Here, in spite of their entirely different epistemological 
approaches, lay an essential similarity to Skepticism and its ideal of 
refraining from theoretical assertions. Physical hypotheses were meant 
to free the .phenomenon of nature from its affective reference, and 
in this respect it did not matter whether a claim was made to explain 
the phenomenon unambiguously or whether it was to be established 
for every relevant explanatory hypothesis that it need not influence 
man in his relation to reality. 

However fonnaily similar to early modem natural science Epicurus's 
method may appear to be, its function is radically different: It is not 
meant to objectivize the phenomena but rather to neutralize them. 
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The immanent intention. of objectivization is .toward the verification 
of a hypothesis, whereas neutralization is indeed' meant to exclude 
uncertainties but not to create certainties. The ultimate epochal dif
ference is that Epicurus does not recognize the postulate of domination 
of nature as the consequence of his consideration of man's situation 
in the world, the postulate which for both Descartes and Bacon became 
the essence of what is perceived as existentially necessary for man. 
Making men the "maltres et possesseurs de la nature" ["masters and 
possessors of nature"; Descartes} did not appear to Epicmus as a 
condition of the possibility of human existence in the world. In other 
words: In Epicurus's will to knowledge there was missing something 
that one could call the "technical implication" -what he wants is to 
be able to put the phenomena at a distance, not to be able to produce 
them. 

But precisely this ancient way out, into the moderation and un
molestedness of self-possession, was closed during the decline of the 
Middle Ages; the pressure of putting in question had penetrated too 
deeply into the makeup -of self-consciousness and man's relation to 
the world. The more indifferent and ruthless nature seemed to be 
with respect to man, the less it could be a matter of indifference to 
him, and the more ruthlessly he had to materialize, for his mastering 
grasp, even what was pregiven to him as nature, that is, to make it 
'available' and to subordinate it to himself as the field ofhis existential 
prospects. I have been aided in grasping the specific difference in the 
historical presuppositions by a remark made by Heisenberg in com
paring ancient atomism and modem physics: "The statements of mod
em physics are in some way meant much more seriously than the 
statements of Greek philosophy. "1 If this is taken literally, then for 
the philosophical reader, who is inclined to take the claim of truth as 
a constant of the philosophical tradition, it is at first glance a provocative 
assertion; but the more one tries to grasp its possible justification, the 
more instructive and apt it seems to be. It really is a new sort of 
'seriousness' that marks the modem will to knowledge and links it to 
the elementary concern for self-assertion. The characteristic liberality 
and nonbindingness that one notices in Epicurus's atomistic physics 
and that exempts it from insistence on verification is due precisely, 
as .J meant to show, to the intactness ofa 'residual order' by which 
the existential problematic of man remained beneficendy concealed 
and theory did not yet need to be made graspable as the instrument 
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with which to make oneself master of the world. The new seriousness 
imposed on man by the late-medieval situation consists in the constant 
and unrelieved pressure of confirming a relation to the world that is 
established within the horizon of metaphysical conditions that leave 
no way out, neither outward nor inward. 

The new exertion that was required in this situation was called by 
Descartes a laboriosa Vigilia, a taxing vigilance.2 The last section of the 
first of his six Meditations, in which this expression is contained, provides 
at the same time the most extreme level of the doubt that he intensifies 
step by step and from which he derives the necessity for a new and 
unconditional guarantee of knowledge: this is the level of doubt that 
follows from the idea of the genius malignus {malicious spirit], that all
powerful and cunning world spirit who is intent on misleading man 
by appealing to his constitutional credulity-an appeal against which 
man can at least oppose the- one effort inherent in his freedom: his 
ability to withhold judgment. Descartes's Meditations have not only the 
function of presenting a theoretical thought process in which specific 
difficulties are removed by argument and eliminated once and for all; 
rather they tend to develop by exercise the habitual attitude of the 
olifirmata mens [steadfast mind], the inability to forget how the human 
spirit is endangered by its liability to judgment and prejudgment. The 
goal of this exercise is a condition of the spirit in which it makes use 
of its own freedom (mens quae propria ltbertate utens); it is not the be
ginning. posited once and for all, of a new philosophy and a new idea 
of science that by 'settling' a catalog of methodically introduced un
certainties could lay the foundation for a theoretical step forward 
guaranteed for all future time. 

The artificial order of the stages of doubt in the first Meditation 
strengthens the impression Descartes seeks to arouse in his whole 
work, namely, that as though with one stroke he had easily put aside 
the traditional opinions and prejudices (opinionum eversio) and by himself 
had methodically created the authentic radicality for his new beginning. 
The heroiring of Descartes as the founding figure of the modem age 
has its foundation in his self-stylizing effort, in which the historical 
becomes hypothetical When Hegel in his History of Philosophy defines 
the significance of DesCartes for the epoch, he accepts this rational 
authenticity so painstakingly detached from its historical motivation: 
"The effect of this man on his age and the new era cannot be rep
resented as too extensive. He is a hero who approached the matter 
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all over again from the beginning and for the first time constituted 
anew the ground of philosophy" to which it now returned for the first 
time in a thousand years." The idea of a philosophy free of presup
positions, which knows thai it arises autonomously from reason, was 
prepared by the Discours de la Metlwde of 1637 and the Meditationes of 
1641 in such a way that the arguments for doubt appear not as an 
elaboration of the historical situation of reason but rather as an ex
periment that reason poses for itself under conditions of artificial 
difficulty in order to gain access to itself and to the beginning it 
proposes for itseil. 

Within the context of this experiment of reason with itself, the 
genius malignus appears asa freely chosen exaggeration of the re
quirements that must be met by reason in finding its new ground in 
itseil. And this formulation is indeed perfecdy correct, since after all 
the nominalistic God is not the genius malignus; He is 'only' the God 
who does not enable man to be certain that he is not. The deus absconditus 
and deus mutabilissimus [hidden God, most fickle God] who is not com
mitted to kindness and dependability except under the conditions of 
salvation as defined by-revelation could only be taken into account 
philosophically as ifhe could be the genius malignus in relation to man's 
certainty of the world. By transforming the theological absolutism of 

-omnipotence into the philosophical hypothesis of the deceptive world 
spirit, Descartes denies the historical situation to which his initial 
undertaking is bound and turns it into the methodical freedom of 
arbitrarily chosen conditions. 

Thus a claim was made to the absolute beginning of the modern 
age, the thesis of its independence from the outcome of the Middle 
Ages, which the Enlightenment was to adopt as part of its own self
consciousness. The exigency of self-assertion became the sovereignty 
of self-foundation, which exposes itself to the risk of being unmasked 
by the discoveries of historicism, in which beginnings were to be 
reduced to dependences. The weak point of modern rationality is that 
the _ uncovering of the medieval 'background' of its protagonists can 
put in question the freedom from presuppositions of which it claimed 
to have availed -itself as- the essence of its freedom. -

The artificial latency of the motives in the Cartesian train of thought 
does not spring from anxiety about originality; rather it is itself an 
expression of the freedom that does not submit to the conditions under 
which reason has to prove itself radically but poses them for itsel£ For 
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even before reason, by means of the certainty of the CogUo and the 
proof of God's existence,S extracts itself once more from the abyss of 
its doubt. it has assured itself of its elementary freedom not to be 
deceived necessarily because although the equality of men in their 
judgmental activity is indeed threatened by the -boundlessness of the 
will, it is also protected by the possibility of refraining from decisive 
judgment. Reserving assent is the frfst methodical step of the Meditations, 
the first conclusion that is derived from experience of the lIDdepend
ability of traditional and received opinion, even before the argumen
tation of doubt is constructed.4 The ideal of the mind free from 
prejudice. the mens a praeiudiciis plane libera. seems to Descartes, on 
the basis of the Stoic theory of judgment that he employs, to be 
realizable by an act of decision in favor of indecision; and in this man 
demonstrates not only his immunity from metaphysical surprise but 
also the power to be free of historical constraint. to begin his own 
history afresh at any moment he chooses. _ 

In the Principles of Philosophy of 1644 Descartes not only gave this 
primacy of freedom (as the cognitio prima et certissima [first and most 
certain idea])-over the certainty of the Cogito a more precise systematic 
expression, but he even described the capacity to abstain from theory 
as the source of man's independence from his origin-which is to say, 
from the 'quality' of his God. Whatever man's origin might be and 
whatever power of deception might dominate him, there remains this 
minimum of freedom in the act of withholding assent.5 A god can 
prevent man from knowing a single truth, but he cannot himself bring 
about error, unless man for his part freely runs the risk of being 
deceived. So man is not free in that he has grounds for his action but 
rather in that he can dispense with grounds. Absolute freedom would 
be the· readiness and the ability to resign all interest in truth so as not 
to risk error. The structure of consciousness appears both transparent 
and at the disposal of its possessor, so that the dimension of prejudice 
can be suspended. For this approach great disappointments and cor
rections were in store, from historicism to psychoanalysis. 

Descartes painstakingly. effaced and disavowed the traces of his 
historical background in order to constitute- the myth of the radical 
beginning of reason. In the Discours de la Methode he dated the beginning 
of his doubt regarding the tradition back to La Fieche and passed over 
his crucial encounter with Isaak Beeckrnann in Breda in 1618;6 he 
avoided (at the least) any answer to the reproach that his Cogito argmnent 
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had already been fornmlated by Augustine, ,and the question of a 
possible dependence has remained undecidable down to the present. 7 

Thus also the argument from the all-powerful God, where the possibility 
cannot be excluded that He might bring about the nonexistence of 
that which appears to man to exist, is introduced not as a liability 
inherited from history but as a constructed factor of uncertainty: Only 
the conviction of the existence of this God has the pregivenness of an 
"old opinion" rooted in our thinking, from which a new inference is 
drawn. 8 The argument for doubt is founded, independently of theo
logical tradition, on two sorts of experience: the experience that oc
casionally something seems evident to others that to me is evidently 
false; and the experience of my own error, which at least excludes 
the interpretation of the assertion of God's goodwill as implying that 
He must will that I should never be deceived. A divine will, then, 
which allows it to happen that I am occasionally (interdum) deceived, 
cannot contradict the attribute of goodwill ~ but why then should the 
"occasionally" not be able to turn into an "always"? 

The fact that Descartes conjured up with his genius malignus an evil 
spirit that he could not then get rid of in a respectable and argu
mentatively solid fashion (as tends to be the case with evil spirits) is 
due to presuppositions by which he is still entirely bound to the tra
ditional concept of reality. One could summarize these presuppositions 
as· the assumption that reality contains an 'implication of assertion,' 
as though man perceived.in the given world an ~sociated claim to 
be that which it appears to him to be. This assumption allows it to 
appear possible to Descartes, at the end of his experiment, to ground 
the reality of the physical world in a metaphysical guarantee of its 
dependability. The assertoric quality of reality presents itself in the 
Cartesian doctrine of judgment in accordance with the Stoic schema, 
insofar as to the given content of a judgment an element of affirmation 
or denial is added, which reproduces the authentic assertoric sense 
that is implied in what is given. 

In.his marginal notations to the Principles of Philosophy, which were 
concluded in about 1692, Leibniz was to regard this concept of reality 
itself as the general prejudice that had evaded Descartes in his elim
ination of prejudices because it was implicit, .as a. hidden assumption, 
in his whole experiment with doubt. At the end of his analysis Letbniz 
not only declares the refutation of the argument from the deceiver 
God (Whom he entitles an exotica.fictio [exotic inventionD to be a failure 
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but holds the argur.nent to be irrefutable because it rests on an ex
orbitant demand in the very concept of reality it employs. 

Leibniz asks what, after all, is meant when in Descartes's consid
eration of doubt he speaks of a possible "deception." The supposed 
lack of correspondence between our ideas of a nature independent 
of consciousness and what actually exists in itself need not be deception 
if it is merely one possible interpretation of these ideas that finds in 
them a claim to such a correspondence. As Leibniz says. there could 
be weighty reasons, unknown to us, for a lack of correspondence. 
This would have no relevance whatsoever for man since our con
sciousness is neither directed to nor sustained by such a correspondence. 
It depends exclusively on an immanent structure of harmony in what 
we are given. The question, then, which for the first time achieves its 
full clarity in Kant's philosophy, is that of the conditions of the possibility 
of this synthetic structure of the given. Thus Descartes's very concept 
of reality differs from that of modern philosophy in a way that makes 
Descartes appear not so much as the founding figure of the epoch 
but rather as the thinker who clarified the medieval concept of reality 
all the way to its absurd consequences and thus made it ripe for 
destruction. This does not prevent it from being the case that Descartes 
himself inaugurated this epochal turning with his approach to certainty 
through the Cogito; but he fell short of consistency at the point where 
he sought for a guarantee of a reality corresponding to our "clear and 
distinct ideas." 

I have tried to show what it means to say that Descartes transfonned 
the late medieval crisis of certainty into an experiment with certainty, 
that he represented the necessity of the historical situation as the 
freedom of self-imposed conditions of 'exaggerated difficulty:9 But 
the experiment rests upon the presuppositions of the crisis, in that it 
constructively intensifies them. From the nominalists' hidden God, to 
Whom man cannot appeal for certainty regarding the world because 
He refuses to perfonTI any 'function' for man other than that of. 
salvation, Descartes derives the hypothesis of the deus faUax Ideceiver 
God], the· deceptor potentissimus [most powerful deceiver], Who in pursuit 
of his intentionally universal deception can not only intervene on the 
side of the objects but can also have given man himself a nature that 
even in regard to what it is most clearly given is capable only of 
error. 10 Nominalism hacllargely restricted its discussions to God's partial 
intervention in the process of knowl<:dge, and more particularly to 
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the obligatory example of miracles, . which ~ecdy presuppose the 
normal workings of nature for their demonstrative "effect. It is certainly 
the case that such considerations did not originally reckon seriously 
with intentional deception occurring in fact but were only meant to 
deprive man's cognitive relation to nature of its unquestioned ob~ 
viousness and to inspire thankfulness for an unearned" prerogative. 

William of Ockham states that God owes nothing and cannot owe 
anything to any being, and neither can He do any wrong.ll The 
teleological interpretation of the human striving for knowledge does 
not support any claim that it should be fulfilled. or even that it should 
not be deceived. The argument from the natural conformity [conven
£entia] between disposition and achievement, between an organ and 
its successful performance of its function, which had enjoyed un
questioned validity in the ancient tradition of cosmological metaphysics, 
became questionable when transposed into a metaphysics of creation. 
It would allow the prescription of a natural order to become an ob
ligation binding on the creative will itself, something that could not 
be admitted by those who were zealously concerned with God's sov
ereignty. In discussing the question whether it was suitable for a soul 
capable of cognition (anima intellectiva) to be joined to a body like the 
human one, Thomas Aquinas was still able to insist that such a problem 
"must not be considered from the point of view of omnipotence but 
rather with regard to the inner conformity of the organ to its function. 12 

The system of this conformity also restricted the problem of knowledge: 
The same relation that" subsisted between reason and its bodily in
strumentation could also be asserted to hold between organ and object, 
capacity and achievement. The situation of pregiven arrangement 
between man and the world kept the problem of knowledge latent, 
however much might be said about the manner of functioning of the" 
cognitive apparatus. " 

One sees immediately that the questions that have been asked since 
William of ockham can be simply characterized by their distance from 
the ancient presuppositions. Ockham may say explicitly that he asserts 
only supematuraliter /oquendo [supernaturally speaking] the possibility 
of the miracle of the production of ideas without objects, of the cdgnitio 
intuitiva [observational knowledge1 of a nonexistent object-and indeed 
as a perception satisfying all the relevant criteria: secundum omnem 
condition em -but nevertheless the important thing i<; not this excep
tionalness, without which Christian Scholasticism simply could not 
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have got along with its theological presuppositions, but rather the 
systematic penetration of such theses and considerations. It is only 
from this point of view that it becomes possible to characterize nom
inalism as the system of breaches of system, as the shift of interest 
and accent onto the miracle, the paradigmatic reduction of the bind
ingness of nature. It is not the power that could give rise to the world 
but the power that can give rise to something other than this world 
that occupies the speculative interest. In the context of the doctrine 
of creation, the real objects are from the start only secondary causal 
agents in the cognitive act, the act to whi~h the creator gives an object 
as though by a detour through created i reality; it seems like only a 
small and hannless alteration, indeed a simplification and shortening 
of the way, when the object is projected into human knowledge not 
from its worldly existence but directly from the original ground of its 
possibility.13 Quite incidentally, this sort of question also shows that 
the tendency of late Scholasticism is toward overcoming the causal 
mediations and indirections in the world structure of the Middle Ages 
and that the question of absolute power is already implicidy the question 
of the immediacy of its operation in every place and creature in the 
world. 

But at the same time it can be seen that such immediacy has a 
primarily destructive effect on the systefIl's security and must have 
this effect as long as immediacy does not mean the present realization 
of the whole of what is possible. The thesis that the first cause operates 
immediately is not new as such in William of Ockham; it had already 
been discussed before him, even in regard to the object of knowledge, 
in the Scotist school. 14 Certainly the thought that God's operation 
might be through two 'channels,' and thus the possibility of man's 
deception, had not yet come within reach here. The phenomenalism 
involved in Ockham's thesis implies only the general indistinguishability 
of primarily and secondarily effected ideas and not the concrete im
putation of a false idea of a particular object, or of an idea of a 
nonexistent object. Certainly this thesis, which may have been intended 
as a 'hannless' broadening of the concept of what God could do, first 
received· from the censorship of fifty-one propositions of William of 
Ockham (by the Curia of Avignon in 1326) the accent that kept such 
propositions from disappearing from the discussion and fostered the 
assumption that there was a dimension of unsuspected uneasiness 
behind them. 15 The apprehension of the censors of A vignon is directed 
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only at the possibility that Ockham's thesis c;:ould also be applied to 
the other-worldly condition of the unmediated Vision of God: Phe
nomenon and reality would become interchangeable even in the thea
logical limiting case of evidence, in the bliss of absolute truth. Ockham 
himself provided against this apprehension in the appropriate question 
of the o...uodlibeta: the first cause can only produce iriunediately the 
effects of the secondary causes but cannot, so to speak, replace itself.]6 

This apprehension would not be particularly interesting if it did not 
show where a remnant of absolute certainty was for the time being 
still sought and needed and how distant the recourse to the absolute 
fundament of the CogUo, the irreducible presence of the subject for 
itself, still lay. ill the discussions of the nominalist school the accent 
of interest then moved to this question: Assuming the possibility of 
the immediate action of the first cause on man's cognitive faculty, 
what becomes of the certainty of knowledge of nature? This 'secu
larization' of the interest in certainty stands under the same theological 
premises as the attack on that interest: The undenied vestige of certainty 
in the absolute visio beatifica [beatific vision] loses its comforting function 
to the extent that the intensified concept of divine grace renders 
uncertain the attainability of this absolute evidence, or at least makes 
it clear that man can do nothing to earn it. 

Peter of Ailly, whose influence was to extend. into the following 
century and to reach its high point at the Council of Constance, lectured 
in 1375 on the sentences of Peter Lombard. ill this commentary he 
says, in opposition to Ockham's thesis, that for physical objects, on 
the assumption of God's general influence and the normal course of 
nature-that is, exluding miracles-sufficient certainty is to be as
sumed; so there is no reasonable occasion for doubt, especially not in 
regard to causality, since otherwise all demonstrations in natural phi
losophy would be invalid (sic penrent omnes demonstratirmes naturales). 11 

But the argument that doubt regarding the existence and nexus of 
the objects of the senses is indeed possible but is not rationally mean
ingful can only mean that man must presuppose the presence of the 
conditions under which his self-assertion in the world is possible, that 
the radicalizjng of his questions is bounded by the situation in which 
an questioning would be meaningless. This follows from the argum~t 
(no doubt directed against Nicolas of Autrecourt) that the denial of 
,the principle of causality would upset the explanation of nature. Thus 
Walter .Burleigh had already argued, in opposition to Ockham's denial 
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of the reality of motion, that to deny this sort of thing is to make the 
science of nature inlpossible. 18 

In this context, that can only mean that metaphysics may not make 
physics inlpossible. If, in a world no longer arranged for the benefit 
of and. coordinated with man, knowledge of nature proves to be a 
condition of the possibility of human self-assertion, then the conditions 
under which knowledge of nature is possible must be presupposed as 
given, or at any rate as not open to meaningful doubt. The metaphysical 
foundation of the possibility of knowledge of nature seems itself to 
be something that on the given assumptions cannot be demanded 
because the desired foundation would have to be subject to the same 
skepticism that created the demand for it. The appeal to the CUTSUS 

naturae solitm [normal course of nature] is not teleological but rather 
hypothetical, in the sense of a general supposition without which no 
other hypothesis has any sense at ail-a postulate of self-defense, 
which does not assert the regularity and dependability of nature but 
rather assumes them as the only possibility left to man. At this point 
in particular, one must pay close attention to the prinlary function 
that is assumed by such a hypothetical universal premise: It defines 
a mininlal condition, which as such is certainly not yet suflicient but 
at least does not destroy from the beginning ail prospect of acquiring 
knowledge of nature. 

At this stage, the correlate of the nominalistic absolutism ainled at 
the submission and resignation of reason does not yet involve the 
clainl to domination over nature that emerges from the 'history-of
Being' ['seinsgeschichtlich': Heidegger] interpretation of the modern age 
as that age's pure 'mode of behavior.' The "history of Being" [Seins
geschichte] is, of course, concerned with the isolated epochal 'fact' that 
emerges from an inlpenetrable background and has no need of an 
accessible historical context. The modem epoch becomes the pure 
fatality of 'forsakenness by being' [Seinsverlassenheit), which pennits, as 
a direct result of failure to recognize the ground of history that is not 
at anyone's disposal, the illusion that man lllakes history and that 
history can consequently be understood through the logic of the ques
tions that man himself raises. Such an approach must either level off 
the difference between self-assertion and the clainl to domination or 

. else interpret the new sense (once it is acknowledged as such) of the 
demiurgic relation of power between man and reality as a tendency 
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(only now achieving adequate formulation) whose cryptic early forms 
can already be diagnosed in declining Scholasticism .. 

The "history of Being" excludes the possibility that the signatures 
of an epoch might be illuminated by reference to the dialogic structure 
of a reason that is not indeed identical with history, nqr even always 
spontaneously 'active' in it, but is nevertheless 'activatable' by need 
and necessity, by aporia [difficulty] and exogenous overextension. The 
modem age as an episode of the ''histoxy of Being" -more particularly, 
of forsakenness by being-would bear the stigmata of domination, of 
the serviceability of theory for teclmicity, of man's self-production., 
precisely not as an 'answer' to a provocation (bequeathed to it in 
whatever manner) but rather as one of the un-'graced' confusions 
surrounding the "Being" that has been withdrawn and concealed since 
the time of the Presocratics. In such an interpretation, it is true, the 
physiognomy of the epoch is not stamped by the dissimulation that, 
as the 'secularization' of the theological substance, conceals the truth 
of that substance; but the interpretation itself emerges unmistakably 
as a product of the secularization of the categories that were developed 
in the theology of grace. It is not that the contents of the epoch become 
pseudomorphs of their theological antecedent but rather that the'char
acterization of the epoch's position in history can only be defined as 
·pseudotheology. This characterization gets its orientation from both 
the temporary and provisional status assigned to the age, as prior to 
a new and then perhaps final event in the "history of Being" -its 
turning to parQusia [presence]-and the compelling~y imposed, negative 
evaluation of the age, in which mythical.rejection by the substitute 
for divinity, on the one hand, and the arrogance of the subjectivity 
that is a failure as far as 'authenticity' is concerned, on the other, 
make up a Single integral state of affairs. The epo~ appears as an 
absolute 'fact' [Faktuml-or better: as a 'given' [Datum]; it stands, sharply 
circumscribed, outside any logic, adapted to a state of error, and in 
spite of its immanent pathos of domination (or precisely on account 
of it) finally permits only the one attitude that is the sole option that 
the "history of Being" leaves open to man: submission. The absolutism 
of "Being" is in truth only the continuation of the medieval result by 
other means. 

The negative idealization of the modern age in the "history of 
Being" -which perhaps has only one thing in common with the self
consciousness of the Enlightenment, namely, the capacity to designate 
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Descartes's Cogito as the epochal beginning that lacks any intelligible 
antecedents-has the methodical advantage of being in possession of 
an a priori typification of the epoch. What genetic presuppositions 
underlie Descartes's Cogito, in which he shows himself to be the func
tionaryof the latest version of forsakenness by Being, is of no interest 
to the initiate of the "history of Being". because it remains a matter 
of indifference in relation to the mcideh.ce of the epochal meaning 
from the vertical (which need not always mean "from above"). On 
the other hand, it interests the historian, frOUl the perspective of the 
traditional demands of his form of rationality, only to the extent that 
it contributes to the elimination of the mythology of the absolute 
beginning and withdrawal into the comforting solidity of what was 
there all along. 

From these points of view it may seem insignificant that while the 
nominalistic discussion ofOckham's thesis of the possibility of intuition 
of a nonexistent thing does not arrive at Descartes's Cogito, it does 
anticipate his assertion of the incontestability of man's freedom not 
to have to let himself be deceived. In the separation of the passivity 
of sense ·perception, with which man is delivered up to the external 
agencies acting· on him, and the activity of judgment, with which. for 
the first time he runs the risk of error, the nominalists already saw 
the narrow solid ground of self-assertion. 

Gregor of Rimini attempts a solution of the problem raised by 
Ockham of the simple sense perception. of, for example, a particular 
color by proposing that the act of perception never justifies more than 
the limited judgment, "I see this color," and not the more ambitious 
judgment, "This color exists." The judgment that is thus reduced to 
its subjective basis remains unaffected by the question of the existence 
of the perceptual datum. So the possibility of error is localized in 
judgment only to the extent that the judgment asserts a state of affairs 
to exist that goes beyond the immanent fact of consciousness, that is, 
to the extent that it not only states but interprets. For the complex 
datum of,· for instance, a man running, it is still true that God could 
give rise to and maintain this perception; but here again it is within 
the power of the subject himself to protect himself from possible error. 
Only if God could also help to produce the judgment about a non
. existing state of affairs would deception become unavoidable. Gregor 
excludes this possibility, and not indeed only on grounds of the freedom 
of the subject, but with the express statement that divine omnipotence 

._L _____ . ___ .. ________ _ 
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is limited by the impossibility of deception: «Quia tunc deus per se 
et directe me falleret, quod est impossibile."19'Thus the deception can 
only be indirect, as the production of a perception, since the respon
sibility for the error then remains with man in his, so to speak, 'over
shooting' in the act of judgment. Thus the Augustinian model. of 
theodicy, assigning to man the responsibility for the evil in the world, 
is held to here also. 

Gregor's basic idea, that man as a being absorbed in and (so to 
speak) naively interpreting the world of his senses can indeed be 
deceived, but not man in his judgmental capacity. was to lead to a 
skeptically tinged discussion of the question of the advantageousness 
of undisguised truth for man in Pierre Bayle's article "Riroini" in his 
Dictionnaire. Bayle, to whom the supposed truth content of the entire 
tradition appeared as a sum of contradictions, and who saw in the 
establishment of this contradictoriness the sovereign i:ask of critical 
reason, is far from being disconcerted by the most radihI application 
of Cartesian doubt. Should not God, he reflects, behave toward man 
iD. regard to truth just as a doctor behaves toward a sick person or a 
father toward his children, toward partners, that is, whom one often 
deceives (wisely and for their own good) but never defrauds? Would 
men be able to bear the truth if God gave them access to it in its 
.nakedness?20 Such a reflection, which not only considers it salutary 
that man should be left to his ignorance but would even be prepared 
to regard leading him astray as a merciful act, presupposes that no 
constitutive relation is seen between truth and man's happiness. This 
connection had still been indissoluble for late Scholasticism because 
the definition of the blessed final state of the elect depended on it. 
One could indeed consider the possibility that God's sovereignty might 
withhold the truth from man, but not that man could be privileged 
and well provided for by this very state of affairs. The skeptic, it turns 
out, is least able to do without the assumption of an agency that 
provides for him, whether it be cosmos, God, or nature. For the 
nominalists, the path of skepticism was blocked precisely beCause they 
had destroyed this agency in their theology. 

What it means to say that Descartes functions in the self-represen
tation of modem philosophy as the founder of the new claim to 
certainty based on the absolute evidence of the Cogito can now be 
more precisely defined. By radicalizing the nominalists' potentia absoluta 
into the hypothesis of the genius malignus, he sharpened the doubt 
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surrounding certainty to such an extent that the pragmatic fonnulas 
for the self-assertion of reason, such as had been opposed to Ockham's 
thesis by members of the Nominalist school, could no longer be suf
ficient. Recourse to the absolute fundament excludes the pragmatic 
concession that man does not need to assume anything that would 
deny him the possibility of acquiring knowledge, and-if one regards 
it as a way of avoiding a problem that is insoluble in any case
declares it to have been a mistake. For self-assertion a general postulate 
would have been sufficient, to the effect that any metaphysical as
sumption could be ignored ifit destroyed the possibility of knowledge. 

Descartes forced himself to take the further step of requiring that 
the hypothesis of the general impossibility of knowledge be refuted, 
so as to win the secure ground on which one could proceed to construct 
the system of physics and thus in the end the morale dijinitive [definitive 
moralityl. Thus Descartes did in fact fundamentally define the character 
and claims of modern thought, not, however, by confronting the tra
dition with the violence of a radical claim and a new plan but rather 
by making the implications of theological absolutism crucially more 
explicit and developing them into such an acute threat that a basis 
for resistance could now only be found in absolute immanence. 

The fact that Descartes only retrieved, on the side of the subject 
and his need for certainty, what he had advanced on the side of 
transcendent absolutism becomes evident to us if we look once again 
at another tendency of nominalist defense against the theological prob
lematizing of cognitive certainty. In Paris in 1347, forty theses from 
Jean de Mirecourt's Commentary on the Sentences were condemned, and 
thus again one of those catalogs was made manifest from which the 
extreme consequences of the late-medieval development tan be read 
off as though from a chemical preparation. 

Ockham's initial thesis, with which we are already acquainted, that 
external perceptions could be produced and maintained by the power 
of God even in the absence of their object, is described byJean de 
Mirecourt as the usual opinion (opinio quae cqmmuniter tenetur). In order 
to demonstrate the consequences of this thesis, the nominalist takes 
the further step of deriving from the impeachment of the theoretical 
subject that of the moral Subject as well: if God, without the cooperation 
and consent of the subject, can directly produce the latter's acts of 
perception and thus bring about error without any lapse on the part 
of the knowledge seeker, then He could also produce morally repre-
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hensible actions, such as hate for one's neighbor and even for God, 
direcdyand without the supposed agent being responsible.21 The unity 
of the subject, whose psychic acts and capacities William of Ockham 
himself had already refused to regard as independent and separable 
(since this would have involved a mistaken realism regarding concepts), 
excludes the possibility that theoretical certainty could itselfbe rendered 
insecure. It cannot, without making moral responsibility equally prob
lematic as a result, since man can no longer be sure of being the 
author of his actions. Here theological absolutism comes up against 
one of its boundaries, the sharper definition of which it itself practically 
demands: God can indeed produce appearances without objects, even 
appearances of supposed actions of the most sinful kind, but He cannot 
bring it about that these should constitute acts for which the moral 
subject can be held responsible. 

From the perspective we have" now reached, one can say that the 
introduction of the concept of freedom into the theory of knowledge 
is an attempt to apply the paradigm of the transcendent incontestability 
of morality to theoretical self-assertion. A man may be chosen or 
condemned in the theological sense, destined for salvation or the 
opposite-but no 'external' agency can make him responsible for such 
a destiny. No more can he be forced into a theoretical judgment that 
contradicts his own insight, if the theoretical act, just like the moral 
one, is nothing but 'the soul" itself.' its modus se habendi [mode of self
possessionJ.22 Under the enormous pressure of the demands made 
upon it by theology, the human subject begins to consolidate itself, 
to take on a new overall condition, which possesses, in relation to 
ambushes set by the hidden absolute will, something like the elementary 
attribute of the atom, that it cannot be split up or altered. Absolutism 
reduces whatever is exposed to it, but in the process it brings to light 
the constants, the no longer touchable kernels. 

The ius primo:rium [primary right], the pnmeval right to self-assertion, 
becomes comprehensible long before Descartes and Hobbes as the 
essence of the modem age's understanding of itself-that is, as the 
anthropological minimum under the conditions of the theological 
maximum. This beginning does not CaIne about as the formulation 
of a new concept against an old one, as the constitution of an epoch 
after the preceding one has been broken off, but rather as the mobilizing 
of motives towan;l the "definition of an opposing force, precisely while 
the attack is being intensified; not as the negation of the premises but 
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rather as a condensation under the pressure of their exaggerated 
power. 

Because theology meant to defend God's absolute interest, it allowed 
and caused man's interest in himself and his concern for himself to 
become absolute. The position of his openness to theology'S claims 
forced his self-concern to reoccupy it. In the theory ofknQwledge this 
concern takes the fonn of the critical rejection of the conception of 
receptiveness that is basic to the Aristotelian system. For this very 
receptiveness delivers man up to an absolute power of whose goodwill 
he cannot be sure. Jean de Mirecourt defended himself against his 
condemnation in two written apologies. If sensation (sensatio) and 
knowledge (intellectio) were only qualities (passiones) of the organ of 
knowledge, he argues, all knowledge would be immediately dependent 
on God's will since the production of a quality is that of which God 
is alone and immediately capable (quod deus se sola posset). That would 
be one elementary, and in fact Aristotelian, explanation of the cognitive 
process. The other is the interpretation of knowledge as an activity 
(actio) of the knowing subject, and if this proves to be correct, then an 
intervention in the act of knowing can only come about if the subject 
'cooperates' as a secondary cause. The idea, with which we are ac- . 
quainted from the Ockhamist controversy, that the first cause cannot 
(as it were) substitute something else tor itself as the object of the 
beatific vision, is now broadened into the statement that neither can 
there be any substitute for the secondary cause, as far as its activity 
is concerned: "Null(lffi actionem causae secundae possei: deus agere 
se solo .... " The author, frightened by his censors, does not dare to 
make a categorical decision between these alternative theories of 
knowledge and to express his preference for the 'activity' theory of 
knowledge as a vera actio animae [true act of the soul]. But even through 
the language made ambiguous by the circumstances of censorship, he 
makes it sufficiendy evident where his interest lies or where he sees 
man's interests better served. He would like to attach himself to the 
second point of view, he says, if he had the courage; however, the 
reader may choose for himsel£ 25 

The guarantee that Descartes will seek. to found on the most perfect 
being, which he gains through his proof of God's existence, relates, 
however, not only to the reality of the physical objects that present 
themselves through our clear and distinct ideas but also, in order to 
deal with the full extent of the uncertainty aroused by the process of 
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doubt, to the propositions of logic and mathematics. This confonns 
to the voluntaristic presuppositions of his concept of God, according 
to which even the so-called" eternal truths" are decreed by a sovereign 
act of the divine will and are thus only valid for the world that God 
de facto willed. Consequendy the guarantee must extend to the non
alteration of this highest decree, so that it possesses fineil validity for 
the world and for the thinking rational beings within it, once these 
are posited. This seems to him to be adequately guaranteed on the 
assumption of the most perfect being, although the world persists not 
as a result of the unique act of its creation but only on account of the 
will that confirms its existence anew at every moment. Thus everything 
depends upon the weak thread of the proof of God's existence, on 
which Descartes hung his entire system; and at this very point he has 
regressed in comparison to the level reached by the late Scholastic 
critique of the efficacy of the arguments that were developed at the 
height of Scholasticism. Hence the critical equipment of his solutions 
does not measure up to the difficulties with which he confronts himsel£ 

The abandonment of the ancient cosmos was completed at the 
moment when the distinction between possibility and reality ceased 
to be congruent with the distinction between reason and will, that is, 
when the act of the divine will no longer related simply to the existence 
of the world but also related to the universe of truths that hold in it. 
The in.Jlnite plurality of worlds is the horizon of uncertainty for the 
existing world and for each of its moments, if one cannot deduce 
from the contingency of the first act of foundation a world course 
that is minimally consistent in itself and constant by itself: It is evident 
that there could only have been one secure guarantee for this postulate 
of the constancy of the world's lawfulness, namely, the coincidence 
of possibility and reality, the exhaustion of reason by the will, and 
thus the identity of reason and the will in the world ground. This path 
will be taken by Giordano Bruno. The nominalists reject it, and the 
'effectiveness' of their voluntarism rests on this rejection. 

Jean Buridan justifies this with the argument that God could not 
create an object adequate to His potency because this would imply 
the assertion that He cannot create anything greater and better than 
what He has in fact created-and this assertion of exhausted potency 
'cannot' not be a possible assertion in regard to Omnipotence.24 The 
attribute of infinity destroys the possibility not only of just:i.fYing God 
on the basis of His works but also of giving man the security of a 
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cosmos that-as it was fonnulated for the Platonic demiurge-must 
be the best and insurpassable instance of what is possible as material 
appearance. 

If, then, for nominalism the actual world could not be deduced from 
the premises of a world in general or from the principle of the best 
possible world, the radical question arose whether it was necessary 
or even important for man to know which of the possible world models 
had been realized in his world, what nature the hidden God has 
concealed in His creation. But that the hidden tIUth was a matter of 
indifference could not in itself signify man's happiness because (as was 
not the case for Epicurus) for the Middle Ages, in all their phases, no 
concept of happiness was thinkable that could be defined as the mere 
elimination' of negative factors-pain, the affects, insecurity due to 
uncertainty. For such a concept of happiness would have made the 
bliss of the elect in the vision of God into a sort of superfluous addition 
to a situation, already sufficient unto itself" of freedom from suffering 
and care. 

Thus the possession of truth must continue as the essence of the 
fulfilhnent of man's need for happiness; but to the extent that such 
possession becomes a transcendent gift of pure grace, this-worldliness 
may be conditioned precisely by the absence and inaccessibility of 
tIUth or may distinguish itself, through resignation vis-a.-vis the identity 
of theory and eudemonia, as a purely preliminary condition. The 
freedom to abstain from categorical judgment in favor of hypothetical 
indecision presupposes that man does not require certainty in the 
sense of insight into the plan of creation and the reality lying open 
before God in order to assert himself in existence. The conditions of 
the temporal prolongation of existence can be strictly distinguished 
from the conditions of its fulfilhnent. 

At the same time, the disappearance of the teleological protections 
that had been part of the concept of nature means that man has to 
adjust himself to coming to terms with a nature that is not adjusted 
for his benefit, so as to anticipate the inconsiderateness of natural 
processes and to make up for the inadequacy of their products by his 
own production. Hypothesis, which from one point of view is the fonnal 
expression of the, renunciation of the claim to truth in the traditional 
sense of adequacy [adaequatio], becomes from another point of view a 
'means of self-assertion, the potential for human production of that 

'. which nature makes scarce or does not provide for man at all. To this 
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kind of theory, which no longer has to provi~e man's happiness im
mediately as truth, the given reality is more than a matter of indifference 
only insofar as the theory projects upon it the reality to be produced 
and checks the latter, once produced, against it. Man's existence in 
the world now has only a mediated rdation to theory. 

The absolutism of the hidden God freed the theoretical attitude 
from its pagan ideal of contemplating the world from the divine point 
of view and thus ultimatdy sharing God's happiness. The price of this 
freedom is that theory will no longer rdate to the J'esting point of a 
blissful onlooker but rather to the-workplace of human exertion. Theory 
that can no longer be anything but hypothesis has really already lost 
its immanent value. its status as an end in itself; thus the function
alization of theory for arbitrarily chosen ends, its entry into the role 
of a technique, of a means, is a process subsequent to the loss of its 
status as an end in itself Only one should not allow the imputation 
to be conveyed that purposes posited by a technical will must play the 
primary and motivating role for the technical process. What we call 
the "application" of theoretical knowledge is, as a concrete determinant 
of the theoretical attitude, sterile; whereas as a secondary actualization 
of an unspecific potential, it is not only established precisdy through 
the unadmitted disappearance of theory as an end in itself but also 
-serves for the same reason as the ultimate justification for the whole 
expense of the cultivation of theory. Here the explicit avowals of the 
power of ancient and humanistic tradition, which asserts the identity 
of theory and eudemonia, are kept to one side. 

The model for the new position of theory in view of the hidden 
nature of the deus absconditus's [hidden God's] creation-which cuts us 
off fr?m the cognitive ideal of Aristotelian physics and cosmology
was provided by astronomy, with its resignation vis-a.-vis the provision 
of causal explanations of the motions of the heavenly bodies and in 
its conception of itself as a mere 'art,' the business of which was, by 
means of constructive auxiliary representations, to render the unknown 
and ,inaccessible mechanism of the goings on in the heavens sufficiendy 
calculable to meet the human needs for temporal and spatial orientation 
in the world. 

The idea that for this most sublime object the human spirit had to 
make do with hypothetical improvisions was canonized in Ptolemy's 
Almagest, the handbook of astronomy that was authoritative for the 
tradition.25 For Ptolemy the hypothetical technicity of astronomy is 
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due to the transcendence of its very object, not to a reservation of 
secrecy on the part of its author.' There is no metaphysical guarantee 
that this knowledge can be in the strict sense a 'science: whose cognitive 
means would be equal to their task. Man's imagination. fed by earthly 
experience, is necessarily and unavoiljiably limited to the realm in 
which it originates and must have recourse to its capacity for invention 
when faced with what is entirely heterogeneous to that experience. 
The highly artificial character of the .hypotheses introduced under 
these circumstances escapes the criterion of adequacy to the object; 
'method' emerges as artfulness and self-defense against the meta
physical difference between its object and those of the rest of knowl
edge; it has the basic character of invention, compensating for a 
constitutioD.aJ. defect in man, rather than of self-measurement against 
the given. 

Astronomy's exceptional position in the relation of theory to the 
world was also familiar to High Scholasticism, and it was not leveled 
o~by the latter's Aristotelianism. Thomas Aquinas comments on the 
twelfth chapter of Aristode's second book On the Heavert$, in which 
the question (the most thorny one for the geocentric system) of the 
order of the heavenly spheres above· and below the sun, and the 
interconnection of what are presUmed to be their motions, is discussed: 
In order to cope· with these difficulties,. Aristode had appealed to the 
individual animation of each of the heavenly bodies and justified the 
attempt (motivated by the desire for knowledge) to follow even' a 
narrow path in the midst of the most difficult terrain of appearances 
and to be satisfied with even a litde certainty, regarding this as an 
expression more of timid restraint than of audacity. Aquinas follows 
him in this. But looking back on the history of astronomy and on the 
differences especially in regard to the positions of Venus and Mercury, 
he distances himself even from the prospect of ~ Jitde truth. He explicidy 
leaves open the possibility that the actual state of affairs could be 
entirely different from what is assumed by. astronomy.26 In another 
place Aquinas compared the inadequacy of the human spirit vis-a-vis 
the astronomical object with the unprovability of the theological dogma 
of the Trinity: as in natural science proofs can be adduced with complete 
certainty, so it is in regard to knowledge of the unity of God; but the 
capacity of reason to prove that this unity is composed of three persons 
can only be compared to the dim prospects for our cognitive capacity 
in relation to the true construction of the starry heavens.27 
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What had been seen in High Scholasticism.as the special case of 
astronomical knowledge is generalized by nominalisrri for all knowledge 
of nature. But this means that astronomy's interpretation of itself as 
technique, which Aristode had avoided by means of his formulation 
of the justification of even the most minimal yield of truth and' the 
exemplary status even of hopeless endeavor-this interpretation pen
etrates into the theoretical ideal. This does not yet mean that orientation 
and preservation of man in the world are immediately defined as 
functions of theory; but it does at least mean that the 'artificial' character 
of the statements that can be made in the knowledge of nature already 
moves away from the norm of science (still conceived of in the Ar~ 
istotelian fashion) and approaches that of the <liberal arts,' among 
which astronomy traditionally had its place. From the modem point 
of view, for which natural science represents scientificness in para
digmatic and fascinating fashion, this may appear disappointing; but 
within late Scholasticism, it tends to bring about a connection that 
offered itself only within the Quadrivium of the liberal arts and was 
already a matter of course for astronomy, namely, the possible rel
evance of geometry and arithmetic for physics. The proCess in the 
history of the sciences that we would nowadays describe as crucial to 
their becoming scientific, namely, their primary mathematization, is 
paradoxically prepared for by detachment from the traditional concept 
of science and objective adaptation to the sphere of the aries liberales 
[liberal arts], in which not only the mathematical equipment lay ready 
or could be developed but also the tolerance in relation to the truth 
was attainable that was excluded by the Aristotelian and Scholastic 
ideal of science. 

That man under the conditions of theological absolutism had to live 
with 'less truth' than the ancient world and High Scholasticism had 
intended for him and imputed to him proves to be the precondition 
of a new definition of 'scientificness.' Diminution of the claim to truth 
and thus of the autonomous dignity of theory first cleared the way . 
for the syndrome of science and technicity, of theory and self-assertion. 

Here the process of the justification of man's claim to knowledge 
meshes with the rejection of the maximal demands posed by the 
Aristotelian tradition's concept of science. That concept's vulnerability 
now becomes evident to the extent that it had obscured the element 
of self-assertion normatively and withheld it from consciousness. "Sci
ence comes into being when the gods are not thought of as good," 
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writes Nietzsche in a note from the year 1875. One could also propose 
this formulation: Science arises when man must give up wanting what 
is necessary for his mere existence to be sufficient to make him happy, 
too. 
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Cosm.ogony as a Paradigtn. of 
Self-Constitution 

The process of the disassociation of theoretical efficacy from the idea 
of truth can also be described as a correlate of the declining anthro
pocentric consciousness, which is transposed from the diagram of the 
centripetal and thus teleological referential structure of man and the 
world into that of the centrifugal and thus demiurgic activity exercised 
by man upon the world. If the world is no longer reliably arranged 
in advance for man's benefit, neither is the truth about it any longer 
at his disposal. 

As though from a photographic negative, this connection between 
teleology and cognitive ideal can be read off from the decisive con
tradiction that Copernicus was to oppose to,the development descnbed 
here. He argued for going beyond the artificial function of theory in 
the field of astronomy itself and expressed his dissatisfaction with the 
constructivist tradition of this discipline by appealing to the principle 
that the world was intended for man. "When I had pondered for a 
long time this uncertainty of the traditional mathematics in connection 
with the calculation of the motions of the spheres, it came to seem 
scandalous that in spite of such painstaking investigation of the most 
trivial data regarding that circular motion, the philosophers had not 
arrived at a more dependable idea of the movement of the world's 
machinery, even though this was constructed on our behalf by the 
best and most trustworthy Master Builder of everything."l That this 
monumental recurrence of the anthropocentric ally assured claim to 
truth could take place in astronomy, of all places, was, while it had 
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no direct effect on the theory of science, of incomparable importance 
for its actual history because it was only thus that physics could be 
forced into its subsequent reform by Galileo and Newton. It was an 
episode of metaphysical contradiction, which failed to block the overall 
process that is our subject here because astronomy was already ma~
ematized and was not modified in this status as an 'art' by the 
Copernican definition. . 

Descartes, on the other hand, drew the consequences from the 
'disappearance of inherent purposes' ['Telosschwund'] in the nominalist 
development when he pronounced the prohibition against deriving 
any propositions in natural science from a purpose that God or nature 
could have had in their productions. Man should not presume to 
possess insight into the intentions behind the world. :2 The assumption 
of God's infinite power means above all that finite reason cannot 
determine that any of its hypotheses should correspond to the actual 
constructive p~ple of nature (generalis toNus huius mundi constructw).s 
This distinction between the infinity of the principle and the finitude 
of reason can be characterized as a postuIate of theoretical humility: 
"Ne nimis superbe de nobis ipsis sentiamus" [Let us not think too 
highly of ourselves]. This postulate is violated particularly when knowl
edge is assessed as though all things were made for man's sake only, 
and as though consequently man could possess insight into the purposes 
for which they were constituted.4 Consistently, then, when Descartes 
discusses the three world systems of Ptolemy, Copernicus, and Tycho 
Brahe, he cannot deduce the superiority of the Copernican system 
from the admission that it has the advantage of simplicity and clarity 
(alitjuanto simplicior et cwnor). Only if the world had been created with 
consideration for man and his capacity for knowledge could it be 
concluded that greater intelligibility must be a criterion of reality. Thus 
Descartes admits the Copernican and Tychonic systems as equivalent 
in value, ultimately putting forward his own hypothesis as the simplest 
of all (omnium simplici.ssima), but ·without drawing from this the conclusion 
that it represents the actual state of affairs.5 Where truth is not to be 
had, there is room for the indifference of decision. In fact it is important 
to Descartes to introduce his concept of freedom into the process of 
theory construction in this way because in the range of hypothetical 
variation, reason protects itself against being led astray by metaphysics. 
The rejection of anthropocentrism prevents the human power of imag
ination from serving as a criterion of the real circumstances in the 
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world. The distance of the fixed stars from the earth, for example, 
even if one started from the dimensions granted to it by tradition, 
would already be so incredible in comparison to what man is familiar 
with that no arbitrary increase in that distance could increase its in
conceivability, while in relation to omnipotence the distance could not 
be thought sufficiendy great that it would be less credible than any 
arbitrarily chosen smaller distance. 6 Neither from the point of view 
of man nor in-regard to the concept of God does there arise anything 
like a 'natural' scale for the world. Consequendy a range of free 
hypothetical variation opens up wherever one does not consider it 
possible to employ technical parameters. 

What holds for space does not hold without further ado for time. 
Here there arise the much discussed difficulties in the interpretation 
of the Cartesian cosmogony, in regard to which people are all too -
ready to trace any unclarity to the author's fearfulness and masked 
anxiety under the influence of the Galileo affair. People would rather 
not imagine that the "beginner of the new philosophy," as Schelling 
entided Descartes, could have perpetuated so much medievalism in 
himself and lent power to so much contradictoriness for reasons other 
than fear. If Descartes had really begun «to break off all connection 
with earlier philosophy, to erase, as though with a sponge, everything 
that had been achieved in this science before himself, and to rebuild 
philosophy from the ground up, just as though no one had ever 
philosophized before him,"7 then the beginning of his projected cos
mogony could indeed only be understood as the relapse of a self
terrorized revolutionary. In fact, however, ,according to his own as
sumptions, Descartes did not face the alternatives of inquisition or 
freedom of thought, loyalty to faith or reason, but rather the paradigm . 
(which was realizable in this exceptional case) of a truth that, in contrast 
to the possible satisfactory constructions of reason, 'happens' to he 
known. The Bible did not in fact contain any information regarding 
the distance of the fixed stars from the earth; but it was not this that 
first made room for the <art' of hypothesis, any more than this room· 
would have been closed off if the deus revelatus [God of revelation}, .in 
some specific passage, had lifted the veil of secrecy from the deus 
absconditus's lhidden God's] physics. FQr 'revelations: however indis
putable their truth may have been for Descartes, lacked on account 
of their voluntaristic discreteness the element of the internal consistency 
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of a system of true propositions, which Descartes had required in the 
rules of his projected method. ' 

Thus the admission of the truth of the biblical account of Creation 
as a prelude to his cosmogonic vision is not a cunning device of doubled 
truth, but neither is it a mere continuation of fideism, which presup:
posed that it definitely was a matter of absolute truth""'; even if only 
in the form of unconnected pieces of a hidden totality. Rather his 
project sprang from precisely the opposite position, where there is no 
interest in absolute truth (except as a luxurious surplus benefit) as long 
as any hypothesis is available that has an explanatory value covering 
the relevant range of experience. Descartes announces that he will 
leave the genuina veritas [genuine truth1 alone (malim hoc in media relinquere 
[give this up for the time beingD only to assure us immediately that 
there is no doubt that the world came into being in a different way 
than the one he will sketch, namely, as a unique and immediately 
complete creation. This is in accord not only with Christian doctrine 
but also with natural reason, which in view of God's immeasurable 
power could not expect anything but a product having no need of 
further improvement. But the hypothesis starts precisely from the 
assumption that infinite power is at bottom identical with the infinity 
of what is possible, so that, regarding the path that it actually adopts, 
no certainty can be had from the result alone, and indeed no certainty 
needs to be had for the purposes of life (utililas ad vitam). 8 

In this section there is an important difference between the Latin 
version of the Principles 0/ Philosophy of 1644 and the French version 
of 1647: The French text appends to the statement at the end of 
Chapter 44 that hypothesis has the same serviceability in life as secure 
truth the additional argument that hypothesis is perfecdy sufficient in 
the use of natural causes to bring about those effects that one has set 
oneself as ends.9 On the assumption of unlimited possibilities, the 
experimental verification of hypotheses loses its power of conclusive 
demonstration, but this restriction loses its significance if knowledge 
of nature is directed from the outset at the tetos [defining purpose] of 
the production of the phenomenon. As an instrument of self-assertion, 
theory has no need of the luxury of relating its hypotheses to-and 
taking part in -the truth possessed by divinity itsel£ The involvement 
with. technique integrates theory and the theoretical attitude into the 
functional complex of the immanent teleology ofht.iman self-assertion, 
and weakens its-until then-irreducible claim to truth. 
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The power to foresee events, to anticipate thelIl, to alter or to 
produce them, proves to be the 'self-assertive' sense of the incipient 
modern science. This state of affairs is not altered by Descartes's 
programmatic statement that the completion of knowledge should 
provide the foundation of the definitive; morality. Once morality has 
been defined as dependent on the given reality-that is, as the human 
conduct that is fully appropriate to ·the situation, that guarantees man 
a peaceful conduct of life thanks to the absence of conflicts with 
reality-then this conception already contains the conclusion that not 
only the adaptation of man to reality but also the adaptation of reality 
to man can bring about the same effect (even though this may no 
longer be apdy described as "morality"). 

The adaptation of human behavior to the reality of nature that is 
mastered by theory, as the essence of the definitive morality, is thus 
only the initial formulation of a new definition of the meaning of the 
theoretical attitude, a formulation that can endure as long as human 
action with theoretical regard to nature proves to be adequate for 
man's needs but that must be translated into the more pointed con
ception of a reality to be altered and produced in accordance with 
human purposes, to the extent that reality proves to be inconsiderate 
of man. The world must be regarded as produoble if it is not certain 
that man can get by with what is given. Following !he Cartesian 
program, man first of all refines his ability to enjoy nature's benefits 
by supplying himself with the theoretical knowledge that is a pre
condition of an existence in conformity with nature, but already he 
does this reserving the right to interfere in nature, to subjugate it as 
the substrate of demiurgic production. 

On these assumptions, the contradiction that appeared to be con
tained in the introduction of the Cartesian cosmogony resolves itseI£ 
The choice of a hypothesis that, contrary to revelation and 'natural 
reason,' regards the world as a system gradually developing from 
original matter and seeks to demonstrate the possibility of this process 
is dependent on the intention of exhibiting the nature with which man 
is confronted as a sum of what can be produced, depriving it of the 
self-evidence of what is set forth ex nihilo [from nothing]. For this 
purpose it is perfecdy sUfficient for Descartes that it could have been 

. this way, even if he was in fact honesdy convinced that no such 
evolution had taken place. Reduction of the world to pure materiality 
is not primarily a theoretical proposition, which would have to compete 
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with a traditional truth, but rather a postulate of reason assuring itself 
of its possibilities in the world-a postulate of self-assertion. 

The Cartesian cosmogony has a function that is radically different 
from that of the Platonic cosmogony in the Timaeus: There it was a 
matter of aSsuring by a myth the approxiInation of the quality of the 
cosmos to the ideal, a matter of sanctioning the existence and the 
intelligibility of what exists as the image of the pure sphere of what 
should be-whereas here, in Descartes's sketch, it is a matter precisely 
of reducing what exists to the mere materiality of its preconditions, 
a matter of the reversibility of the nexus between starting point and 
result, between chaos and cosmos. Descartes's concept of matter avoids 
the device that was adopted by the ancient atomists of building the 
detennination of nature's form into its very origin and thus perpetrating 
the self-contradictory postulation of specifically formed atoms; but it 
also avoids the phantom of the Aristotelian prim;uy matter, with its 
absolute lack of definition, which never manifests itself in physical 
processes and is referred totally to the complementary and equally 
shadowy factor of form. 

How near to the characteristic qualities of myth Descartes's cos
mogonic hypothesis comes, in its tendency toward the role of a prag
matic postulate. can be seen from the apocryphal 'backward' extension 
given to it by a discussion of the hypothesis in a famous eighteenth
century textbook of physics: "According to Cartes, before this world 
existed there was a lump of uncommon hardness, which God by His 
omnipotence dashed to pieces, and set all of its parts in motion. These 
parts rubbed against one another in such a way that there arose a 
great many little balls .... »10 This seemingly ironic overstepping of 
the economy of the model, by producing a prehistory of the homo
geneous original matter itself, in which omnipotence finds its role after 
all in the crushing of the archaic atom - but precisely the role of 
reducing it to the substratum of the world! -demonstrates graphically 
the paradigmatic significance for the mode of operation of modem 
rationality that was to fall to Descartes's cosmogony. God must not 
be needed in the history of the world itself; in Erxleben's apocryphal 
version of Descartes, the worker of miracles and keeper of the con
struction plan of nature performs the great miracle of His omnipotence 
before the beginning of the history of this world. in order to bring 
about the chaos from whose grinding mill, by the self-regulation of 
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long-term processes, the world lying before our eyes is finally supposed 
to have emerged. 

This passage makes it clear why the renewal of ancient atomism 
qy. for instance, Gassendi got the worst of the competition with Carte
sianism and its concept of matter and space. One can put it as follows: 
In the situation of man alanned about his metaphysical insecurity, 
the concept of the atom that preforms the shape of the world contains 
too much no longer credible reassurance, too much pregiven cosmic 
character. The process of the disappearance of order and teleology 
in nature has undergone a revaluation; what is no longer found ready 
as reality benefiting man can be interpreted as a possibility open to 
him. The widening of this horizon of possibilities occurs precisely 
because the process of the disappearance of inherc;:nt purposes is no 
longer merely accepted and (so to speak) suffered but rather is taken 
in hand, as a task of critical destruction, and pressed forward. 

The relation of the doctrinal differences to the functI.ons accruing 
to the differing positions admittedly remained mostly hidden from 
contemporaries. Thus Robert Boyle (1626-1691), who tried like Gas
sendi to make use of ancient atomism and, in accordance with the 
implications set forth here, exhibited a peculiar cramped combination 
of trust in teleology and skepticism, wrote regarding the modem re
ception of atomism: "Certain modern philosophers have correctly fol
lowed the example ofEpicurus in that they were satisfied not to specifY 
in each case the supposedly true, but rather merely one possible cause 
of the phenomena."l1 The instructive thing about this quotation is 
that it overlooks the crucial difference, which deprives atomism's mod
em reception of the character of a renewal of the ancient doctrine: 
EpiculUs wanted· to specifY not only one possible cause of natural 
phenomena but rather in each case what appeared to him to be the 
complete catalog of all the possible causes, since this was the only 
way in which he could demonstrate the irrelevance, for the condition 
of man's consciousness, of the decision between these possibilities. 
The new atomists, just like the Cartesians, seek one hypothesis to 
explain the phenomenon, and indeed not in order to produce theoretical 
reassurance or practical indifference but rather in order to render the 
phenomenon itself producible independendy of its real conditions ill 
nature. 

A further difference that at first remained unnoticed must be added: 
Ancient atomism makes its world develop from the original vortices 
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into a definite optimal complex of atoms and then disintegrate once 
more in the hail of atoms that strikes each such cosmos traIn outside; 
the Cartesian system, which ascribes a constant quantity of motion to 
a Constant amount of Inatter, is caught according to.its assumptions 
in a never concluded process, in which no given state can ever be 
distinguished as the definitive one. Descartes does indeed convey the 
impression that this development was as a matter of course directed 
toward, and concluded by, the condition of the world that has presendy 
been arrived at .and surrounds us, but the consistent logic of the 
materialization of nature has not been maintained in. this suggestion. 
That logic iInplies, instead, that the total physical process, as a process 
of development, is never completed, nor can it be completed in any 
realized phase. 

It was the competition between his cosmogonic hypothesis and the 
idea of creation that prevented Descartes from seeing the full extent 
of the consequences resulting from his assmnptions. It was in fact not 
altogether so easy as it appears after the fact really to think through 
the consequences ofleaving nature 'to its own resources' and to achieve 
some distance from what our actual experience had stabilized as eidetic 
typification in our concept of the world, interpreting it now as the 
product of a cross section at an arbitrarily chosen point of the total 
process. Kant, with his great cosmogonic speculation of 1755, which 
combined the Cartesian approach with Newton's physics, was the first 
to find his way to the idea of the 'unfinished [unvollendete] world' and 
to project in it the cosmic archetype of endless progress: "The Creation 
is never finished or complete. It has indeed once begun, but it will 
never cease. It is always busy producing new scenes of nature, new 
objects, and new worlds."12 A quarter-century before the Critique of 
Pure Reason, Kant sketches the monmnental panorama of the endless 
evolution of worlds, still from the point of view of a faculty of reason 
that, so to speak, adopts the standpoint of divinity and identifies itself 
with the divine view of the world. Man appears, among the iInmense 
vortices of the self-propagating worlds, as an ephemeral episode_ This 
whole infinite extravagance of a "world of worlds" is conceived in its 
relation to omnipotence. as the latter's demonstration of itself to itself 
For, as Kant observes, it would be «absurd to represent the Deity as 
passing into action with an infinitely small part of His potency, and 
to think ofRis infinite power-the storehouse of a tme immensity of 
natures and worlds - as inactive, and as shut up eternally in a state 
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of not being exercised. Eternity is not sufficient to embrace the man
ifestations of the supreme being, if it is not combined with the infinitude 
of space." 

Kant does indeed oppose (in DeT einzigmi:igliche Beweisgrund des Daseins 
Gottes [The Sole Possible Proo/ 0/ the Existence 0/ Godl, 1763) to Leibniz's 
requirement that the actual world should be the best of all possible 
worlds the question "whether there isn't to be met with, among all 
the possible worlds, an endless increase· of degrees of peIfection, since 
no natural order whatsoever is possible above which a yet more peIfect 
one cannot be conceived," but he still sees no connection between 
man's history and this process of improvement. That the world is 
'unfinished' has nothing to do with human action but is due to its 
having been created as a result of inexhaustible power. It is not rbe. 
call of an endless task that the materiality of the world poses for man, 
since man's demiurgic intervention could only interfere with the self
sufficient execution of the Deity's self-demonstration. History does not 
follow from cosmogony, as long as the latter is fully governed by its 
own teleology. Thus it is only consistent, in Kant's Theory 0/ the Heavens, 
that man, "who seems to be the mast~iece of the creation," finds 
his place in the "world of worlds" preciSely where there is an already 
"perfected world structure:' among others still in the process of coming 
into being or already disintegrating, to guarantee his existence. Man 
does not indeed embody the significance of the whole process, but 
he is nevertheless involved in the culmination of the whole in such a 
way that the materiality of nature answers to him in particular. He 
sees himself faced with what is pregiven as a matter of course, which 
appears not to ascribe or even to 1eavtt open to him any demiurgic 
participation. The precritical KaD.t gives man once more-and not 
accidentally in the year of the earthquake at Lisbon, which put an 
end to the optimism of the first half of the century-an essentially 
contemplative role in a teleologically determined world: "All nature, 
which involves a universal harmonious· relationship to the self
satisfaction of the· Deity, cannot but fill the rational creature with an 
everlasting satisfaction, when it finds itself united with this primary 
source 'Of all perfection. Nature, seen from this centre, will show on 
all sides utter security, complete adaptation."l$ 

If philosophy, according to another Kantian saying, is "the science 
of the fitness of all knowledge to man's determinate vocation," then 
this latterly pre-Copernican 'central point' of the cosmos (of a cosmos 
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seen this time in its temporal prolongation as the cosmo gonic process} 
serves primarily as a reassurance for man regarding the perfection
admittedly partial, but appearing in the foreground of the whole-of 
his world among the worlds, at whose most distant edges only the 
telescope discloses to him the predominance of what is unfmished, of 
still naked materiality. The cosmological illusion of a teleology centered 
on man remains, and it remains as an expression of a nature that, at 
least for man, is providentially 'finished' 

Only the transcendental self-criticism of reason eliminates this te
leological preconception as well: The 'unfinished world' is no longer 
on the way, of its own accord, to ever greater perfection, with the 
aim of bringing forth man at;: its point of culmination, who as the 
witness of its immanent power registers its history in the result only 
and does not experience and push forward the process. Progress now 
becomes a category with a noncosmic status, a structure of human 
history, not of natural development. The 'unfinished world' becomes 
the metaphor of a teleology that discovers reason as its own immanent 
rule that up until then had been projected onto nature. Only when 
the mechanism of this projection is exposed does the history of the 
disappearance of inherent purposes enter the phase of conscious and 
deliberate destruction . 

. The late-medieval loss of the cosmos had been more a matter of 
doubt or suspicion than of critique; the prohibition pronounced by 
Bacon and Descartes against teleological anthropocentric assumptions 
was more a postulate of caution, of forestalling disappointment than 
of rationally eradicating an illusion. It was only for that reason that 
the teleological arguments of metaphysical reaction could have 
success-even in the early Kant himself-again and again in the midst 
of the Enlightenment. Kant's. critique concentrated all directed, pur
poseful processes in man's rational action, and this meant that the 
world could participate in this sort of directedness only by becoming 
a substrate subject to man's purposes. In its metaphorical usage, the 
expression "unfinished world" no longer legitimates human action by 
reference to a prescribed definition and obligatory role in nature. 
Rather, the transcendental turning requires that the world must be 
'unfinished: and thus material at man's disposal, because this is a 
condition of the possibility of human action. 

The materiality of the world is a postulate not indeed of the moral 
but certainly of the technical autonomy of man, that is, of his inde-
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pendence from ends supposedly set for him by nature. The cosmos 
of the ancient world and of the metaphysical tradition -in other words: 
the belief that one is confronted throughout reality with what is already 
'finished' [vollendetl that all one can do is either.adapt oneself to this 
order or violate it, determining thereby nothing but one's own happiness 
or unhappiness-this cosmos proves in retrospect to be precisely what 
Nietzsche was to call «the most crippling belief for hand and reason." 
As a Romantic principle, the avoidance of evidence of completion is 
only the reflex in the aesthetic realm of the radical transformation of 
the concept of reality into the concept of an 'open consistency,' of 
something that remains outstanding and at man's disposal, that offers 
to define rather than to take (1()C'f self-assertion's unending task. a Talk. 
of the imperrection of the universe - talk. that has become metaphorical 
in that it carries over the meaning of action to the world acted upon
admittedly shares the perilous instability of all philosophical metaphor, 
which later can all too easily be taken 'at its word.' 

A development of the idea that is instructive in this regard occurs 
in the thought of Friedrich Schlegel, in whose transcribedJena lecture 
on transcendental philosophy the thesis "that the world is still unfin
ished" is explained in the following manner: ''This proposition, that 
the world is still unfinished, is extraordinarily important in every re
spect. If we think of the world as complete, then all our doings are 
nothing. But if we know that the world is unfinished, then no doubt 
our vocation is to cooperate in completing it. Experience is thus given 
an infinite latitude for variation. If the world were complete, then 
there would only be knowledge of it, but no action. "14 Onto this basic 
thought there is immediately superimposed the conception of the 
world as an organism, in which man is an organ integrated into the 
development of the whole. To begin with, the idea of the 'unfinished 
world' leads Schlegel only a litde way forth from Fichte's absolutism 
of the deed in search of a minimum of justificatory pregivenness; but 
this minimum swells under the pressure of its metaphorical function 
and acquires the vegetative hypertrophy that is peculiar to the organic 
even -indeed especially-in its metaphorical application to cosmology 
and politics. l

$ 

The metaphorical turning that is exhibited here is instructive because 
talk of an 'unfinished world' recognizably originates in technomorphic 
imagery-as, for instance, when Lichtenberg notes that he cannot 
escape the thought that "our world could be the work of an inferior 
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being that did not yet understand its busin!=ss properly," and thus 
perhaps "the nebulae that Herschel saw are nothing but examination 
exercises handed ill, or perhaps still beillg worked on. "16 Only ill the 
'unfinished world' ill this technomorphic sense does man see himself 
functionillg demiurgicaUy vis-a-vis a reality that is at his disposal (be
cause in and of itself it is unfinished and thus open) but also exposed 
to the risk of a freedom that can no longer be defined in terms of 
objective appropriateness. The early Schlegel of the Jena lecture shuns 
this very consequence of the materializing of reality and takes refuge 
ill the organic retraction of the metaphor of the 'unfinished world,' 
which then refers to the imperfection of the whole that is still ill the 
process of coming into being and maturmg. The.metaphorical short 
circuit accomplished by the Romantic flight from exposed self-assertion 
illto the sheltering womb of the world animal, illto the warmth of 
organic function, becomes plausible in the context of his turning against 
Kant: "The reason why we speak against freedom is that it breaks up 
the unity of the world. For if the world is thought of as a mechanism 
and man as absolute causality. then the world is split. and so is reason. 
The split that thus comes into being is even now in·eparable, and no 
practical postulate can bridge it .... It is entirely different in our theory, 
where the world is an organism, a nature. We do want our action to 
'succeed; we want something to emerge from it; we do not want 
everything to be already foreclosed; but the mechanistic system pre-
vents this. Our point of view also supports the importance. of the 
moment and of the present in general."l1 

The world mechanism as an antithesis to which Friedrich Schlegel 
advances the Romantic identity of organism and freedom is of course 
no longer the machina mundi Iworld machine} of Descartes's cosmogony 
and Kant's model, whose initial conditions were defined only by matter 
and motion, but rather the baroque model of an automatic clockwork, 
whose initial condition is the perfection of th~ apparatus that, requiring 
no further illtervention or contribution, determines the functioning of 
each of its parts. The Enlightenment had employed this model in 
particular in order (so to speak) to create a preserve for God, as the 
machinist of nature, and at the same time to eliminate the voluntaristic 
effects of continuing creation and of miracles. Certainly the (thus strictly 
defined) world mechanism did its critical-or, better, its 'apotropaic' 
[turning away, avertingl-service within the totality that we call Deism, 
but at the same time it linked the idea of Enlightenment to a world 
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model whose fully designed and finished character could be repugnant 
and lead to opposition from a point of view that was unwilling to . 
abandon freedom or that (in the manner of Romanticism) took its 
stand on organic incompleteness. Precisely because mechanization and 
materialization of the world had parted company, it was possible for 
Schlegel's objection-that the mechanis,tic world would leave no room 
for human action-to find a footing: 'The perfection of clockwork., 
which admitted only springs and wheels, seemed to exclude any 
thought of criticism or altering reality. But for just the same reason 
the organic metaphor proved to be no alternative at all: By seeking 
to identifY nature with freedom, it deprived man of freedom as the 
specific definition of his role over against reality and organized him 
into a totality whose construction is conceived as inscrutable. 

The modem age's will to a rationality that grounds itself is reflected 
in the problem of the cosmological initial situation and the choice 
between orienting background metaphors.b Neither the image of the 
world organism,' which was revived in the Renaissance's philosophy 
of nature, nor the metaphor of the artificium mechanicum peifectissimum 
[the most perfect mechanical artifice!, w~ch was first coined by Nicholas 
of Oresme in the fourteenth century under the influence of the me
chanical clocks then beginning to appear, could provide a satisfactory 
correlate for modem man's understanding ofhlmself and for his interest 
in self-assertion. The perfect world mechanism of Deism does indeed 
bracket God out of the course of the world and out of history after 
the setting in motion of His mechanical creation, and thus becomes 
an instrument of defense against theological absolutism; but at the 
same time it leaves man only the narrowly defined function of a cog 
in the mechanism and thus robs him of the effect of his rational self
assertion. Kant's statement in section 86 of the Critique q Judgement, 
that "without man ... the whole Creation would be a mere wilderness, 
a thing in vain, and lip.ve no final end," still depends on one of the 
assumptions of his cosmogony in the Theory if the Heavens: the' idea of 
pure materiality, ,not only as the idea of an initial situation but also 
as the idea of a continuing reservoir for the world process-though 
of course this is not meant to harness man again into an objective 
teleology to which he is subordinate. If matter is (as in Christian Wolff's 
definition) actionis quasi limes [the limit, as it were, of action],18 then the 
reduction of nature to pure materiality and the diffusion of all the 
world's characteristics of pregivenness constitute precisely the ele-
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mentary boundary definition of reality that op~ the widest possible 
range for human activity. It follows from this statement also that 
human self-assertion does not restrict itself to holding its own and 
fortifYing itself against the late-medieval disappearance of inherent 
purposes; rather it keeps this process in motion, as a leveling of the 
pregiven world structure, in order to obtain a 'ground level' upon 
which to proceed with its rational constructions. 

An impressive example of how the schema of reducing the natural 
process to the homogeneous diffusion of elements, as rationality's 
initial situation, is transferable to the problems of the human world 
as well is offered by Thomas Hobbes's political philosophy. The classical 
proposition that nature has given everything to everyone (natura dedit 
omnia omnibus) becomes the point of departure of the construction of 
political order. But viewed in terms of the context in which it originated, 
this proposition had an unambiguously teleological intention and be
longed in this sense to the natural-law axiomatics of the Stoa. It was 
meant to say that nature had arranged her goods adequately in relation 
to man's needs ail.d that only their just distribution is still required in 
order to achieve nature's ends. At the same time this is also a critical 
regulator in regard to private property, which appeared to the Stoics 
as a form of mistrustful anxiety in the face of nature's ample providence. 
Of course, criticism of the positive legal order on grounds of the natural 
principle of order does not yet mean a summons to the abolition of 
the actual legal relations, as one can see from the case. of Cicero. 

Hobbes made of this axiom something radically different and foreign 
to its origin. As the principle of the prepolitical state of nature, the 
proposition not only defines for each individual his right to insist on 
the satisfaction of his needs and thus to integrate himself into the 
supposed teleology of nature, but it also designates the unlimitedness 
and unlimitability of his claim to everything at all that he finds within 
his reach. Natural 'right' is the absence of rights for those who do not 
possess the power to defend their claims or their possessions, -so that 
anyone powerful enough to gain confrol of everything that took his 
fancy would be empowered 'by nature' to do so. It is the model of 
theological absolutism, which here is projected into the state of nature 
and makes each individual into a princeps legibus solutus [an unobligated 
autl:,tor of laws], inasmuch as the principle valid in this sphere is the 
dependence of rights on power and thus, in the limiting case, the 
dependence of unrestricted rights on omnipotence.l~ In man's pre-
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political state of nature, the theological ius in omnia [right to everything] 
becomes the ius omnium in omnia [right of everyone to everything1 and 
thus perfect chaos; natural law gives rise to its antithesis, lawlessness. 20 

The solution to this self-contradiction comes with the construction 
of the political state of law, or, more exactly, with the d~finition of 
the instantaneous transition to political absolutism in which the con
elusion of the capitulation treaty is simultaneously both the assumption . 
and the surrender of the status oflegal subject. The chaos of absolute 
rights, not the telos [defining purpose] of right, is the argument of 
reason that enables it to grasp the opportunity of self-assertion (and 
only this opportunity) by transferring the many absolute rights to one 
absolute right-that of the ruler. The doubtfulness of the achieved 
and justified order and of the resulting concept of order does not 
matter because it emerges from reason's desperation Lven:weiflungl, 
just as the Cartesian proof of God emerges from its doubt [Zweifel]. 
For this order there speaks only the argument of 'any order at all' 
[ ... is better than none ... ], that is, a rationality so mIDirnal that to 
attack it is inevitably to contradict oneself by implying a desire to 
return to the state of nature. This formal schema fundamentally dis
tinguishes the modern age's approach to political theorizing from the 
tradition of political-philosophical ideals. The analogy to ideas in phys
ics, which Hobbes wanted to emphasize even by the order of his 
treatises De corpore, De homine, and De cive [OJ body, Of man, and Of the 

. citizen], is palpable, but it no longer has anything to do with the 
exemplary principle that Plato had pursued with the plan ofhis trilogy 
of dialogues, the Timaeus, the Critias, and the Hermocrates: the principle 
of preceding the theory of the state by a theory of the cosmos. Hobbes 
emphasizes-in contrast to Plato-the differentiation within the anal
ogy, the Unfortunate severity of the political problem in comparison 
to the freedom of natural science, which by free agreement (consensio) 
itself advances the point of departure of its definitions, and in this is 
ruled only by a hypothetical imperative, whereas the initial political 
act (contractus) is carried out under the categorical imperative of naked 
seif-preservation.Stl The systematic precedence of the theory of physical 
nature over the theory of the social contract reverses the genetic 
relation of foundation since the objectivity of physical theory already 
presupposes the subsistence of a society that, on the basis of its assured 
self-presenration, can become a rational community of mutual un-
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derstanding quasi pacto quodam societati kumar;ae necessarw [as it were, 
by a certain contract necessary for human society]. 22 

Political reason, which constitutes itself in the act of the social contract. 
does indeed come upon mitural law as a preexisting circumstance, 
but this pregiven nature is for it. nothing but the antinomy whose 
solution is its task, the chaos from which its creation springs. The 
function of philosophy, accordingly, is no longer to be the theory of 
the world or of the Ideas, no longer to administer a treasure imparted 
to man along with his existence, but rather to imitate the Creation 
(imitare creatwnem), to renew the original creative situation in the face 
of unformed matter. 23 The ~ero point of the disappearance of order 
and the point of departure of the construction of order are identical; 
the minimum of ontological predisposition is at the same time the 
maximum of constructive potentiality. Chaos is no longer the impotent 
indefiniteness of the ancient kyle [matted; the progress of thought at 
the beginning of the modern. age rests essentially on the fact that one 
began to make assertions about the absence of order and to ascribe 
to that absence (without the intervention of a transcendent factor) a 
law of self-regulation. 

Here the result is not so determined as Hobbes represents it to be: 
Absolutism and liberalism are based upon the same principle of self

> regulation, being distinguished from one another only in theirjudg
ments of the murderousness of the initial situation and of the forces 
at work in it. Teleological residues are not eliminated from liberalism 
in particular; thus Adam Smith still makes an "invisible hand" guide 
the self-regulating economic order and reserves his trust for "laws of 
justice" that are mysteriously present in the process, as indicated in 
the Wealth o/Nations: "Every man has perfect freedOIn, so long as he 
doesn't violate the laws of justice, to pursue his own interest in his 
own way and to set his enterprise as well as his capital in competition 
with the enterprises and capitals of other men." 

For Hobbes the state of nature had been that which man found 
present or in which he found himself situated; but the doubt whether 
this could be more than a regulative and critical principle, whether 
the opportunity for rationality to posit itself without presuppositions 
had ever occurred in history, could be transformed into the maxim 
that this was after all also one of the prerequisites that man could 
only create for himself and that, by a revolutionary reduction of his
torical positivity to elementary anarchism, he had to create for himself, 
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as though to get behind his own history· and reach the zero point for 
the creatio ex nihilo [creation from nothing] of a rational social condition. 

The modem relation to the world swnmarized in the concept of 
self-assertion breaks down pragmatically into construction and pre
vention. Exact predetermination of real situations makes it possible 
to anticipate unfortunate circumstances and to alter them. MankIDd 
has always known want and the distress of being hard pressed by 
nature; but the generalization of such experiences to an evaluation of 
reality as a whole has additional prerequisites, which are not already 
given in those experiences themselves. How the world's deficiency of 
order-its structural inadequacy with respect to man's needs-is per
ceived and interpreted is thus not something to be attributed to the 
demonstrable presence of particular physical, economic, and social 
conditions but is rather a matter of the anticipations that are bound 
tip with experience. 

This becomes particularly evident in the case of a motif of modem. 
intellectual history unknown in previous epochs: the idea of overpop
ulation, of growth of the number of men beyond the natural living 
space {considered to be constant} and beyond the quantity of food 
(considered to be growing at a rate less than proportional to that of 
the population). Even before the population figures actually increase 
alarmingly, the fear of population growth becomes acute and the 
discussion of its problems becomes a compulsive theme that is never 
dropped entirely. 

In Thomas More's Utopia (1516) the problem still has a purely spatial/ 
regional character; the possibility of the overpopulation of the utopian 

. island is considered, but the problem is iriunediately laid to rest with 
a reference to the possible expedient of colonizing the neighboring 
mainland. In the Essays ofFrands Bacon, which first appeared in 1597, 
the place of the natural symmetry of needs and goods has been taken 
by political regulation within the state, whose economic and legal 
instruments are supposed to keep population growth within limits that 
prevent it from endangering political stability.24 Ethical justice in the 
distribution of goods is replaced by political calculation. In 1642 Hobbes 
introduces the idea of overpopulation into his discussion, as the ultimate 
threat to the efficacy of moral philosophy, at a significant point. He 
compares philosophical ethics with geometry-not to the advantage 
of the former: If the moral philosophers had clarified the ratio actionum 
humanarum [grounds of human actions] somewhat, there would no 

--_._._--_ .. _----------_.-... _._.- - .. _- ------ -_ ..... 
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longer be any wars-with the single and crucial exception, however, 
caused by the increase in the number of men" and their need for living 
space: nisi de loco, crescente scilicet hominum multitudine [except about 
space, since the numbers of men are evidendy increasing]. 

From another side, the problem of population growth is introdu~ed 
quite in the humanist style: The learned controversy whether the 
population had been greater in antiquity than it was at present belongs 
almost in the context of the querelle des anciens et des modemes {quarrel 
of the ancients and the modernsL Thus Montesquieu believes in the 
decline of total population since early antiquity.25 In the context of 
this dispute, there also occurred the foundation of theoretical statistics 
by William Petty.26 The controversy reached its high point around the 
middle of the eighteenth century with the treatises by Hume and 
Wa1lace.27 Hume's comprehensively argu~d skepticism regarding the 
assumption of higher population figures in antiquity was an important 
argument on behalf of the thesis of impending overpopulation. In 
Germany, Hermann Samuel Reimarus added an lIDexpected argument 
for the continuous growth of the earth's population, pointing out that 
only on this assumption could the temporal beginning of the human 
species in a single pair of people be proved mathematically.28 But what 
might in this way be comforting as a means of strengthening a prop-

. osition still belonging to 'natural religion' nevertheless has the side 
effect of accentuating misgivings regarding a lawfulness with alarming 
future consequences: "The increase of the same" (that is, of the human 
species) "is grounded in its nature, and is the overall tendency; decrease 
in one place or another is accidental .... " 

This idea of the autonomous lawfulness of population growth found 
its most influential expression for the thought of the time in Malthus's 
Essay on the Principle 0/ Population of the year 1798. The so-called law 
of population formulated here asserts that men's increase in numbers 
is a geometric progression, whereas the increase in the quantity of 
food is an aritlunetical progression. Appealing to the authority of 
Benja:min Franklin, Malthus considers it certain that a universal law 
of life has been found here, which also sets a limit to the increase of 
plants and animals, based solely on the given quantity of nutrition. 
For Malthus, the ominously widening gap between the two progressions 
no longer lies in the indefinite future; the threat is near-indeed it 
has long been palpable since the acquisition of food had become 
difficult. The conclusion that Malthus derives from his principle of 



223 
Chapter 5 

population is resignation in the face of the supposed law of nature, 
whose inhuman harshness should not be deprived of its regulative 
effect through preventive measures taken by the state. The transgression 
of the limits of existential possibility must have its full effect through 
the unbearability of its consequences. It should not be mitigated by 
recognition of a right on the part of the individual to society's removal 
of his distress. But this principle of self-regulation through poverty is 
sterile because its optimal functioning stabilizes only the limiting case 
of a barely endurable proportion between quantity of food and quantity 
of populatioIL 

The two great 'ways out' of this inhuman stability conceived only 
in tenns of the political ideal of survival-namely, evolution and rev
.olution-were still far from Malthus's thinking. When Charles Darwin 
became acquainted with Malthus's book in 1838, he wrote, "Here 
then I had at last got a theory by which to work. "29 By generalizing 
biologically the disorder axiom of overpopulation and the struggle for 
existence arising from it, Darwin recognized in it the order principle 
of selection and the evolution of organisms driven by selection. The 
important consequences of this insight did not derive primarily from 
its theoretical explanatory value but rather from the fascinating effect 
of applying the schema of mechanistic world explanation to the realm 
that Romanticism, once again, had proclaimed to be heterogeneous, 
the realm of the organic, thus· extending all the way to man the 
assurance of the ordering power of disorder, that is, of the "state of 
nature" in Hobbes's sense. Hobbes's social contract, however-the 
unconditional capitulation of individuals to the power that in their 
desperation they set up-appeared to have been a short circuit of 
rationality; only the prepolitical society, in which the struggle for exis
tence could unfold, gave free reign to the law of nature, which was 
no longer a mere stabilizer. 

But what we are discussing here is not an inexorable sequence of 
historical development. Darwin-and still more the «social Darwinism" 
that was imbued with Darwin's 'applicability' to human society
believed that they had found the sole logical consequence of Mal thus's 
insights .. There were, however, other approaches. The foundation of 
agricultural chemistty---'that is, the theory of artificial fertilizing-by 
Justus Liebig in 1840 revealed that Malthus's dual progressions could 
not only be disputed as 'law' but could also be conceived as a reality 
alterable by improved technique. Technique is a product of human 
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impatience with nature. The long periods of ~ that Darwin required 
for the tiniest steps of evolution may indeed have made the great 
waste of nature, its huge expenditure of individuals, suffering and 
death, appear in a new light of significance; but as ·human security, 
as justification of man's historical status, they were empty of comfo,rt. 

To the scale of the steps of progress that the Enlightenment of the 
eighteenth century thought it could layout, the abbe Galiani had 
already opposed his "Nous et nos enfants ... Ie reste est reverie" 
[Ourselves and our children ... the rest is daydreaming]. The super
dimensional time periods into which, after the disappointment of the 
"best of all possible worlds," the newer optimisms deferred the parousia 
[presence] of human happiness-in the last analysis, jn order to justifY 
the present as the necessary preliminary and transitional stage on the 
way to that distant future-these could hardly be described as sec
ularized infinity and were only a surrogate for omnipotence to the 
extent that man as an individual now had to perceive himself as 
impotent vis-a.-vis time, the omnicompetent. The position of tran
scendence was reoccupied by the element of postponement. 

But the very difference in time scale between Malthus and Darwin 
shows that nature and history have definitively ceased to relate to one 
another; Malthus sees the crisis determined by the law of population 
as immediately impending, whereas Darwin justifies nature's indif
ference to what is alive at any given time, over thousands of generations, 
by appeal to the "unerring power of natural selection" and derives 
from this natural right the demand (at the end of the Descent of Man, 
published in 1871) that society should open for all men the free com
petition that grants to the most successful the greatest number of 
descendents. But precisely this social relevance of the new conception 
of evolution makes the heterochrony, the lack.of temporal congrujty 
between the natural process'and the acute historical situation in which 
man finds himself, emerge with extreme sharpness. so 

The fascination that once again emanated from the concept of 
nature in this both overwhehning and alanning formulation was just 
as delusive as most of what had ever been represented to :man about 
'nature' as reassurance in his uncertainty-and, no matter how strange 
it sounds, even this 'organic' total conception, in spite of its surrender 
to mechanism, was still a type of reassurance. With it man took shelter, 
as Dolf Stembefger has put it, "under this bizarre gradualness. and 
he is warmer here (notwithstanding the rigorous technique of this 
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selection, of which, after all, he feels nothing now), warmer than in 
the posicion of the free outcast who confronted the rest of nature as 
a trial. task. issue, and enigma. as an alien abode. "31 The peculiar 
organic/mechanical double character of this idea of evolution, which 
seemed to make man into at one and the same time the accidental 
result of the process and his own demi~e, haVing disposition over 
the process as his instrument, had precisely the lack of definition that 
man finds comforting in his utopian projections. This last of all alliances 
with nature was a blind alley-for many reasons, among which some 
were, in their implications, frightful (and that was due not. as must 
be said explicitly, to the theory as such but rather to its supposedly 
being rendered humanly pragmatic, to the claim to have given the 
definitive answer to the Malthusian problem regarding man's future). 
Malthus and Darwin had both made their theories culminate in the 
advice that man should obey the law of nature by clearing away the 
social hindrances to its unmediated and unadulterated operation. 

The greatness of the much reviled nineteenth century lay in the 
fact that. at least in the greater part of what it actualized historically, 
it opposed this advice. 

The opposition was in the breakthrough oftechnicization. Malthus's 
work was not intended to stimulate it, but in effect, like no other 
spiritual factor at the turn of the century, it made plausible the process 
of technicization (in the shape of industrialization) as man's self-assertion 
in the face of nature's inhumanity. That the great extension-by leaps 
and bounds-of life expectations could be accomplished at all violated 
the supposed law of nature by violating the difference between the 
progressions that law asserted, whose palliation, rather than alteration, 
Malthus had seen in the measures taken by the state and society 
against poverty. Even Hegel (in section 245 of his Philosophy oj Right 
of 1821) still "expresses his opposition to the public and private 'poor 
relief illustrated by the English example by arguing from the irreducible 
difference between needs and means of subsistence: "It hence becomes 
apparent that despite an excess of wealth, civil society is not rich 
enough; that is, its own resources are insufficient to check excessive 
poverty and the creation of a penurious rabble." Technical progress 
made it evident that the scope available for life was not a natural 

" constant and did not stand in a necessarily ultimate disproportion to 
the growth of population. 
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Neither resignation before 'laws of nature' .nor leaving everything 
to the transcendence of time, as the end fonn of all the transcendences 
that are indifferent with respect to man, have been able to invalidate 
the self-assertion of reason. Its essence was expressed, once again by 
the Abbe Galiani, in the eighth of his Dialogues sur le commerce des bib: 
"Nature is an immense undefined something. It is a wbrk worthy of 
its Creator. And we, what are we? Insects. atoms, nothings. Just let 
us compare. Doubdess nature always returns to the laws given it by 
its Creator for an indefinite duration. Doubdess it returns everythirig 
to equilibrium, but we need not wait for this retUlTI and this equilibrium. 
We are too small. For nature time, space, motion are nothing, but 
we cannot wait. "32 

Translator's Notes 

a. The author presented several contrasting "concepts of reality" from dilferent stages of our 
tradition, of which one is the concept of a "consistency" that is "never definitively and absolutely 
granted" but is perperually contingent on furure verification, in his "Wirklichkeirsbegriff und 
Moglichkeit des Romans," in Nachahmung und Illusion (Poetik und Herrneneutik 1), ed. H.. R. 
Jauss (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1964; 2nd cd., 1969), pp. 10-14, (Quotation from p. 12.l 

b. On the concept of "background metaphor," see chapter 6 of the author's "Paradigmen m 
einer Metaphorologie," Auhiv for Bewiffigesdrichte 6 {l960):691t 
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The 'Trial' of Theoretical 
Curiosity 
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Introduction 

According to a simple fonnula for mirroring backgrounds, the statement 
that the contemporary world can exist only by means of ~cience stands 
in suspicious relation to the fact that this is asserted by people who 
themselves make their living from science. But this suspicion is still 
hannless compared to the suspicion that results from the fact that 
science itself brought forth the very world, to live in which depends 
on-and makes us increasingly dependent on-science's continued 
existence and continued operation. The dilemma of any attempt to 
focus on this underlying state of affairs lies in the fact that talk about 
science only begets a further science [Wissenschafi: knowledge], whatever 
one chooses to call it. Nor can the attempts to inquire back into a 
prescientific sphere, whether sychronically, in the 'life world,' or dia
chronically, in history, free themselves from this adhesion. The great 
gesture of self-liberation is no help here. If one wants to speak of 
theoretical curiosity as one of the motivating forces of the process of 
science, then one cannot escape entanglement in the misgiving that 
one is being swept along oneself in the stream of that motivating 
force. It is curiosity that draws one's attention to curiosity; curiosity 
depends entirely on itself to throw off the discrimination imposed on 
it, as its modern history shows. It is not able to confirm the Platonic 
hope that one could kriow in advance what is held in store for it. 

That the difficulties we have, and will increasipgly have, with science 
are always integrated into it as scientific difficulties is only one aspect 
of the outlook on the subject of 'theoretical curiosity': the inevitability 
of a failure to find an Archlmedian point over against the reality of 
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science. The other aspect is that of responsib~ty. Most of the people 
whose lives today depend on science would not ·even be alive, or 
would no longer be alive, if science had not made their lives possible 
and prolonged thellL When one puts it that way, it sounds laudable. 
On the other hand, this means at the same time that the overpopulatiQn 
of our world is also an excess produced by science. Are there -un
ambiguous conclusions that can be drawn from this statement? One 
should avoid too easy answers to this question. To a large extent, 
science has broken the brutal mechanism of the "survival of the fittest": 
it gives more life to people who are less 'fit' for life and keeps them 
.alive longer. Is this a humane achievement? Here again it would be 
frivolous to say that we have an answer to the question. But to pose 
it is to make as dear as possible the significance of what one is dealing 
with when one not only focuses on the dependence of our reality on 
science but also defines that dependence as problematic. The fact that, 
biologically speaking, we no longer live in a Darwinian world, or at 
any rate we live in a world that is less and less Darwinian, is a con
sequence of science that, even if in its turn it has consequences that 
are not evident at a glance, is simply irreversible. Science integrates 
into itself even the responsibility for the consequences of its 
consequences, by itself giving the alarm. 
. The existence, and even the mere dimensions of the existence, of 
science axe not things over which we have the power of disposition 
as long as we do not feel entitled to answer in the affinnative the 
question whether the nonexistence of existing persons or the discon
tinued existence of people whose existence has at any time been in 
danger would have been a more humane alternative. The only person 
who can presume to play with the idea of a discontinuance or a 
reduction in the human effort called "science" is one who has a low 
estimate of the susceptibility of the motivation of theory to disturbance. 
The limits of responsible behavior may be much narrower here than 
-many people imagine. Between uneasiness about science's autonomous 
industry and the constraints resulting from its indispensability lies an 
indeterminate latitude within which we are free to act as we wish but 
that it would be misleading to project upon science as a whole. 

The difficulties that we have with science and the rule of those who 
represent science [die Epistemokratiel suggest the gleam of a hope that 
we might escape them by setting up yet an9ther science, an 'ultimate 
science,' which would concern itself with nothing but science itself. 
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Another thing that makes this idea attractive is that it promises ar
bitrative functions, the exercise of power over the powerful, even if 
only over people defined as such for the purposes of the arbitration 
alone. It would be the Archimedian point-or else the exponential 
increase, through thcir iteration, of all the difficulties we already have 
with science. Why, after all, should a "science of science," which 
elevates itself to the job of the emphatically so-called "critique" of 
every other species of science, be free from the problematic that it 
would be sure to find in them? The discerrunent of a need for such 
a metadisdpline. the consensus regarding its acute urgency, imply 
nothing whatsoever about its possibility. But skepticism becomes all 
the more irritating, the nearer we seem to be to filling the office of 
arbiter. 

We cannot live without science. But that is itself largely an effect 
produced by science. It has made itself indispensable. But what this 
observation does not explain is what it was that set the 'industry' of 
science going and keeps it in motion. On the contrary, there exists a 
peculiar uncertainty as to what the motives are that move and intensify 
this epochal effort. One extreme is the mechanical connection between 
autonomous industriousness and meaninglessness that Victor Hugo 
expressed in 1864: "Science searches for perpetual motion. It has 
found it; it is itse!£"1 The absolute necessity of science in the contem
porary world does not license any inferences about the process by 
which it began. Even if existential exigencies prevent us from inter
rupting the functioning of science, this is not enough to show that its 
reality originates in its necessity for life. We must reckon with a break 
in motivation when the moving impetus of theory no longer comes 
directly from the <life-world' -from the human interest in orientation 
in the world, the will to the expansion of effective reality, or the need 
for the integration of the unknown into the system of the known. This 
is where uneasiness sets in. Necessity is manifesdy not enough; it is 
unable to dispel the suspicion of meaninglessness or, perhaps, even 
more severely, the "fear of a total meaninglessness that lies behind 
every science."2 

The talk of the "science industry" [Wissenschafobetrieb] that has become 
popular refers, of course, to the objective structural similarity of scientific 
institutions and processes to those of industry, but in itS most extreme 
form it points above all, contemptuously, to the busding and auton
omous industry of scientific work as it is now organize:d, to the rupture 
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of the connection between a motivation for the theoretical attitude 
that is founded in the 'life-world' and the realization of that attitude 
under the conditions on which the effectiveness of modem science 
depends; and finally it also points to the lack of congruence between 
the outputs of the autonomous process and the expectations, root~d 
in the European tradition, that the truth would make men happy and 
free. Seen from the point of view of the conception of theory that 
corresponds to these expectations, the connection between science 
and securing the chance to live is really an unexpected historical 
development. This surprise is not the sole cause of our uneasiness 
with science, but it is an essential element in the situation. 

Since ancient times, what theory was supposed to do was not to 
make life possible but to make it happy. Hence also the first epochal 
injection of mistrust in theory, when happiness had become a matter 
for hope directed at the next world, for a salvation that man could 
not bring about, though it was still defined as visio beati.fica [beatific 
vision]-as the acquisition of truth, fulfillment through theory. The 
premise that only the final possession of truth could guarantee man's 
happiness went over from ancient thought into the interpretation of 
the biblical eschatology. That life was pleasanter for one who knew 
than for one who sought knowledge was a premise Aristode took for 
granted; it corresponded to his concept of God and especially to his 
physics of finite space and thus. of finite "natural" motions justified 
only by-and ending in -a goal state ofrest. The early-modem renewal 
of the pretension to unrestricted theoretical curiosity turned against 
the exclusion of pure theory, and of the pure happiness that was 
bound up with it, from the realm of what could be reached in this 
world, just as it turned against the medieval God's claim to exlusive 
insight into nature as His work. The investigator· of nature could no 
longer remain-nor again· become-the ancient world onlooker, 
though he h;ad to reconstruct the connection between cognitive truth 
and finding happiness in a different way if, following Francis Bacon's 
new formula, domination over nature was to be a precondition of the 
recovery of paradise. 

From a central affect of consciousness there arises in the modem 
age an indissoluble connecting link. between man's historical self
understanding and the realization of scientific knowledge as the con
firmation of the claim to unrestricted theoretical curiosity. The 'theo
retical attitude' may be a constant in European history since the 
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awakening of the Ionians' interest in nature; but this attitude could 
take on the explicitness of insistence on the will and the right to 
intellectual curiosity only after it had been confronted with opposition 
and had had to compete with other norms of attitude and fulfillment 
in life.,Just as 'purily' as a quality of the theoretical attitude could 
only be formulated in the circumstances of Plato's opposition to the 
Sophists' instrumentalization of theory, so also the 'right' to an un
restricted cognitive drive constituted itself and was united with the 
self-consciousness of an epoch only after the Middle Ages had dis
criminated against such intellectual pretensions and put them in a· 
restrictive adjunct relation to another human existential interest posited 
as absolute. The rehabilitation of theoretical curiosity at the beginning 
of the modern age is just not the mere renaissance of a life ideal that 
had already been present once before and whose devaluation, through 
the interruption of its general acceptance, had only to be reversed. 

The classical anthropological question whether man strives for 
knowledge on account of an inner and uncoerced impulse of his nature 
or whether the necessity of gaining knowledge is thrust upon him by 
the naked demands of the prolongation of his existence is no timeless, 
unhistorical problematic, although its continual recurrence-for inw 
stance, in the contrast between HusserI's phenomenological radical of 
the "theoretical attitude" and Heidegger's Daseins-analytic "existenw 
tiale" of "care"-seems to make this a natural assumption. The most 
widely read handbook of physics in the century of the Enlightenment 
was able to harmorrize this question with no trouble: "Necessity and 
men's cuiiosity have perhaps made equal contributions to the discovery 
and further elaboration of the science of nature .... "3 Jiirgen Mittelw 

strass has proposed a' distinction between "naive" and " 'reflected' ., 
curiosity. a at the same time describing "talk of a novel type of curiosity 
that initiates the modern age itself"-of a 'self-conscious curiosity'
as "Wlsatisfactory" "so long as this beginning of the modern age" 
cannot be distinguished by "specific transactions."4 I am not going to 
go into the question whether one who demands evidence of "specific 
transactions" is not left in the hands of an overdetermined concept 
of history and thus in continued bondage to the criteria of official 
documentation [AktenkU1idigkeitl. The proposed distinction in any case 
seems to me to be useful. 

Just as anyone who wants to characterize the modem age as an 
epoch marked by teclmology or tending toward that end finds his 

! --- ------_ .... _------_ ...... _.-
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attention directed again and again to technicity as an origmal anthro
pological characteristic and thus as an omnipreSent human structure, 
which admits only a quantitative differentiation of increased complexity' 
between a stone tool and a moon rocket-so the stress on the element 
of curiosity undergoes the same process: Curiosity is a mark of youth-. 
fulness even in animals, and a mark, all the more, of man as the 
animal who remains youthful. Naive curiosity, then, would be the 
constant; but at the same time it is the substratum around which 
historical articulation and focus set in. 

It is just this process that is my subject here: As a result of the 
discrimination against it, what was natural and went without saying 
isexplicidy 'entered into' and accentuated; play with the world's im
mediacy becomes the seriousness of methodical formation, the necessity 
f}1otwendigkeit] of self-preservation becomes the versatility [Wendigkeitl 
of self-assertion, and what was a mere occupation becomes a pre
rogative to be secured and at the same time becomes the energy that 
increases exponentially each time it turns out that the suspected re
servation of the :unknown but knowable does exist-that knowledge 
can extend beyond the Pillars of Hercules, beyond the limits of normal 
optics and the postulate of visibility, in other words, beyond the horizons 
that .' had been assigned to man as long as' he had thought that he 
could remain the onlooker in repose, the leisurely enjoyer of the world, 
taken care of by providence. The interpretation of natural restrictions 
as representing a realm to which man was denied access 'in this world' 
radically altered the quality of the theoretical form of life recommended 
by ancient philosophy. 

To demonstrate the logic of this process is immediately to exclude 
the naturalistic suggestion that in the preponderance of theoretical 
curiosity in the modem age what we confront is a fateful recurrence 
of the same, the turning of an anthropological tide. Toward the end 
of the nineteenth century Otto Iiebx:nann exhibited the satisfaction of 
one who had finally pinned down a law of nature in explaining the 
epochs of theory: 

That is, the propensity to theorizing seems to be subject, like other 
human inclinations, tI? an alternation of ebb and flood. In the causal 
context of a great variety of cultural-historical factors it experiences . 
its alternating maxima and minima. There are ages in which it swells 
into a regular monomania and overruns in hypertrophic fashion the 
more modest need for the gathering of simple observational knowledge 
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of matters of fact. There are other ages in which it sinks below the 
zero point and seems entirely overcome by that same (to it) antagonistic 
need. When a doctrinaire attitude, ensconced in what has become a 
rigid and dogmatically closed world view, considers itself to have 
arrived at the summit of wisdom and now employs all its sagacity in 
elaborating all thesublest ramifications of the finished conceptual 
system that it holds to be true-but equally, however, when a period 
that is carried away with youthful hope, a refOrming period, in its 
precipitate drive to give fonn, peoples the unknown land of anticipated 
truth with hitherto unimagined mental creations and strays into the 
boundless and the fantastic-then the reaction against such hyper
theorizing follows in natural sequence, and subsequent generations, 
cautiously assessing the evidence, will have to invest half of their efforts 
in the critical clearing out of overflowing Augean stalls. Then, to be 
sure, that excess is followed by a deficiency; a praiseworthy avoidance 
of doctrinaire illusions, an understandable fear of unreliable pseudo
theories, an entirely admirable feeling for the truth causes people to 
fall into the other extreme .... 5 

This naturalistic approach makes very clear, in negative form, what 
should be expected of a presentation of the historical 'proceedings' 
relative to .curiosity that aims at rational analysis. 

Our situation is not that of the beginning of the modern age, however 
distinguishable by "specific transactions" that beginning may be. Is 
the problem of making a beginning still our problem? Jiirgen Mit
te1strass has answered this question by giving his concept of" 'reflected' 
curiosity" a specifically heterogeneous function that I would ~e to 
characterize as that of an already iterated 'reflection': "What set the 

. modem age's curiosity in motion no longer needs-in its self
accelerated, immanendy propelled motion-rehabilitation and resti
tution of its primary energy; it has become indifferent to the new, as 
such, on account of its experience of the latter's inevitability, which 
may even constitute for it a burden to be endured, and instead it is 
all the more sensitive to the direction that belongs to the motion that 
is thus stimulated, sensitive to the question of where it is headed. 

In this situation, anyone at all who "defendS man's interest in what, 
so to speak, does not concern him" seems anachronistic-unless per
haps this were once again an act of defending theoretical curiosity in 
circumstances where it was supposed to interest itself only in material 
that did not run counter to powerful interests. Even in the categorization 
of theory as a derivative attitude subordinate to the radical of "care," 
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there is a possibility, if not a necessity" of requiring the mterest m 
theory to legitimate itself once again by demoristrating a contemporary 
and relevant, or even an authoritatively prescribed, "care" as its source. 
Scarcely a decade after theory, as mere gaping at what is 'present at 
hand,' had been, if not yet despised. still portrayed as a stale reca
pitulation of the content of living mvolvements, it was the greatness 
of the solitary, aged EdmWld HusserI, academically exiled and silenced, 
that he held fast to the resolution to engage in theory as the initial 
act of European humanity and as a corrective for its most terrible 
deviation, and that he required of it a rigorous consistency, which is 
still, or once again, felt to be objectionable. Hermann Liibbe has 
described as the characteristic mark. of this philosophizing, especially 
in the late works, the "rationalism of theory's interest in what is 
without mterest": "The existential problem of a scholar who in his 
old age was forbidden to set foot in the place where he carried on 
his research and teaching never shows through, and even the back of 
the official notice that informed him of thiS prohibition was covered 
by HusserI with philosophical notes. That is a case of 'carrying on' 
whose dignity equals that of the sentence, 'Noli turbare circulos meos' 
[Don't disturb my cireles]:'5.b 

The bearing of the concept of 'reflected' curiosity is on neither the 
propulsion of theoretical activity nor its resistance to commands that 
it halt or demonstrate its relevance; that is, the bearing is not on world 
orientation but on the orientation of the total process of the curiosity 
that is consciously formed out of its earlier naivete. Its expectation no 
longer relates to "the discovery of something entirely new· bl,lt rather 
to the now never ending question, what will come next."1 The self
conscious curiosity that, at the beginning of the modem age, at first 
turned against history as the epitome of the abrogation of reason and 
of pre<;>ccupation with prejudices and impenetrable reserves made its 
own history-as soon as it had one-a subject of inquiry, not by 
adopting a qualitatively new attitude but because it still possessed the 
:naive ubiquitousness that looks under every stone and over every 
fence, and consequently also into its own records. Reflection [Rqlexion] 
first arises as a"result of the resistance that an examination of the 
history of science as a supposedly linear process of accomplishment 
opposes to the naive assumption that it is an 'object' like any other. 
Reflection on where one actu~y finds oneself and on what should 
come next is a side effect of the 'encyclopedic' impulse and activity 
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that are aimed at taking stock., at still keeping control of what can no 
longer be surveyed and taken in all at once, putting it in usable form 
as an aVailable potential. Curiosity acquires its conservative compleIllent 
iI;t the encyclopedic program: It cannot tmderstand itself only as motion; 
it must also seek to grasp its topography, the boundaries that are no 
longer set for it by an external authority but that instead it itself 
desmbes by the totality of its findings. Diderot's article "Encyclopedie," 
written in 1755, marks the onset of reflection on the competition 
between the need to survey and assimilate-to take stock-and the 
need to orient further progress. For the organizer of the Encyclopidie 
the problematic of the use of time is clear: It is true that assimilation 
does not yet take longer than the duration of the validity of what is 
assimilated, but the fundamental encyclopedic ideas of universal ac
cessibility and of replicability through organization become, at least, 
questionable. On the one hand, Diderot is confident that future gen
erations will be able to construct a better encyclopedia on the basis 
of his; but on the other hand, he emphasizes the special circumstances 
that have made this particular work possible, and thus the uncertainty 
whether comparable conditions will be present in the future. The 
balance of these considerations reads as follows: "L'Encyclopedie peut 
aisement s'amdiorer; elle peut aussi aisement se deteriorer" [The 
Encyclopedia can easily be improved; it can just as easily deteriorate], 

The initial success of theoretical curiosity in the modern age would 
have been inconceivable without the transition from 'naive' to 'self
conscious' curiosity. The latter had not only emerged through its com
petition with the concern for salvation and its argument with the 
transcendent reservation [of realms of knowledge]; once people had 
presumed to peek behind the back cloth ['behind the scenes'] of creation, 
it had. also been able to translate the results, as confirmations of its 
suspicions as well as of its right to wltaE-was withheld, into-the energy 
of the Plus ultra [Still further: Francis Bacon]. This dYnamic of self
confirmation freed curiosity from the connotations of' a 'base instinct' 
that bound m~'s -attention to inessential and superficial matters, to 
prodigies, monstrosities-in fact, to curiosa ['curiosities']. But the very 
summing up of these confirming effects engendered a need that one 
could classifY, initially,·as 'topographical' 

The dilemma of the idea of the encylopedia makes it clear why 
'reflected' curiosity will find the dynamic set in motion by the self
conscious interest in knowledge objectionable: The expansion of the 
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horizon of known and understood reality could not be coordinated 
with the presence of what was already accessible within this hor4on. 
Diderot did indeed think of the perlection of the encyclopedia as an 
objective task for the future; he thought about what abilities the con
tributors would have to possess, what circumstances would be favorable;. 
but he did not consider the situation of the reader and: the way in 
which it would be altered by the universal quality of the work.. He 
would already have been able to say what we have to say today, that 
while we know more about the world than we ever did before, this 
"we" does not by any means mean "I." The "we" of this statement 
confronts the "I" only in the fonn of institutions-of encyclopedias, 
academies, universities. These represent higher-level agencies [Uber
subjekteJ that administer knowledge about reality in space and time 
and organize its growth. The disproportion between what has been 
achieved in the way of theoretical insight into reality and what· can 
be transmitted to the individual for his use in orienting himself in his 
world is disconcertingly unpreventable. But the intensity of the process 
becomes critical in regard to not only the relation between the objective 
stock of knowledge and its translatability into subjective orientation 
but also the stability of that stock itself in view of the fact that in the 
succession of generations of knowledge, the length of the 'half-life' of 
each, on its way to obsolescence, has already dropped to less than a 
decade. The phrase "in possession of the truth" [Wahrheitsbesitz)-no 
matter how one defines truth epistemolOgically-is no longer capable 
of nonironical employment. Even if, forgoing the use of the classical 
term, one speaks of the encyclopedic postulate of possessing the greatest 
possible stock. of information, still the accelerating rate at which that 
information decays means that the individual is compelled to acquire 
a capacity for provisional relations with it, for transitory reliance on 
it, within the duration of his individual lifetime. It is easy to imagine 
this disappointment with the stability of scientific knowledge pushing 
people toward modes of 'having' theoretical propositions that seem 
less unstable and less taxing because they are hardly falsifiable. 

This' phenomenon of the acceleration of the theoretical process can 
no longer be explained by reference to the hyperfunctioning of a 
theoretical curiosity that organized itself around the recovery of the 
right. to unrestricted expansion. Undoubtedly there exists somewhere 
in the course of the progressive consolidation of this structured process 
a point at which the possibility of the intervention of exogenous, 'life-

·1 
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worldly,' historical motivations narrows and finally disappears and 
after which one has to say that in relation to what comes about as 
science, and to what scientists do, theoretical curiosity is now only a 
secondary factor. However much it may still detennine the genesis 
of a choice of profession, it has correspondingly little effect on the 
objective state and the availability to the individual of the structured 
process in reality. This also-the lad~ of room for individual motivation, 
for an authentic initiative-is involved in our uneasiness with regard 
to science. 

of course it will not be possible to determine the exact point in 
time up to which, while an individual might not have been able to 
assimilate the totality of the truths accessible at the time-that limiting 
case has probably always been unattainable-still, enough could be 
attained in one lifetime that the individual could impute to himself a 
substantial share in what was known of reality and what seemed in 
any way necessary for its comprehension. It is only on this assumption, 
that the truth in its totality was at the disposition of the individual, 
that the ancient association of eudemonia with theory, as its precon
dition, could be held on to and even renewed. For when the program 
of a science safeguarded by method was projected in the early modern 
age, this elementary assumption was renewed. The reality in which 
man, both as individual and as society, lived was supposed to remain 
identical with the reality that theoretical knowledge was to open up 
and make perspicuous for human action. Otherwise ~es could 
not have promised the definitive morality as the. consequence of the 
perfection of physics. 

The definitive morality, which as the epitome of materially adequate 
behavior was supposed to guarantee human happiness, remained 
bound to the continuing presence of the perfected theory for practice 
because the behavioral norm in each case emerged from personal 
insight into the structure of reality. But almost simultaneously, in 
Francis Bacon, a concept of human happiness appeared that separated 
theory from existential fulfi.llinent by reducing the necessary knowledge 
to the amount fixed by the requirements of d9mination over natural 
reality, The recovery of paradise was not supposed to yield a transparent 
and familiar reality but only a tamed and obedient one. For this 
equivalent of a magic attitude to reality, the individual no longer 
needed to understand himself in his relation to reality; instead it was 
sufficient if the combination of everyone's theoretical accomplishments 
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guaranteed a state of stable dominatioI) over this reality, a state of 
which the individual could be a beneficiary even Without having insight 
into the totality of its conditions. The subject of theory and the subject 
of the successful life no longer needed to be identical. This appears 
as relief from a demand that was immediately to become unfulfillable, 
even before the incongxuence between theoretical objectivity and in
dividual competence had become foreseeable. 

Here it has already become in principle possible and permissible 
for scientific knowledge to be an instrument of specialists, a reserve 
administered by initiates, institutionalized not as sOInething one can 
possess but rather as an available potential. Theoretical curiosity serves 
only to guarantee that in spite of the impediments to it, the cognitive 
process gets lUlder way and is pressed forward; but the vindication 
of its self-assertion is not accomplished by the mere fact that the 
overstepping of the boundaries of the known world, which it dares 
for the first time, does enable it to discover new worlds but only by 
a demonstration of the real usefulness of knowledge as a source of 
capability. This is the explanation for the delay that intervened before 
Bacon's theory of theory enjoyed real success. His ulterior magical 
conception - that a world that was created by the word must also be 
one that can be dominated by the word, that to be in paradise means 
to. know the names of things - had to be forgotten. This is not ,the 
context in which, for instance, Montesquieu speaks of the curiosity 
that is inherent in all men in his address to the Academie (near the 
beginning of th~ eighteenth century) on the motives to encourage 
people to pursue the sciences: that curiosity, he says, has never been 
so well vindicated as in the present age, in which one daily hears it 
said that the limits of man's knowledge are being in£nitely expanded 
and that the savants themselves are so amazed at what they know 
that sometimes they doubt the' reality of their successes.,8 

To understand the process of the legitimation of theoretical curiosity 
as a basic feature of the history of the beginning of the modern age 
certainly does not mean to make curiosity into the 'destiny' of history, 
or one 'of its absolute values. The legitimacy of the modern age is not 
the legitimation of its specific constituent elements under all possible 
circumstances. It is possible' that Socrates was in the right when, as 
Cicero says, for the first time he brought philosophy down from the 
heavens, settled it in the cities. introduced it into people's homes, and 
forced it to investigate life, manners, and nonns ofbehavior.9 But one 
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must also see what this Socratic turning became once it ceased to be 
understood as making man the subject of inquiry and was interpreted 
instead as the theological reservation of other subjects to divine sov
ereignty and was accordingly placed in Socrates's mouth as the ab~ 
breviated motto, Q..uae supra nos, nihil ad nos [What is above us is nothing 
to us]. 10 The rehabilitation of theoretical curiosity is justified in the 
first instance only as the rejection of discrimination against it, of a 
resoiction of its legitimacy that had only initially been grounded on 
concern for the salvation of the one who was thus constrained. Despite 
the fact that the connection between theory and eudemonia that was 
established in antiquity was involved in the process of the emancipation 
of curiosity at the beginning of the modern age, the question whether 
man in fact achieved happiness too in exercising the rights that he 
had thus recovered has no bearing on the establishment of the legit
imacy of his pretension: Fro~ the perspective of a pure eudemonism, 
resoictions on human incli:ciations, based on any principle whatever, 
are incompatible with the motivation that is proper to the desire for 
happiness; that fact defines the burden of proof that has to be met 
in just.ifYing restrictive reservations. The Socratic question whether 
man's interest in himself does not require neglect of his interest in 
nature does provide a fonn of argument for the discrimination against 
curiosity but is not characteristic of the state of affairs at the close of 
the Middle Ages, which was the determining factor in the fonnation 
of the new pretension. The balance sheet of theoretical curiosity in 
general is not predetermined by its legitimacy in the modem age. 
Still, the latter does provide food for thought that is relevant to the 
former, as is proper for a piece of philosophical reflection. 

Translator's Notes 

a. " 'Reflektierte' Neugierde." Like our "reflect," r4/ektieren conveys the ideas of considering 
and of "reflecting on" something, but in addition it carries a dearer suggestion than our term 
does of <reflexiveness,' of the possibility of considering at: reB.ecting on one's own actions and 
inclinations as one's own.' and thus of se1f-consciousness" 

b. A remark reportedly made by Archimedes to Roman soldiers who, after conquering his 
city, Syracuse, were on the point of killing him. 
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The Retraction of the Socratic 
Tlll".Iling 

The light in which the landscape and things that surrounded the life 
of the Greeks stood. gave to everything a clarity and (in terms of optics 
alone) unquestionable presence that left room for doubt regarding the 
accessibility of nature to man only late and only as a result of thought's 
experience .with itself. This nature exists essentially 'of itself,' and it 
is essentially true 'of itsel£' Such a naturalness of truth can immediately 
be combined with the conception that understands the world as a 
cosmos and interprets man's theoretical relation to reality teleologically, 
as a piece of this order, by explaining man's capacity for knowledge 
as something corresponding to a 'characteristic' of things, namely, 
their intelligibility. 

The cognitive relation was therefore already interpreted early on, 
by the Presocratics, as the realization of an elementaiaffinity between 
the substance of the objects and that of man's organs of perception 
and knowledge. That a thing can only be represented "by its like" 
still finds in Aristotle's doctrine of the soul an admittedly P'lore abstract 
but materially identical formulation in the· proposition that "the soul 
is, potentially, everything in existence." Internal homogeneity and 
external intensity of light allow the soul and its objects to belong to 
one world, in whose all-around appropriateness there cannot be such 
things as the too small and the too large, the hidden and the" withheld, 
and in which existential fulfillment is guaranteed if what is planned 
to go together does come together. Accordingly, man is seen, down 
to the Stoics, as the world's observer, at rest at the point from which 
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all of its objects are accessible, objects of which he experiences both 
the truth and the enjoyment. The .'theoretical attitude' is not recog
nizable as a basic decision, such as was projected by HusserI into the 
beginning of the European tradition-not as a voluntaristic act of . 
foundation that grasps one possibility to the exclusion of others. Reality 
itself[die Sache selbstloffers itself and by its mere presence compels the 
inquiring intelligence along its path; and this basic idea justifies in
terpreting the history of inquiry and thought as a couse aimed at 
sifting out the truth, as Aristode undertakes to do with his philosophical 
predecessors, in whose formulas he sees the plan-won from the truth 
itself, though admittedly still obscure-of his own consummation of 
the tradition. 1 When, in the lapidary initial sentence of the Metaphysics, 
Aristode formulates the point of departure and the justification of 
philosophy in the proposition that "all men, by their nature, strive 
for knowledge," one could see in this an already one-sidedly accen
tuated, narrow, and potentially problematical comprehension of that 
basic situation, to which there would have to stand in strict symmetry 
the formula that everything in existence 'strives' from its nature to 
be known. So as to indicate what has happened in the history that 
we are discussing here, let me introduce a remark of Goethe that 
accurately states the resignation that accompanies the reverse of this 
basic experience: "If God's concern had been that men should live 
and act in the truth, then He would have had to arrange matters 
differently."2 

Into the arcadian picture of this initial situation-which we have 
inferred in the manner of linguistics as an unverifiable root form
features must now admittedly be introduced on which later darkenmgs 
and doubts are founded. Philosophy originates with the discovery of 
the hiatus between appearance and existence, perception and thought, 
and already in Heraclitus and Pannenides it divides. men into those 
who unreflectingly submit to appearance and perception and those 
who penetrate to the authentic truth behind these, who do not even 
gain access to the truth by their own powers but rather require initiation, 
as though into a mystery. The religious aspect appears here already 
as a potential restriction on the immanent self-evidence of theory and 
thus as a reservation against the self-realization of a fulfilled existence 
in the world, a reservation that in the last analysis terminates in the 
displacement of the possible unity of truth possession and happiness 
into a 'next-worldly' state, a displacement that will be carried out by 

i 
I 
I 
I 

I 

! 
! 

.j 

I 
! 
J 

I 

I 
l 
I 

:1 ., 
t 
I 
I 
! 

··1 
J .;; 



245 
-Chapter 1 

Christianity. Bound up with the weight of this religious reservation is 
a revaluation of theoretical activity: While in the assumed initial situation 
a certain intellectual quietism -letting the truth 'come to one' -was 
implied, with this reservation the energetic desire for knowledge really 
becomes for the first time not only a superfluous but also a blasphemous 
industriousness, in which man disturbs the teleology and economy of 
his lot and fails to behave trustingly as a member of a cosmos in 
which he is provided for. 

Already at this early stage the attempt, so to speak, to bring -the 
world of the heavenly bodies (seen as possessing the quality of divinity) 
down to the scale of human knowledge played a special role that is 
very characteristic for our tradition. Here man reached for the highest 
and therefore the 'critical' object of his world and his theoretical ca
pability. Philosophy emancipated itself from the mythical relation to 
the world precisely by making observation of the heavens into the 
exemplary exercise of man's vocation for theory. Here the basic or 
initial situation shows through once again when the assertion (no doubt 
intended as justificatory) could be ascribed to Theophrastus that phi
losophy did not search out and choose this object among others but, 
on the contrary, the beauty of the object itself first awakened the 
philosophical appetite for knowledge.8 The transfer of the motivation 
of the cognitive drive outward, into the pressing character of the given 
itself, which occurs particularly in the derivation of philosophy from 
man's amazement at and admiration of the world, takes on a justifYing 
function: The immediacy of the perception of the divine-which 
seemed to be disturbed by theory's unilateral laying hold of the phe
nomena -is converted into the indirect fonn, mediated by physical 
knowledge, of the more or less developed proof of the divinity standing 
behind appearances. The first philosopher to live in Athens, Anaxa
goras, could be accused of impiety because he had maintained that 
the sun was a glowing mass; and even if this accusation was only an 
explicit fonnula for the demythologizing of philosophy that he defin
itively carried out; it was nevertheless certainly not accidental that it 
became the central charge against him. Perhaps the anecdote about 
Thales that Plato hands down~ also has a similar background; the 
laughter of the Thracian maid over the philosopher who fell in the 
well while sauntering and observing the stars may represent not only 
the malicious pleasure of the unfree in observing the consequences 
of idleness, but also an understanding of the revenge taken by her 
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tellurian gods on the Milesian who devoted his attention entirely to 
the stars. In the patristic polemics, the gaze upward is still contraSted, 
as the one capable of transcendence, to the downward gaze of the 
heathens, who are in the power of material idols. But the Thracian 
maid's ridicule of the protophilosopher Thales also hin~ at a further 
motif, which was to reappear in the course of the process through 
which the theoretical attitude became questionable: the conflict between 
the distant and the nearby, between that which has no immediate 
effect in life and the daily duties of a citizen in a community. He 
knows his way about the heavens, but he does not see what lies before 
his feet, sneers the slave girl. Especially the Roman reception of the 
Greek ideal of contemplative leisure will bring out this conflict of 
interests and thus prepare a pattern that was to be taken up by the 
patristic literature when the latter put the necessity of salvation, and 
the resultant economy of all human' efforts, in the place' of political 
urgencies. 

The central figure around whom this discussion unfolds, and to 
whose name it was to remain attached, is Socrates. The primacy that 
he gave to rilan's self-knowledge draws after it the question whether 
the natural philosophy ofhis predecessors is disqualified as a distraction 
of attention from what is essential or whether 'knowledge of nature 
must be coordinated with that primacy of the knowledge of the human, 
as the precondition of man's integrating himself into the cosmos. In 
Xenophon's account of Socrates's trial, Socrates is said to have clearly 
separated the human! ethical from the cosmological/theological themes. 
Decisions that relate to what is uncertain and unknowable require the 
help of mantic power, the questioning of an oracle; but it would be 
foolish to' question the oracle in matters for the judgment of which 
the gods had given man a capacity of his own. "Likewise he considers 
it impermissible to ask the gods about things that one could know if 
one only took the trouble to measure, to count, or to weigh." 

What sounds to US today like a justification of quant:ifYing natural 
science is here related exclusively, however, to the ponderabilities of 
practical life. 5 Everything else that had become the object of philo
sophical interest since the Ionian school was now to be excluded. "He 
did not even have the habit, like most of them, of talking abut the 
nature of the universe, or of discussing how the 'cosmos' (so-called 
by the philosophers) had come into being, and fr:om what causes the 
various phenomena in the heavens came about, but rather actually 
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declared those to be fools who concerned themselves with such things. 
He asked these people whether they believed that they already under
stood human affairs so well that they could turn to such investigations, 
or whether they considered it acceptable to dismiss human matters 
and inquire into superhuman ones instead. He was amazed at their 
failure to understand that it was quite impossible for men to fathom 
such matters."6 According to this account, Socrates then pointed to 
the contradictions between the philosophical schools in questions re
garding nonhuman nature-a mode of argument later to be char
acteristic of the theoretical resignation of Hellenism. 

Still.more important is the consideration closing this chapter, which 
. appeals to the criterion of the applicability of theoretical insights: "He 

who studies human matters thinks after all that he will be able to 
apply what he learns for his own use and for the use of other men. 
On the other hand, it does not even occur to those who investigate 
divine matters to expect to derive any application of their knowledge 
of the causes of winds, waters, weather, and all that sort of thing, but 
they are satisfied merely to investigate their origins." The catalog of 
the human matters of which Socrates is said to have treated in his 
conversations includes piety and impiety, beauty and ugliness, justice 
and injustice, virtue and foolishness, bravery and cowardice, the polis 
and the politician, government and the technique of governing, in 
other words, everything that makes up the difference between the 
excellent and the unfree. 1 All knowledge is justified only by the gauge 
that it supplies for action, and the worthiness of the objects of theory 
to be known is determined accordingly. 

The authority of this Socrates is appealed to by the Cyrenaics, who 
"abstained from inquiry into nature because of the obvious unintel
ligibility of the object, but occupied themselves with logic because of 
the usefulness springing from it,"8 and the Cynics, who discarded logic 
and all other traditional disciplines along with physics in order to 
concentrate on control over themselves.9 The formulation that Cicero 
gave to this picture of Socrates, according to which he "was the first 
to call philosophy down from the heavens, to make it at home in the 
aties, to introduce it into people's homes and to require it to investigate 
life, customs, and the difference between good and evil," was also 
distinctive in that it cited among the Presocratic objects rejected by 
Socrates not only the questions of natural philosophy in the narrower 
sense-that is, those regarding the origin and construction of the 
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cosmos-but also the purely quantitative d~ents of phoronomic 
astronomy: siderum magnitudines, mtervaUa. cursus [the sizes of, distances 
between, and paths of heavenly bodiesl On account of the great 
influence that Cicero's formulas were to have, special attention must 
be drawn to this broadening of the Socratic exclusion. , 

The inconsistencies of the picture of Socrates conveyed to us in the 
various sources are not what we want to discuss here. But nevertheless 
it may well be assumed that they are due to stylizations of a mature 
figure who was to be made exemplary for posterity-stylizations in 
which Socrates's own past was dissolved into variously aq:entuated 
contrasting positions. Xenophon's Socrates, with his exclusion of the 
knowledge of nature from a philosophy concerned solely with human 
matters, represents the overcoming of Socrates's point of departure 
in the philosophy of Anaxagoras, whose student he had been and 
whose interest in natural philosophy was still ascribed to Socrates and 
ridiculed in Aristophanes's Clouds, which-produced in the year 423 
B.C. -presents a picture of the philosopher that antedates the Platonic 
picture of the last years of his life by a quarter of a century.lO In 
Plato's Apology alio, Socrates does allude to earlier slanders and ac
cusations directed agianst him, which had related to the impiety of 
his being occupied with the meteora [atmospheric and astronomical 
phenomenal and with what might lie under the earth. In the same 
passage, however, still another element of the Socratic past comes to 
light in the reproach that Socrates knew how "to make the weaker 
argument into the stronger." This points to Socrates's opposition 
(pushed into the foreground by Plato) to Sophism, to which in his 
youth he doubdess stood closer than can be admitted at the beginning 
of the Apology, which is directed against every kind of rhetoric. In any 
case even the Platonic Socrates still commands the whole range of the 
dialectical and rhetorical triCks that were lllarketedby the Sophists. 
For Plato the anti-Sophistic role of his Socrates dominates the scene 
so much that he could consciously ~andon the rejection of natural 
philosophy as early as the Phaedo, when he made Socrates into the 
transmitter of a natural-philosophical total myth whose presentation 
seems to substantiate the reproach, rejected in the Apology, that he 
had done, wrong by engaging in unnecessary inquiry into the things 
under the earth and in the heavens - a reproach to which Socrates 
had replied there that he had taken no part whatsoever in this variety 
of the interests imputed to him. II 
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There is thus not only an inconsistency between Xenophon and 
Plato but also within the Platonic picture of Socrates, which incidentally 
Diogenes Laertius already noticed: "It looks to me as though Socrates 
also made the knowledge of nature an object of his discussions. He 
did after all go into. explanations of providence, according to Xeno
phon's testimony, although the same Xenophon insists that his dis
cussions were concerned only with ethics. The situation with Plato is 
similar. In the Apology he mentions Anaxagoras and other philosophers 
of nature, of whom Socrates claims to know nothing. But in spite of 
this, when he expresses himself on <natmal philosophy, he puts it all 
in Socrates's mouth."12 One will have to relate this additional interest 
(in natural philosophy) to an earlier phase in Socrates's life and thought 
in order to do justice to both of the close witnesses. The doctrine that 
is cited in order to justify attributing this interest to him, .that of the 
providence of nature on man's behalf. which Diogenes of Appolonia 
seems to have been the first to formulate in connection with Anax
agoras's concept of God and in opposition to the Ionian natural phi
losophy, could have operated in Socrates's intellectual biography 
precisely in the direction of establishing ,the superfluousness of interest 
in the riddles of nature. This integral combination of a metaphysical 
dogma with a physical skepticism or indifference will indeed dem
onstrate its usefulness in Hellenism and in the patristic literature as 
well because it is precisely an anthropocentric teleology of nature that 
deprives man of the basis on which to argue that he needs to secure 
himself against nature, or at least against fear of its spectacular phe
nomena, . by means of inquiry into them. The modern age, on the 
other hand, will attack this teleological :element so violendy precisely 
because it will see in it an inadmissible and false assurance about 
nature that paciftes and weakens man's claim to knowledge. Whether 
Socrates was "the real founder of teleology in reflection upon the 
world" (K. Praechter) or only the recipient of ideas from Diogenes of 
Appolonia (W. Theiler) is not crucial for this function-which at any 
rate first became recognizable in connection with him-of what was 
later so important an element in the tradition and the epochal break. 

Diogenes Laertius's other argument, based on Plato, for the as
sumption of a Socrates who philosophized about nature-the argwnent 
from the difference between the Apology and Plato's later dialogues
is also hardly sound, but it does lead to an essential connection: That 
which, as natural science, had been recognized as just as impossible 
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as it is unnecessary can be perfectly legitimate and sensible if it is 
given a different fonn of authority and relevance to what is humanly 
essential as a myth functioning in the context of ethics. 

This becomes evident in the very same Platonic dialogue that Di
ogenes Laertius no doubt had especially in mind when he speaks .of 
the natural philosophy conferred on Socrates by Plato: :the Phaedo. In 
this last instruction session, Socrates tells his students once again that 
in his youth he had been eager above all for the sort of wisdom that 
people call natural history. He had been concerned more than anything 
else with knowing the causes of things, of their coming into being, 
persistence, and ceasing to be, and he had devoted all of his energy 
to these questions. IS But finally he had come to understand that he 
was as unsuited for this sort of investigation as he could conceivably 
have been, in fact that in a peculiar way he was blinded by it to things 
that he had earlier found quite obvious and immediately intelligible. 
Socrates then depicts his experience with Anaxagoras's world reason, 
which he takes to imply a universally teleological way of seeing things. 
However, his expectations were bitterly disappointed in his pursuit of 
Anaxagoras's theory of nature, which was unable to derive from this 
principle any advantage at all in explaining the construction of the 
world. Disappointment with the explanatory performance of natural 
philosophy explains his withdrawal, indeed flight, into the realm of 
concepts, so as to contemplate in them the truth .of things. 14 The 
subsequent discussion gives an example of the efficacy of the use of 
abstract concepts and their application to the problem of immortality; 
that is, it justifies logic by demonstrating its human significance. But 
with the assurance of immortality a secondary question comes up, 
which can no longer be dealt with by rational means, namely, the 
question of the fate of the soul after death. The topography of the 
soul's travel and introduction to Hades now requires-just as it did 
much later in the case of Dante-that a whole cosmology be unrolled. 
Socrates grasps this scanty point of departure with an enthusiasm that 
only shortly before he had regarded as the youthful misplacement of 
his philosophical interest There are many and wonderful regions of 
the earth, and these in general are differently constituted than is 
thought by those who make a habit of talking about them. 15 There 
follows the well-known imaginary world picture, whose whole function 
consists in being able to strengthen the hope of a virtuous soul for a 
fair reward in the end. Socrates explicidy admits that it would not be 
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becoming to a reasonable man to assert seriously the reality of every
thing he relates there; it is not at all a matter of the correctness of 
the assertions but rather of being able to risk belief in a particular 
appropriate fate of the soul; and to take this risk is noble. One must 
therefore recite to oneself some such myth as the one he had contrived, 
and even swear to it.'6 

Here we have in a few words the entire justification for the fact 
that the Platonic Socrates, who had renounced all natural science, 
nevertheless in his last hour in prison expounds precisely a piece of 
<natural philosophy' - the mythical brackets, inhibition of the assertive 
character. exclusion of the theoretical will, and functional coordination 
with man's ethical self-fortification justifY this in a new way. 

The readily employed schema of the duality of <Mythos and Logos' 
does not suffice to comprehend adequately this change in the function 
of observation of nature. The myth serves hope. The theoretical ele
ments of probability, of which it too has need, are properly employed 
in order to answer-or to place within the horizon of answerability
questions that under the strict claim to knowledge would not be an
swerable. In the myth of the judgment of the dead that is presented 
in Plato's Gorgias, Socrates says that what may seem to Callicles to be 
a myth nevertheless counts for him as a 'logos'J1-understandably, 
since this myth is even more narrowly and precisely oriented toward 
the fundamental question of ultimate justice and thus of the rationality 
of moral action. It wards off the failure of the attempt to inquire after 
a historically immanent justice-in view precisely of Socrates's own 
fate. But even here the myth is not really a logos. Socrates does not 
obscure- this differentiation: We could scorn the myth if we could really 
find the better and truer solution that we seek and in exchange for 
which we would be willing to give it Up.18 The floating, uncategorical, 
almost poetical form of assertion that is characteristic of myth is the 
vehicle by means of which, after Socrates's great turning toward logic 
and ethics, the philosophy of nature returns to philosophical thought, 
widely visible and with lasting influence in the demiurge myth of the 
Timaeus. 

This. mythical cosmology also has a consistendy Socratic fimction 
within the planned trilogy of dialogues, namely, that of preparing for 
the exemplary prehistory of Athens, to be presented in the second 
dialogue, the Critias. Accordingly allusion is made at the beginning of 
the Timaeus to the discussions held on the previous day, in which 
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Socrates had sketched the picture of an ideal ~tate. Consequendy the 
real theme of the myth of the demiurge is mediation between the 
ideal and the real cosmos by the world's master builder. the archetypical 
original process, on the basis of which the translation of the ideal state 
into the real polis of Athens can also be pursued. Just as the real 
world of our perception stands before us as, so to spettk, perceptual 
proof of the realizability of the ideal. so the history. of the Athenian 
state should be taken as demonstrating the realizability of the ideal 
state that was developed earlier and briefly sketched once again at 
the beginning of the dialogue. Here again the myth's probability is 
sufficient, allowing (indeed) that it may have been different, but not 
that it may have been different in kind. Both pretension and resignation 
are operative here: pretension to what it is essential for man to know 
of nature, resignation regarding what develops entirely within the 
immanent dynamics of questioning. For those who ~e recipients of 
such an evident myth, it is obligatory not to investigate beyond it. 19 

The positive side of this is that when one holds a piece of scientific 
knowledge to be quite true, beneficial to the state, and thoroughly 
agreeable to divinity. then there is no other possibility than to let it 
be knOwn.20 

Thus consistency with Socrates's self-criticism regarding his past 
inquiries into nature is maintained by Plato in an entirely unexpected 
roundabout fashion. It is a separate question whether the original 
function of such an extensive construction as the cosmogenic myth 
endures in the tradition or whether, even before any misunderstandings, 
there enters in a process of separation from and defunctionalization 
of the whole. This question affects the tradition of the Timaeus all the 
more because over many centuries it served to isolate a relatively 
small piece of the history of the world's production and thus (even 
just literarily) made the functional context unrecognizable. Thus the 
history of its influence contributed hardly anything to the problem of 
the legitimacy of interest in knowledge of nature. 

However, the recurrence of interest in the cosmos in the Platonic 
picture of Socrates can also be derived from the other aspect of his 
overcoming of his own biography: the counterposition to Sophism. 
The Socratic formula of the identity of wisdom and morality, ofknowl
edge and virtue, can b~ understood as the overcoming of Sophism by 
its own means. The freeing of knowledge from its pragmatic· em
ployment in the service of political interests, the recovery of its im-
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manent significance, gives to action a norm that is independent of 
partial ends. But this means that the objectivity of theory cannot be 
regulated primarily through the selection of an interest, which seeks 
only to procure justifications and techniques for its success. On the 
contrary, it must seek to grasp the universal order whose maintenance 
alone guarantees to human action that it draws after it eudemonia as 
the confirmation of its correctness. The appropriateness that governs . 
action as its norm can no longer be ddfined· as the pragmatic coor
dination of the means to particular occasional ends but rather as the 
subordination of all ends and means to the single highest end of man, 
that of achieving and maintaining his well-being witlrin the cosmos. 

Thus 'nature' as a theme recurs in the requirement of man's self
knowledge,' which is never the self-knowledge of an individual sub
jectivity but rather the knowledge of an essential nature and its naturally 
prescribed needs, even before the choice of particular existential ends. 
But this human nature is not yet-for the Greek -the singular defi
niteness of a subject standing over against the world and objectivizing 
it as the field of its risky or conditional self-realization; it is rather an 
element and constitutive part of the cosmos itsel£ Self-knowledge does 
indeed appear until deep into the Christian epoch as an alternative 
to knowledge of the world, and as a condition of securing one's personal 
salvation, but nevertheless always, to judge from the logic of the rules 
that are derived. from this imperative, in such a way that only the 
world in its pregiven order of essences can give particulars regarding 
what is appropriate or inappropriate to this self, what will fulfill or 
fail to fulfill its· position in the order. Knowledge of the cosmos is 
implicated in the postulate of self-knowledge. 

In the Phaedo the investigation of the logoi that followed upon res
ignation from hopes of knowledge of nature turns into an argument 
for immortality that understands the evidence of logical. mathematical, 
and ethical knowledge as a state of certainty foreign to the conditions 
of the world of appearance and deriving from preexistent anamnesis. 
Anamnesis explains how man can 'learn, ~ how he grasps the necessary 
connections in given states of affairs and thus is able to confirm the 
intelligibility of his though,t and his concepts amid the agitated variety 
of appearances: He carries in himself the dowry of the Ideas according 
to which everything that confronts him is constituted. The Platonic 
doctrine of the Ideas very rapidly lost its original limitation to concepts 
having force in logic and ethics and broadened the sphere of Ideas 
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into the world of the original images of everything in existence. But 
in the process it divested the cosmos of the foreignness and sheer 
externality that had driven the young Socrates to resignation from 
the useless effort of trying to comprehend nature. 

The unfolding of the Platonic doctrine of Ideas no longer allows 
one to continue to draw an essential distinction between what essentially 
concerns man and what in the guise of nature appears only to stimulate 
his curiosity: When the agent conforms to the normative Ideas of the 
moral virtues, in reality he only integrates himself into the universal 
obedience in which nature-as the sum total of images-stands to its 
origmals. The doctrine of Ideas not only explains man's learning and 
inquiry as turning to the truth possession already latent within him; 
it also legitimates them as the exhaustion of a potential that would 
otheIWise remain untouched. Even if anamnesis may only have had 
the character of an episodic, quasi-mythical expedient in Plato's 
thought, still the foundation of the visible world in the world ofIdeas, 
which remains, cannot be easily reconciled with the Socratic position's 
exclusion of cosmological theory. 

Seen in retrospect, ~om the point of view of the Platonic doctrine 
of Ideas, Socrates's recommendation that philosophy restrict itself to 
logic and ethics appears after all as a transformation of Sophism, which 

, had relativized the universe of existing things to man's purposes and 
to the benefit that his will to live could derive from them. In contrast 
to this, anamnesis made man's cognitive drive a piece of the much 
more narrowly intended Socratic postulate that man should concern 
himself only with his own affairs. 

It is quite consistent that Plato also provides an explicit legitimation 
for man's extreme claim to knowledge-his interest in the starry 
heavens-in the myth of the demiurge. He has the world fabricator 
produce the human soul from the material left over from the making 
of the world soul and thus, through its kinship with the substance of 
the world soul, guarantee it universal access to knowledge.21 Down to 
the ,pedantic point of having the number of human souls correspond 
to the number of stars, the myth carries out the basic idea that Aristode, 
by both the first sentence of his Metaphysics regarding the naturalness 
of the appetite for knowledge and the fundamental principle of his 
psychology that "the soul is, potentially, everything in existence," was 
simultaneously to formulate abstractly and to withdraw from any 
further foundation. So the ideal of theory that was shaped for our 
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tradition by the ancient world first became formulable, precisely in 
its foundation on the nature of man and in its relation to fulfilling 
eudemonia, only in the countermove against the Socratic reservation. 

At the beginning of the Metaphysics, Aristode detaches the human 
striving for knowledge from coordination with self-knowledge and 
moral action. Man's essential nattlre justifies itself simply by being 
realized and has no need of relation to any other existential purpose. 
The naturalness of the cognitive drive is read direcdy from man's 
relation to the perceptual world, from the delight he takes in his access 
to it through the senses.22 Something so natural and essentially ap-

. propriate is not grotmded merely in the circumstances and needs of 
human life. The order of the senses themselves confirms this by the 
preeminence of sight, which stands closest to knowledge· because it 
conveys the greatest number of differences between things. But the 
history of the human conduct of life also proves the essential superiority 
of purposeless knowledge, of knowledge unrelated to needs: If men 
have turned to philosophy so as to escape their ignorance, then they 
evidendy sought knowledge for its own sake and not for its practical 
usefulness. "And this is confirmed by the facts; for it was when almost 
all the necessities of life and the things that make for comfort and 
recreation had been secured, that such knowledge began to be sought. 
Evidendy then we do not seek it for the sake of any other advantage; 
but as the man is free, we say, who exists for his own sake and not 
for another's, so we pursue this as the only free sqence, for it alone 
exists for its own sake. "23 Here the essential appropriateness of pure 
knowledge is related to the freedom of man, who exists for his own 
sake and whose self-realization is his only end. In a very subde way, 
the principle of the likeness of the knowing subject and the known 
object comes into force once more. 

But this autonomous significance of theory immediately falls under 
the suspicion that in it man goes beyond what is appropriate to his 
nature and thus invades the essential reserve of the divine. Aristotle 
at once takes up the question: "Hence also the possession of [such 
knowledge] might be justly regarded as beyond human power; for in 
many ways human nature is in bondage, so that according to Simonides, 
'God alone can have this privilege,' and it is unfitting that man should 
not be content to seek the knowledge that is suited to him." The 
argument relieving this suspicion is derived from the experience of 
the human capacity for happiness through' pure knowledge: "If, then, 
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there is something in what the poets say, a.I?-d jealousy is natural to 
the divine power, it would probably occur ill this -case above all, and 
all who excelled in this knowledge would be unfortunate. But the 
divine power cannot be jealous (nay, according to the proverb, 'Bards 
tell many a lie'), nor should any other science be thought more h9n
orable than one of this sort. For the most divine science is also most 
honorable .... " But if this was correct, the conclusion also had to be 
drawn that the difficulties that man encounters in investigating nature, 
and in the face of which sOCrates had renounced such investigation, 
are not grounded in the subject matter but rather in man hlmself. 
although men have a sufficient natural instinct for what is true and 
can comprehend most of it. 24 

When_ Aristode says in another passage that a life of pure theory 
and thus of perfect happiness exceeds man's powers and is only made 
possible by the divine reason that inhabits man,25 then what this means 
is not the erection of a limit to human pretensions, which it is blasphemy 
to transgress-it does not propose a transgression of what is essentially 
appropriate-but rather, as the Greeks conceived of the divine, it is 
precisely a call to a self-deifying life, the possibility of which lies in 
human nature. Aristode again rejects the poets with their fiction of 
envious gods: 

-But we must not follow those who advise us, being men, to think of 
human things and, being mortal, of mortal things, but must. so far 
as we can, make ourselves immortal and strain every nerve to live in 
accordance with the best thing in us; for even if it be small in buTh., 
much more does it in power and worth surpass everything. This would 
seem. too. to be each man himself, since it is the authoritative and 
better part of him. It would be strange, then, if he were to choose 
not the life of his self but that of something else ...• That which is 
proper to each thing is by nature best and most pleasant for each 
thing; for man, therefore, the life according to reason is best and 
pleasantest, since reason more than anything else is man. This life 
therefore is also the happiest. 26 

Man's life is thus in principle capable of ful:fi.llinent in its essential 
pretension to knowledge, and the objectivity to which he has access 
exceeds neither his powers nor his finitude. 

A further consequence of this position is that in the later history of 
Aristotelianism, one man and his work., namely, Aristode himself, 
could be regarded as the complete determination of this claim and 
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realization of its possibility. The Scholastic authority of "the Philosopher" 
is preformed in the asSumptions of the system itsel£ 1 quote (out of 
sequence) the "commentator" on Aristotle who was to appear to Latin 
High Scholasticism as the authentic inte1preter of the system, the 
Islanric scholastic Averroes: "Aristotle's doctrine. is the highest truth, 
for his spirit was the perfection of the human spirit, and thus one 
rightly says of him that he was created and given to us by divine 
providence so that we should not remain ignorant of what can be 
knoWll."21 

A later reflection (falsely attributed to Aristotle but probably stem
ming from the first century A.D.) of the beginning of the Metaphysics 
is given by the markedly Stoicizing treatise On the Cosmos. the first 
chapter of which expresses with fine pathos the philosophical spirit's 
universal relation to the world and pretension to knowledge. Here 
philosophy again appears as a divine undertaking elevating man above 
himself when it rises to the contemplation of the world's totality and 
apprehends its truth, even where all other types of knowledge fail. 
For it, the investigation of the cosmos is simply its appropriate mode 
of self-realization. Although man cannot bodily leave the earth and 
penetrate the heavens so as to observe the holy regions there, still the 
soul with the help of philosophy under reason's guidance has found 
the path, has tireleSsly taken flight and brought together in thought 
what was separated in space, indeed has easily recognized what was 
related to itself and grasped the divine with its godlike eye and pro
claimed it to !llan. In spite of the unmistakable Stoic influences, the 
ascription of the treatise On the Cosmos to Aristotle has a core of jus
tification: The cosmological truth-pathosis a phenomenon of historical 
delay, an atte!llpted reaction against the disappointment and resig
nation, the imprint of which is recognizable in the various doctrinal 
schools of Hellenistic philosophy. j 

Even the Stoa is not free of it; though it was the first to make of 
the geocentric cosmology an anthropocentric diagram, in which man 
as the world's privileged observer directs,his gaze fro!ll the earth freely 
in all directions at the spectacle of the heavens, an element is taken 
up agaip. in this teleology that had already been a motive of Socrates's 
abandonment of the study of nature: the function of teleological trust 
as a way for man to reassure himself regarding the urgency of know 1-
edge of nature. The Stoic life ideal of apatheia [nonsuffering, dispassion] 
is based on this fundamental trust in nature and presupposes that the 
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basic Hellenistic question of what the world's events and the world 
itself lllean for man can validly be answered in' general, independendy 
of the solution of individual physical questions. Trust in the teleological 
background hypostatized as Pronoia [providence] and Logos [word, reason} 
makes possible indifference as a mode of behavior toward eve~g 
that impinges on man from outside. An apocryphal remark ascribed 
to Ptolemy characterizes the basic Hellenistic concern with being un
concerned in such a way as to subsume even the Stoa in this totality: 
Inter altos altior est qui non curat in cuius manu sit mundus [Among the 
profound, the profoundest is he who does not care in whose hand 
the world is].28 This multiply significant formula indicates what the 
Hellenistic attempts to unburden man metaphysically had in common 
and designates at the same time what, in the sense of the late term 
curWsitas," is superfluous concern, extending beyond what is possible 
and needful for man. 29 

The early Stoics already distinguished between 'wisdolll' as the 
knowledge of divine and human objects and 'philosophy' in the nar
rower sense of the acquisition of a competence that is one of the 
necessities of life. 30 Philosophy becomes a position prepared as a re
course against the uncertainty of theoretical success, an uncertainty 
that must not become palpable as a source' of disquiet for man. This 
is also systematized in the Stoic logic, which, by ascribing an assertory 
character to judgment, inserts a volitional element between the idea 
and the act of judgment and accordingly provides for a third logical 
quality, a refusal to decide-that is, either to assert or to deny-which 
it designates by the term epochi [literally: holding back]. This possibility 
of theoretical reserve delllarcates the 'interiority' of the subject as a 
sphere of pure disposition over oneself It is the initial attitude of the 
Stoic wise man, which he can only be provoked into leaving by the 
evidentness of an idea. The precipitancy of judgment, which is (so to 
speak) seduced by the cognitive drive, is theory's original sin, the 
anticipation of reason by the will, which produces an impotent surrender 
to the reality with which one is confronted. Accordingly appropriateness 
of judgment is what life gains from logic, the science of "when one 
lllay assent and when not,"S! which makes the wise man unhurried 
in judgment 

The same orientation is evident in the Stoic grammar with its doctrine 
of predicates that possess no assertory character, the doctrine of mo
dalities with its <weak' intensities of judgment, and the doctrine of 
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inference with its special cultivation (which was important for the 
history oflogid of the topic of hypothetical inference. The real interest 
operative in the Stoic logic is not in securing formal methods of proof 
but rather in exploring the scope of a theoretical 'quietism' that lies 
between abstention from and certainty of judgment, a region in which 
human insecurity and alarm are most apt to originate. The dogmatic 
impression conveyed by Stoic philosophy is superficial; itS materialism. 
and empiricism are· economical :rniniIDal hypotheses, or are intended 
as such. This is where Stoic fatalism belongs as the metaphysical 
justification of a particular hesychastic [quietistic] attitude to the world: 
Nihil omnino agamus in vita [We should do absolutely nothing in life]. 
Here again Stoic logic provides a key to the Stoic maxims of behavior 
in its predilection for sophisms like the sorites. In the aporia [difficulty, 
embarrassment] of the sophism, one is driven step by step into and 
through the readiness to decide, to say yes or no. In connection with 
the sorites, Cluysippus says that when there is a slight difference 
between ideas, the wise man withholds judgment. sz At this point the 
Skeptics, emphasizing the privilege they derive from being free of 
dogma, joined in, saying that if even the Stoic dogmatists said·in the 
case of the sorites that one must stand fast and refrain from judgment, 
then they themselves should do this that much more finnly.3S 

The Stoic epiStemology also corresponds to the presystematic unify
ing principle of what, after a fashion, one could entide "existential 
economy." This holds in particular for the controversial criterion of 
truth, whose existence-even before any definition-is inferred by 
regression from the certainty presupposed by action: If it is ever nec
essary to act at all (a premise that is shared by both Stoics and Skeptics), 
then there must also be a criterion for the certainty presupposed in 
action34-an inference that in its tum functions only under a teleological 
universal premise for which the Stoic philosophy of nature had to take 
responsibility. According to anecdote, the definition of the truth criterion 
as katalepsis [a grasping] was illustrated with gestures by Zeno, the 
founder of the school: "After exhibiting the inner surface of his hand, 
with the fingers spread, he said, 'Such is an idea [visum].' Then, with 
his fingers somewhat bent, 'Such is assent.' Then when he had drawn 
them together entirely arid made a fist, he said that that was kata
lepsis'-it was thus that he coined the term "katalepsis,' grasping, which 
was not usual befor-e that; but when finally he used his left hand as 
well and tighdy and forcibly squeezed the fist together with it, he 
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explained that this was the knowledge that no one but the wise man 
possesses. "35 But what is meant by "grasping"? Who grasps whom? 
In Zene's metaphor this still seems fairly unequivocal, since "katalepsis" 
refers to the idea that grasps the object by making it present in the 
fullness of its features and thus totally subduing it. Later, howeve~, 
the faculty of imagination that is 'grasped' by the evidence of the 
object gains currency in the Stoic system of metaphor, both in the 
imprint metaphor of the 'stamp' and also in Chrysippus's simile of 
the idea that grabs a man by the hair and forces him down to assent. 36 

I mention these details here in order to :mark the distance between 
the Stoa's account of the cognitive process and the initial situation of 
the 'naturalness' of truth, which was characterized with the help of 
the metaphor of light. 

If one keeps in mind these early declarations of the Stoic school 
with their tension between existential econOIuy and metaphysical dog
matics, the palpable inconsistencies of later Stoic authors in regard to 
the theme of intellectual curiosity become understandable. For on the 
one hand this curiosity is subject to justification by the teleological 
principle, according to which such a deep-lying disposition cannot 
remain unfulfilled and cannot be contrary to nature; but on the other 
hand the cognitive drive also induces man continually to cross the 
bC?undaries of the immediately sensuous and obvious and to give himself 
over. in connection with vague and obscure objects, to the very pre
cipitancy and excess that were supposed to be suppressed with the 
help of the Stoic logic and theory of knowledge. 

This aporia can perhaps be grasped most clearly in the case of 
Seneca. Little is accomplished here by tracing actually or apparently 
contradictory elements back to different sources or explaining them 
by a change of position on Seneca's part, from following Posidonius 
to following Zeno and Chrysippus. The real problem, that of providing 
an argument for self-restriction of the pretension to knowledge, is 
unavoidable on the assumptions of Stoic teleology. 

Nature has given us an inquisitive spirit (curWsum ingenium), and being 
aware of her own skill and beauty she has brought us forth as spectators 
of the great spectacle of things, since she would have sacrificed the 
enjoyment of herself .if she had displayed her works so vast, so won
derful, so iutfully constructed, so luxuriant, and so various, to empty 
solitude. That you may understand that she wants to be investigated 
and not only contemplated, notice the position she has assigned to 
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us: She has set us in her center and given us a panoramic view in all 
directions, and she has not only given man an upright posture but 
also an elevated head resting on a flexible neck, so that he can follow 
the course of the stars from rising to setting and let his face turn with 
the movements of the heavens. 31 

Here again the teleological justification is sought out after the factual 
phenomenon has been exhibited; inunediately before the passage just 
cited, Seneca refers each individual to the powerful appetite that lies 
in him to get to know the unknown. ~ which makes many a person 
venture out on the sea and submit to the hardships of the longest 
journeys solely in order to discover something hidden and remote; 
which drives masses of people to the spectacles; which makes us 
nnnmage through what is locked up, search out what is secret, trace 
out antiquities and take in accounts of the strange rustoms of other 
peoples-all the possible directions in space and time in which the 
human appetite for knowledge can ex.tend are comprehended in this 
phenomenology. In such a context curiositas still cannot carry a negative 
value; in the observation of the heavens it is the very highest objects 
that compel our intellectual curiosity (curiosos nos esse cogunt).38 

But in the 88th Letter to Lucilius, Seneca uses the same teleological 
premise to argue for theoretical self-restriction, for the economy of 
necessary knowledge: "Plus scire velIe quam sit satis, intemperantiae 
genus est" [To want to know more than is sufficient is a fonn of 
intemperance]. The resigned programs of the Skeptic schools, which 
have introduced nonknowledge as a new branch of knowledge (qui 
rwvam induxerunt scientiam nihil scire), appear to him to follow and to 
result from the preceding violation of this economic limit by philosophy 
itself. Dogmatic hypertrophy of intellectual curiosity and skeptical res
ignation are two aspects of one and the same process, of the loss of 
the norm of theoretical self-restriction: "00 mihi non profuturam 
scientiam tradunt, hi spem omrus scientiae eripiunt" [The people I 
first mentioned provide me with knowledge which is not going to be 
of any use to me; while the others scratch away from me any hopes 
of ever acquiring any knowledge at all]. What is close at hand and 
what is closest of all j.s what concerns us: "Quid ergo sumus? quid 
ista, quae nos circum stant, alunt, sustinent?" [Then what are we? The 
things that surround us, the things on which we live, what are they?] 
This great SlllIlIIlalY critique of the artes liberales [liberal arts] presupposes 
the finitude of what can be known and is worth knowing in these 
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disciplines; they are wh;u: can be acquired an4 are therefore only a 
first step toward maturity of the spirit: "Non discere debemus ista, 
sed didicisse" [All right to have studied that sort of thing once, but 
not to be studying them now]. Their objects should not draw the spirit 
into the infinitude of the appetite for knowledge, or they lose their 
meaning, which is to make man free: "Unum studium ·vere liberale 
est, quod liberum facit" [There is really only one liberal study that 
deserves the name-because it makes a person free}. The economy 
of knowledge intervenes in the ordering of the course of education: 
"Rudimenta sunt nostra, nc:in opera" [Our business is foundations, not 
CoustIUctionsl.89 

Here again a special status belongs to knowledge of the heavens. 
The treatmenfof this subject-the indifference recommended in regard 
to the possible connection between the heavens and men's fates
reminds one of the way Epicurus neutralizes the affective influence of 
natural phenomena. What is the use of knowing the meaning of the 
constellations of the stars, which are driven around in accordance with 
the continuus ordo fatorum et inevitabilis cursus [uninterrupted sequence 
of destined events and inevitable movement] and either call forth or 
announce events-what is the use of knowing the causes or signs of 
what is unavoidable? "Scias ista, nescias: fient" [They are going to 
happen whether you know about them or not]. What is necessary for 
man is not to be prepared for particular events but to be ready for 
anything. To this the interpretation of the stars contributes nothing; 
on the contrary, it is a hindrance. The principle of teleological economy 
is sharpened into the askesis [training, practice] of concern for what is 
necessary. The great integration of4uman culture into the meaningful 
context of nature, which had been carried out by Posidonius, is sharply 
rejected and analyzed almost with the modem category of the ide
ological: The extension of the tdeological principle to the' phenomena 
of human invention and cultivation is unmasked in its function of 
justifYing existing cultural conditions. The concept of 'nature' is reduced 
to a critical function.4o 

Translator~s' Note 

a. Note that cu~ "curiosi!}'," derives from cum, to care. 

:."] 
, ; 

j 
i 
I 

i 
i 
I 
I 
I 
I 

I 
j 



2 

The Indifference of 
~picUJrUS~s Gods 

Seneca's morbus Graecus [Greek ailment] had already been diagnosed 
and subjected to therapy at the beginning of Hellenistic philosophy, 
by the Greek Epicurus. For Epicurus the appetite for knowledge is an 
important source of the affects of fear and hope that rule hUIIlan life 
and cheat it of its potential happiness. But the method by which to 
get at the root of these disorders of the mind is not refrairiing from 
judgment but rather the technique of demonstrating the affective neu
trality of all possible theories about the natural phenomena that sur
round man and fill him with uncertainty. 

Epicurus's physics, theology, and ethics are systematically homo
geneous in the single tendency to neutralize the relevance of these 
phenomena .. His negative concept of happiness is matched by his 
economy of cognition: Cognition is supposed to eliminate subjectively 
acute uncertainty but not to establish an objective kind of knowledge. 
Regarding the gods, it is enough to know that they are not cuiiosi 
[curious ones; colloquially: busybodies] like the God of the Stoics, who 
'pokes his nose' into everything and whose providentia [providence], as 
the ground of hope for man, is purchased at the price of fear of the 
concrete and-for the individual-irrelevant rationality of his ar
rangements, which conserves only the cosmos as a whole and is thus 
not responsible to the individual. Cicero will sum up this line of thought 
in a passage that is instructive for the verbal and conceptual history 
of curiositas, where he makes the Epicurean Velleius argue against the 
Stoics' concept of God that this God was imposed on man as something 
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incessantly dominating him, filling him day ~d night with fear; for 
who would not fear a God who foresees, considers. and looks after 
everything, considers himself competent in every affair, concerns him
self about everything and is full of officiousness?l_Here polypragmosyne 
[officious interference], the antithesis of the philosophical life ideal, is 
projected onto the Stoic image of God. which in its central characteristic 
of providentia necessarily also involves cura [care, concern] and is con
sequently incompatible with the unencumbered bliss of the life of a 
god. Theological unrest, as a violation of the ideal of the god who is 
devoted only to himself, implies anthropological restlessness. and the 
therapy for the latter must attack this root. Gods and men-and this 
is good Greek theology-have at bottom the SaIIle existential dis
position, naIIlely, to be happy. They fu1£ll the conditions of the pos
sibility of this disposition only by having nothing to do with one another. 
That Epicurus's gods may not know anything of man and the world, 
if they are to be happy, does not distinguish them much from Aristotle's 
unmoved mover, who seemed to Christian Scholasticism to be so 
similar to its God. For men, who cannot by nature be so sure of their 
happiness - because they do not live in the intermundt [spaces between 
the worlds], independent of the accidents of the world mechanism, 
but must rather live 'in the world,' that is, in one of the -worlds-it 
,is important to know of the existence of gods resembling them in 
fonn, as a comprehensible guarantee, not of their own aCtual happiness, 
but of its possibility. 

Intellectual curiosity is now the disastrous drive that misleads us 
into violating the boundary settlement between the human and the 
divine sphere. The Stoics had, as it were, demonstrated how to do 
this with their derivation of theology from physics, with their pathos 
of observation of the heavens and admiration of the world as the motif 
of all knowledge of God. This was where the Epicurean therapy had 
to intervene. In spite of the enormous size, which we can only surmise 
on the basis of surviving fragments, of Epicurus's Physics, with its thirty
sevep. books, the 'economy' of what elementarily concerns man plays 
a crucial role in this system. The Letter to Pythocles is at least -close 
enough to Epicurus's own work to allow us to discern in it the meth
odology of this physics. Its treatment of meteoric and stellar phenomena 
rejects every claim of theoretical curiosity and poses for itself, as its 
overriding purpose, the elimination of the emotional infection of the 
still more or less mythically associated realm of the heavens. This 
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philosopher, too, wants above all to convey ataraxia, a dispassionate 
ease in the world, and not science. The hypotheses regarding individual 
phenomena (already cataloged by Theophrastus) are placed alongside 
one another, without any judgment being passed. This procedure can 
afford to leave the pretensions of theory unsatisfied because theory's 
unrest appears secondary in comparison to the uncertainty as to what 
a phenomenon means Un each case) for man. The unstated auxiliary 
assumption that the catalogs of hypotheses are complete contains, of 
course, a teleological implication, which reminds one again of the way 
Aristotle had taken the tradition that preceded him for granted as a 
sufficient basis for his isolation of problems and overcoi:ning of their 
ajxYrias [di~culties]. Thus abstention from an interest in theory is not 
the initial attitude here; it only sets in in the course of :running through 
the assembled physical hypotheses, as the result of their affective 
equivalence. The appetite for knowledge restricts itself, by stopping 
short of deciding between the hypothetical alternatives, and thus saving 
itself, through ataraxia, from the disappointment of the desire for 
definitive knowledge. The phenomena of the heavens and death des
ignate the spatial and temporal boundaries where man's suspicion 
arises that this could crucially concern him; this is where knowledge 
of nature must prove itself critically; otherwise we would have no need 
of it. 2 Physics as 'pure' theory possesses no legitimation, since the 
measure of the disturbance by fear arid hope that is bound up with 
its phenomena is at the same time the measure of the urgency of 
their clarification-of the establishment of the irrelevance to man of 
their possible results. g 

One can regard the rules of theoretical procedure in Epicurus and 
his school as a canon, directed against the first sentence of Aristotle's 
Metaphysics, of the finitude of man's natural pretension to knowledge. 
In Lucretius this appears as an image in his polemic4 against Aristotle's 
recasting of the Platonic parable of the cave, which rightly looked to 
him like a piece of Stoic admiration of the cosmos, and whose allegorical 
structure he now appropriates for the Epicurean liberation of man
_ that is, recasts once more. The relation of the spirit to the new doctrine 
he is proclaiming, a doctrine- that eradicates admiration of the cosmos, 
is compared metaphorically to one's surprise at the first sight of the 
world on emerging from the cave. Lucretius approves of the 'entropy' 
of beholding and being amazed by the world, the natural process of 
wearying and increasing indifference as one gets used to being in the 

- .. ------------- ----_.- _._---------------
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world, from which the Stoics always want to pull us out again so as 
to renew the quality of unusualness. This process' of leveling off is 
even supposed to benefit the Epicurean physics that he expounds in 
his didactic poem, in that through the poet's recommendation of it, 
the doctrine can lose its strangeness and its essence can becoIne habitual 
and cOIllffionplace. The singular but fleeting shock of thiS novelty was 
supposed to relieve one once and for all of susceptibility to disconcerting 
aspects of the world. 

The theory of the origin of culture, in the fifth book of De rerum 
natura, is also essentially directed against the positive quality assigned 
to the cognitive drive by Aristotle and the Stoics. Thls was the first 
appearance of a theme in the critical se1f-restriction of intellectual 
curiosity that was to be handed down to Rousseau, a theme that does 
not require the religious idea of a sphere reserved to divinity and 
therefore constitutes in a more precise sense the antithesis to the first 
sentence of Aristotle's Metaphysics-to his joining of the appetite for 
knowledge to Inan'S essential nature. In his original condition man is 
supposed to have existed in a sort of blissful narrowness: "sponte sua 
sibi quisque valere et vivere doctus" [trained to live according to his 
own inclination and interests]. To this condition Lucretius ascribes as 
a crucial advantage the' obviousness of everything given, the absence 
of the Greek astonishment that now appears as merely a metaphysical 
sanction for the internal irregularity of curiosity: "Non erat ut fieri 
posset mirarier umquam" [It could not be that he should ever wonder], , 
In the description of the primeval condition and its lack of need for 
theory, there is again hidden an analogy to the iInage of the Greek 
gods, an attempt to ascribe to man an original essential forin of fu1£lled 
existence in self-sufficiency, in autarky. Thus the theory of culture 
takes the field immediately alongside theology in the function of as
suring man of his authentic capacity for happiness. 

The exemplary directions in which man breaks out of this shell of 
his innate narrowness are seafaring and astronomy. In both cases it 
is instructive once again to confront the Epicurean position with the 
Stoic position. For Lucretius man goes to sea out of curiosity and in 
search of luxuries; in Cicero's treatise on duties the seafarer becomes 
the executor of the teleology of nature, which does indeed bring forth 
all goods in sufficient quantity to satisfy man's needs but does not do 
so at the same places where men have come together in communities, 
so that she leaves the transportation and distribution of goods to man 
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himseJ£ 5 With the question of the genealogy of seafaring, a lasting 
theme in connection with the question of the legitimacy of man's 
curiosity is raised. For the negative significance given to interest in 
the heavens by Lucretius in his theory of the origin of culture, we 
again have a Stoicizing antithesis in the schema (transmitted by Firmicus 
Maternus in the fourth century A..D.) of the history of the world and 
of man within the individual cycles typically repeated. between the 
world conflagrations of the Stoic cosmology. In this five-stage devel
opment of culture, each phase is placed under the authority of a planet. 
The primitive period -still without knowledge of the basic astronomical 
facts and regularities-is characterized by fear of the lawlessness and 
absolute facticity of events in the universe.6 The teleological fimction 
of astronomy in calming man's consciousness of the world arises from 
the experience of a lawfulness that fills man with confidence in the 
periodic return of favorable living conditions and encourages him to 
emulate internally the lawful consistency of nature: "Omnia explicanda 
sunt, quae probant hominem ad imitationem mundi similitudinemque 
formatum" [all things must be explained that demonstrate that man 
was formed to imitate and copy the (orderly) universe].' 
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Sk.epticism Contains a Residue 
of Trust in the Cosm.os 

Regarding the three great Hellenistic systems, those of the Stoic, Ep
icurean, and Skeptical schools, Karl Marx made the lapidary observation 
(in his Dissertation, in 1841) that "these systems are the key to the true 
history of Greek philosophy" - a thesis worth pondering, after the 
preference long accorded to 'classical' Creek philosophy, and which 
can certainly be made fruitful for the renewed interest in Hellenistic 
culture. It can be given greater precision. I would like to put it as 
follows: Skepticism in particular-and specifically in its differentiation 
into Academic and Pyrrhonian Skepticism-represents such a key be
cause of the way it uncovers previously unquestioned assumptions of 
the classical manifestations of Greek thought. ~ 

Skepticism systematizes most resolutely the disappointment of the 
great pretension to truth that philosophy had introduced into the 
world. The signature of the epoch following Plato and Aristode is the 
comm:on possession of the characteristic Hellenistic idea of philosophy, 
which can be described as its therapeutic conception. Whereas for Plato 
and Aristode philosophy was supposed to provide fulfillment, through 
the truth it conveys, of the essential needs of the spirit, philosophical 
understanding now becomes the corrective of a mistaken orientation 
of man precisely in his theoretical endeavor. an endeavor in whose 
realization the experience of disputes and entanglement in doubt, of 
the all too obscure and the all too distant, the alanning and the 
superfluous, leads to a new basic attitude of 'caution.' This caution 
was indeed differendy realized, both methodically and in the degree 
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of its intensity. But from the epoche [holding back] as the 'nOITIlal 
quality' in the Stoics' doctrine of judgment, and ?taraxia in the neu
tralization of dogmatic results in the Epicurean natural philosophy, to 
the epochi as the condition of happiness in Skepticism, this becomes 
the basic attitude in relation to reality in the three school systems., 

If we are going to have to regard Augustine's concept of curiositas 
as the fonnulation of the upshot of the authentic human struggle for 
truth apart from faith that was largely binding for the Middle Ages, 
then attention must also be given to the importance of the Skeptical 
phase of the young Augustine. His biography has not yet been ade
quately understood in its logical sequence. The attempt to understand 
this sequence should not allow itself to be forced into the use of the 
theological schema of conversio [conversion}. Between Augustine's 
Gnostic, Skeptical, Neoplatonic, and finally Pauline phases, there are 
intelligible structural-logical connections. We should not accept un
critically the accents and weights that Augustine himself assigned to 
these phases in his Confissions; this also holds for the role of Academic 
Skepticism, which may have influenced hiIn much more profoundly, 
in preparing the way for his readiness for faith, than he admits. 

Augustine's conversion to Christianity reflects in exemplary fashion 
the conditions under which Christianity could appear to the Hellenistic 
~piritual world less as a 'breach' than as a logical consequence. For 
"the victorj of Christianity over ancient philosophy cannot be explained 
solely by the lllore or less successful attelllpt of the patristic writers 
to interpret Christian teachings in terms of the Hellenistic world of 
concepts. The conceptual translation would in itself only have sufficed 
to add another to the already existing schools."l For Christianity's 
onset in the Hellenistic world, it was to be decisive "that in late antique 
thought, philosophy, understood as knowledge of the true structure 
of wha't there is, had to give up its claim to be the way to happiness, 
and thus freed the position for the Christian teaching of faith." It is 
true that Augustine left Skepticism initially for Neoplatonism, but theory 
as 'natural' access to truth and thus to existential fulfilhnent was not 
to be· recovered. The essential relation of a condition to what is con
ditioned that obtained between theory and eudemonia had been dis
solved. Appealing to Cicero, Augustine sees precisely in Skepticislll 
the absolute precedence of the accomplishment of happiness, no longer 
mediated by theory but separated out as man's existential pretension. 2 
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Faith becomes the new condition of happiness, no longer vulnerable 
to skepticism and no longer requiring worldly confirmation. 

Thus the outcome exposes the basic problem of late-antique Skep
ticism: the relation between truth and happiness in life. The increasingly 
prevalent experience in the history of Greek philosophy of undecid
ability between the dogmas of the respective schools had not primarily 
made the problem of knowledge a source of discomfort-only when, 
as in the modem age, a form of life first begins to depend on science 
for the conditions of its possibility does the problem of knowledge as 
such become so elementally acute for it that the problem of the pos
sibility of life poses itself even before that of happiness in life. The 
unquestioned obviousness of the assumption that existential fulfillment 
comes only through the possession of truth forced the inference from 
the evident failure of philosophy that the human claim to happiness 
was in· vam. The first sentence of Aristotle's Metaphysics could no longer 
be the first possible assertion about man without abandoning expe
rienceable existential fulfillment as the cosmic confirmation due to 
each nature. Diderot's observation that "skepticism is therefore the 
first step toward the truth" distinguishes itself precisely by the fact 
that it is not appropriate to skepticism in general, certainly not in its 
ancient form. For this ancient Skepticism is not a way into philosophy 
but rather a way out of it; and it accepts as its inheritance, in the 
extreme case of the later Pyrrhonian Skepticism, only a vague concept 
of happiness, which has this in common with Epicurus's: Happiness 
is, so to speak. the 'remainder,' which is left over when one succeeds 
in eliminating disturbing factors such as repugnance and pain, curiosity 
and the cognitive drive. What such a negative definition leaves unclear 
was of no concern once one recognized the therapeutic function of 
philosophy, in which it shares with medicine the unproblematic nature 
of the positively defined good that it seeks to restore, namely, health. 
The therapeutic fimction of philosophy implies that philosophy itself 
has no relation at all to the essence of happiness in life but represents 
only a technique of eliminating impediments to it. 

The dogmatic Skepticism that became dominant in Plato's Academy 
soon after his death did not reverse the movement away from Socrates, 
as Cicero, for example, claimed; rather it was a thoroughly logical 
consequence of Plato; that is, it was not merely a revolt of the sons 
against the fathers hut the answer to the increase of the essential 
distance between man and the truth that we can observe in Plato's 
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later works. The anecdote, never taken quite seriously, that is told by 
Sextus Empiricus about the first Skeptic of the Academy, Archesilaus
according to which he continued to preach Platonic orthodoxy to a 
narrow circle of selected students while publically professing Skepti
cism-is illuminating, quite independendy of its historical accuracy? 
in this context and in connection with the transition froni Classical to 
Hellenistic philosophy. Only the transcendental character of truth allows 
the dogmatic assertion of the impossibility of a certainty whose char
acteristics were specified with the aid of the Stoic doctrine of the 
"cataleptic" idea. 

The superfluity for people in general of something that can only 
fall to the lot of a chosen few was indeed already presupposed by the 
increasingly ecstatic! esoteric position of the philosopher as it emerged 
in the development of Plato's thought. Was not the myth of the demi
urge something like the report that might have been given to the 
chained inhabitants of the cave (in the simile used in the Republic) by 
their escaped comrade after his retwn from the real world outside
that is, communication by the one, who had seen, to the many, who 
could only hear? Socrates had still been able to practice maieutic on 
everyman and had exalted the inner treasures of anamnesis in which 
even a slave had his share. The situation is entirely altered when there 
is ~ediate and mediated knowledge of truth, that of the philosopher 
arid that of those who have to depend on him. The myth offers the 
probable as true, because at least it saves the recipi.ents from the 
perplexity of the "strange and unfamiliar" questions being investigated, 
because it could be the graciously granted 'representation' of the true, 
in response to an appeal to the god - a representation that is adequate 
to man's station 'even now,' whereas he can achieve certainty only 
by a special concession on the part of the divinity. S 

The Skeptical reversal in the Academy would then be simply the 
'demythologizing' of thls very probability, insofar as life is. dependent 
on it. That· such probability can be, not misleading appearance, but 
rather a reflection of the true,a· and thus sufficient for man's action 
and for his happiness-therein lies the whole of Platonism with its 
relation of correspondence between Ideas and appearances, between 
what really exists and its images. All the contradictions in which Ac
ademic Skepticism became entangled, and had to become entangled, 
are due to its Platonic residues, although this fact is linguistically dis
guised by its opposition to the Stoa. Thus it is, for example, in the 
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attempt to prove that the characteristics of a cataleptic idea could also 
belong to false ideas. This argument involves the Skeptic in a burden 
of proof whose definition is self-contradictory because it presupposes 
the very distinction between true and false whose possibility it is 
supposed to be refuting. 

At bottom, dogmatic Skepticism is an ~ttempt to save the constitutive 
elements of the 'classical' philosophy by putting them back into effect 
on a lower level, with a stepped-down claim to certainty. In the process, 
above all the relation of foundation between knowledge and eudemonia 
is preserved in analogous form: ''The contradiction in Academic Skep
ticism is due in the last analysis to its holding fast to the dogmatic 
premise that true knowledge is necessary because it is the condition 
of the possibility of becoming happy."4 Thus it is not surprising that 
from the "denial of finding" there arose what was admittedly a re
stricted, but not for that reason less 'schoiastic' philosophy, in the 
tradition of which the ultimate return to dogmatism, under Antiochus 
of Askalon, is no more surprising than was the detour through 
Skepticism. 

The development was evidendy in the reverse direction in the Skep
tical school founded by Pyrrho of Elis about 300 B.C., revived in the 
second half of the first century B.C: by Aenesidemus and then persisting 
into the second century A.D., in which one can see the consistent result 
of the positions of Democritus and the! Sophists that were repressed 
by classical Greek philosophy. 

Here also man was assumed to be an inquisitive being, naturally . 
inclined toward theory. The first sentence of our main source, the 
Pyrrhonian Hypotyposes of Sextus Empiricus, sounds like a commentary 
on the first sentence of Aristode's Metaphysics with its statement that 
man essentially seeks knowledge, in that three possible results of such 
a search, in the broadest sense, are specified: the 'finding' that is 
promised to the seeker by the dogmatists of all tendencies, the cat
egorical denial of finding that is pronounced by Academic Skepticism, 
and the indefinite continuation of the search, whose establishment as 
the factual state of affairs is the point of departure of Pyrrhonian 
Skepticism. The pretension of man's cognitive appetite to knowledge 
is not disputed or restricted. But the preeminence of the striving for 

. eudemonia is maintained, and it is freed· from the threat posed by 
the factual state of indefinitely continuing search by loosing it from 
the condition of the accessibility of knowledge. Concern for what is 
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possible or impossible in the future, the root of curiositas, is eliminated 
through a resolute restriction to what is given'in the present.5 For the 
Academy a 'new' event in relation to the truth is excluded, but not 
for the Pyrrhonian Skeptic; he does indeed bring the cognitive process 
to a standstill in his epochi, in that he neutralizes the value goal ,of 
truth by denying the dependence of happiness upon it, but he remains 
attentive to the truth that becomes evident from itseI£ 6 In this un
derstanding of truth, there still lives the inheritance of the hypothetical 
initial situation of Greek thought, in which truth was thought of as 
that which prevails of its own accord, even if from now on it is reserved 
for an as yet unknown experience. 

The methodical meaning of this Skepticism, a meaning that is (so 
to speak) still realizable as philosophy, can only be to destroy every 
remnant of the suspicion that a relation of foundation could subsist 
between theory and eudemonia. But for this very purpose the residual 
dogmatism of the type of Skepticism taught in the Academy must be 
eliminated, a residue that consists in the dependence of human self
reassurance on the single 'truth' that truth is inaccessible. Thus the 
radicalization of Skepticism by its application to its own dogmatic 
employment is not primarily motivated by logical/systematic consist
ency or by epistemological resignation but rather by the precedence 
of existential fulfillment over every other human interest. The screening 
out of the future as a dimension of 'concern' inaugurates pure presence 
as a giving oneself over to the given, an attitude that is indeed designated 
(in the Stoic terminology) as "assent" to the phenomena, but is not 
seen as an act of the free disposition of the subject over his 'circum
stances' but rather as the renunciation of the useless exertion of 'taking' 
definite 'positions." Because eudemonia depends entirely on the favor 
of what is present, to promote it to a 'value' and thus to something 
that induces an aspiring effort is to render it impossible. 

This Skepticism is at bottom so litde interested in epistemology that 
the object of its skeptical destruction is not what is given but what is 
sought; expressed in terms of modem philosophical anthropology, 
this would mean that man is brought back from his exposed 'involve
ment with the world' [Welthtiftigkeit] into the sheltering presence of the 
'surrounding world' [Umwelt1, in which the phenomena remain 'unin
terpreted,' indeed are let be not even as phenomena but rather as 
drcumstances of the subject (we would say: in their immanence t~ con
sciousness).8 So appearances themselves cannot ~e delusive and dis-
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turbing, but only assertions. regarding them, which inevitably relate 
what is present to what is not and are thus the root of 'care.' The 
fundamental question that is supposed to be 'the theme of every skep
ticism, the question whether something really is the way "it appears 
to us, is itself the 'original sin' of theory from which Skepticism promises 
to deliver us. 

If Greek philosophy began witli astonishment at the 'performance' 
of the little word, "is,» it ends with the condemnation of that little 
word as the source of every seduction into dogmatic precipitancy, the 
essence of which lies in the transition from the pure presence of the 
appearance to the assertion that what is apparent relates to something 
that is not apparent-the logos as such, not just as a specific word, 
is seductive. "Holding back," as a Skeptical maxim, is, measured against 
its voluntaristic sense in the Stoic logic, more an abandonment to the 
immediacy of life, an unconditionality of obedience to whatever suggests 
itself first. 9 But in this self-abandonment to life, compared to which 
even the maxim of ataraxia implies a dogmatic anticipation, a ground 
of its possibility makes itself felt that would not have been able to 
bear the weight without the help of the Greek trust in the cosmos. 
When the Skeptic rejects even ataraxia as a maxim - specifically be
cause he sees the possibility of indifference threatened by the axiom of 
indifference-he falls into a self-surrender and incompetence for his 
own existential fu1fi11ment, in which the identity of his person as ex
pectation and as memory threatens to dissolve into an atomism of 
moments, from which neither confirmation nor disappointment of the 
faith in the cosmos that no longer ventures to make itself explicit may 
be expected. To put it another way: The Skeptic now sees the sole 
possibility of his happiness in the circumstance that he himself is no 
longer responsible for it. , 

For the question of the legitimacy of theoretical curiosity, the con
sequence is that such curiosity is no more defensible, critically 'Or 

ethically, than the other 'states' [ZustiindeJ ill which phenomena show 
thems,elves as supposed 'objects' [Gegemtiinde]. The renunciation of , 
principles, objects, and values leaves only one thing behind, namely, 
that the Pyrrhonian Skeptic registers himself in e~ch of his present 
states: ..... whenever the Skeptic says 'I determine nothing,' what he 
means is '1 am now in such a state of mind as neither to affirm 
dogmatically nor deny any of the matters now in question.' And this 
~e says simply by way of announcing undogmatically what appears 
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to himself regarding the matters presented, not making any confident 
declaration, but just explaining his own state of inind. "to Here it almost 
looks as though the Socratic alternative to knowledge of the world
self-knowledge-is opening up again, and indeed this time really as 
'inner experience.' But that is a mere appearance; the differentiati~n 
is not between world knowledge and self-knowledge but between the 
theoretical attitude and an un philosophical attitude. At this point in the 
history of ideas, this is a 'postphilosophical' attitude, a conscious leveling 
of the differences opened up by philosophy, even the difference between 
self and world, both of which are reduced to the level of the phenomenon, 
which means less the 'appearance' that 'confronts' me in the strict 
sense than the state in which I find myself at the moment. But as 
IIluch as this reduction of the subject to its states after it had opened 
itself to theory is motivated by a longing for a matter-of-course existence 
that wants least of all to conceive of itself as called upon to make a 
choice between attitudes, it was equally impossible for the return to 
the 'life-world' (to use a term from modern phenomenology)-perhaps 
the first attempt at escape from history in the form of a <return'~to 
succeed. 

The indifference [GleichgiiltigkeitJ of the Skeptic cannot deny-if only 
because it derives from the method of the equal validity [Gleich-Giilttgkeit] 
([Greek:] isostheny) of contrary and contradictory propositions-that it 
is the indifference of one who, disappointed by history, falls back on 
'nature' without wanting to admit it and without wanting to give 
content to this concept. When the Pyrrhoruan Skeptic left uncertain 
even the relation of conditionality between ataraxia and eudemonia, 
and thus deprived himself of the only remaining possibility of a maxim 
for conduct by means of which he himself could attend to the fulfillment 
of his existence, then the totality of the given conditions of his . life, 
to which he thus abandoned ·himself, had to have some more or less 
dependable basic disposition -let us say, one .that held out some pros
pect of eudemonia's presenting itself-however one might describe 
this disposition (if one described it at all). II Here, for the last time in 
our tradition down to Nietzsche, knowledge of reality was, in a precise 
sense, renounced; for the subsequent theological epoch only exchanged 
the cognitive cl,aim for transcendent guarantees and expectations that 
appeared more certain to it and did not so much 'hold back' theoretical 
curiosity as it discriminated against it and denied it to itself in favor 
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of a salvation that was not only independent of it but in conflict with 
its satisfaction. 

Translator's Note 

a. ''nass sol<::he Wahrst:heinlichkeit nicht derirrefiihrende Schein, sondem der Wlderschein 
"des Wahren ... sein kann." A play on the many kinds of Schein, which cannot be reproduced 
in English. For an account of the history of the concept of probability, with special. reference 
to Platonism and Skepticism, see the author's "Parapigmen ru einer Metaphorologie," ,47chiv 
for BegriffigeschUhu 6 (I960):8~-105. chapter 8: ~'Terminologisierung einer Metapher: 
'wabrscheinlichkeit: ~ 
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PreparationS for a Conversion 
and Models for the Verdict of 
the 'Trial' 

For the further history of the problem of the legitimacy of theoretical 
curiosity, Augustine's conversion is the key to, or at least the appropriate 
focus of, new fonnulations. The ancient points of view on the question, 
which I have tried to layout, were conveyed to Augustine primarily 
by two sources: Cicero and Plotinus. For Augustine, Cicero awakened 
a greater intellectual agility through the course of instruction in rhetoric; 
and Plorlnus prepared, to the point where it could easily be confused 
with Christianity itself, the theological alignment toward transcendence. 
But this path is also and above all. a passage through Manichaean 
Gnosticism and an alienation from it in a transitional period of Skeptical 
resignation. Augustine's own statements regarding this phase of Ac
ademic Skepticism, in particular, remain unclear; but if we bear in 
mind the 'Platonic remainder' in Academic Skepticism, the turning 
toward transcendence appears less miraculous and can be made in
telligible as the reactivation of this residue. 

Cicero is not only the actual transmitter of the philosophical tradition 
to Augustine but is also, beyond the eclecticism ascribed to him by 
the analysis of sources, the originator of an authentic conception that 
allows us to trace the immanent unity of the problem of Hellenistic 
thought. behind the heterogeneity of the school dogmas and the dis:" 
putatiousness of the sects. The idea of an 'economy' of theoretical 
aC4vity most nearly confonns to the breadth of variation of the Hel
lenistic fonnulas with which we are already acquainted for the threat 
posed to human eudemonia by the appetite for knowledge. The root-
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edness of the cognitive drive in human nature remains lmdisputed 
here. Knowledge of nature (expliCalio nalurae), says Cicero, not only 
liberates from fear, as Epicurus thought, but leads, especially in as
tronomy (cognitio rerum caelestium), to a certain self:control on man's 
part and to justice. 1 Noticeably subordinated to this moral interpretation 
of natural science is the remark that an inexhaustible pleasure is to 
be had from the investigation of these objects, in which by itself it is 
possible to live an honorable and free life, ohce the necessities and 
duties of life have been disposed oP 

At first glance it looks as though this could have been copied frmn 
the passage cited earlier from the second chapter of the first book of 
Aristode's Metaphysics, where Aristode connected the origin of the hu
man disposition to inquiry with the precondition of the satisfaction of 
vital needs and an easier conduct of life. But in Aristode's case this 
was related to the history of human culture and was meant as an 
argument in favor of the theoretical interest as an end in itself, whereas 
in Cicero it relates to the individual life and its coordination of necessity 
and freedom, of public duty and private interest. Knowledge of nature 
is indeed inunanendy meaningful here too, but it has need of a legit
imized 'position' in the context of the inescapable obligations that are 
laid on the individual. It achieves its freedom only by paying tribute 

-to necessity. Aristode's statement regarding the beginning of the cog
nitive drive was historical; Cicero's is moral and political in the broadest 
sense. I am therefore unable to discover any contradiction between 
this passage from De finibus and the corresponding passage from De 
ojficiis. where in connection with the derivation of the doctrine of 
virtues from the propria hominis [characteristics of man], a steady, but 
not unconditional, hold is kept on the Greek primacy of research into 
the truth (veri inquisitio atque investigatw).3 This precedence is valid here 
only on the assumption that we are unoccupied with necessary ob
ligations and concerns. This restriction has two meanings: On the one 
hand it contains the basic Greek idea that only leL'>ure frees man to 
realize his essence in knowing, but on the other hand it also implies 
the critical principle that we ourselves may give way to the appetite 
for knowledge of hidden and marvelous things (cognitio rerum aut OC

cultarum aut admirabilium) only in the leisure that is appropriate vis
a-vis other human and civic demands. Thus the statement, so similar 
to the first sentence of Aristotle's MetaphysicS, that "we are all drawn 
and directed to the appetite for knowledge and science"<1 is not the 
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justification of a primary and unconditional practical principle but 
rather stands under moral conditions that legitimize the cognitive drive 
as a mean between two extremes-that is, in accordance with the 
mesotes [mean] of Aristotelian ethics, although at this very point Aristotle 
himself had not proceeded in accordance with this schema. Two errors 
are to be avoided in the realm of what borders so closely on human 
nature (maxime naturam attingit humanam): the one already familiar 
from the Stoic ethics of knowledge, that of precipitate assent,.'; and 
that of immoderate concessions to curiosity in connection with obscure 
and superfluous subjects.6 

But where is the criterion of differentiation and restriction to be 
found? There is no objective thematic boundary; Cicero explicitly 
counts asci-onomy and geometry, dialectics and civil law among the 
activities recognized as belonging among the moral and worthy cog
nitive enterprises, to which exertion and care can rightly be applied. 
The immediately appended restriction does not relate to an exclusion 
of a realm of objects but rather to the economy of the active subject: 
Taking pains to acquire these skills in the investigation of truth should 
not keep one .from everyday duties since the commendation of moral 
quality pertains only to action.1 The naturalness of the cognitive drive 
is thus both a justification and a danger; man should not uncritically 
abandon himself to his nature, if only because it consists of a plurality 
of abilities and drives. which collide with one another if each is actualized 
for itself in isolation from the others. 

Cicero portrays the danger threatening the curious man by the 
Homeric image of Odysseus lured by the Sirens, not only by their 
song but also by the promise of knowledge of all earthly things. Here 
also Cicero proceeds from man's innate love of knowledge and science, 
which is not determined by any prospect of profit.8 That toil and 
worry can be involved in the theoretical effort, and are only com
pensated by satisfaction at the acquisition of knowledge, is more 
strongly emphasized than it could have been in Greek texts. But it is 
not only the expense in time and energy withdrawn from the cl.1.im.s 
of practical and political life that creates the competitive situation; a 
negative element also comes into play, which is the absence of the 
Platonic assumption that only one who was fully initiated into theory 
could be a truly practical man and politician. The positive character 
of the return from pure theory to the life situation - in Platonic terms, 
the return to those chained in the cave of the one who has been 
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brought to the world above and has risen to ~e level of philosophy
is missing. Odysseus's conflict in view of the enticements of the Sirens 
is not a conflict between the aesthetic and the ethical in our sense but 
rather between his theoretical curiosity and his native country. Although 
Odysseus does not succumb to their enticements, it is suggested .by 
the length ofhis wanderings alone that knowledge was more important 
to him than his native country. In this context there emerges, in 
connection with the term curios-us, the negative characterization of 
curiosity as the longing to know everything. However, this negativity 
is seen as quite close to the quality of greatness, since being driven 
by the perception of sublime objects to desire knowledge is characteristic 
especially of important men.9 Although he is not explicidy condemned, 
even Archimedes seems not entirely beyond criticism, since the o:rdor 
studii [ardor for study] caused him to forget the conquest of his city 
while occupied with his diagrams. l!l 

He who sees primarily inconsistencies and contradictions in these 
texts fails to notice, as a result of preoccupation with the philological 
problem of sources, how clearly Cicero himself is marked by the 
conflict he describes, which allows him to condemn the excess of 
curiosity more easily in the mythical poetic figure than hi historical 
individuals. Personal experience stands forcibly behind the caution of 
the evaluations: "Quae qui non vident, nihil umquam magnum ac 
cognitione dignum amaverunt" ['!hose who are blind to these facts 
have never been enamored of some high and worthy studyl Alleviation 
of doubt about the tasks to which life should be devoted can only 
come through being convinced of an immortality that promises com
pensation for everything that curiosity's self-restraint denies itself in 
view of political duties. Even this Platonizing solution has acquired a 
different function in Cicero than it could have had in the Greek world. 
The renunciation of theory seems to be something one can perform 
without prejudice to one's political and practical capability, so that 
relegation to the Beyond really can resolve the problematic: « ••• as 
happens now, when the burden of care is relaxed, we feel the wish 
for all object of our observation and attention, this will happen much 
more freely then, and we shall devote our whole being to study and 
examination, because nature has planted in our minds an insatiable 
longing to see truth; and the more the vision of the borders only of 
the heavenly country, to which we have come, renders easy the knowl-
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edge of heavenly conditions, the more will our longing for knowledge 
be increased."u . 

Here the transcendent deferment of the satisfaction of theoretical 
curiosity, whose pursuit in the circumstances of civic life could only 
be an e:xceptional situation like that of Cicero's enforced leisure, does 
not yet have the Christian visw beatifica's essential differentiation from 
all earthly access to truth. It is only a matter of degree, a drawing 
near and improvement of the standpoint of the knower, with, in fact, 
a clear opposition to the immanence of the Stoa, according to which 
the human observer was guaranteed the favored standpoint of con
templator caeli [observer of the heavens] by his central position in the 
universe. At the same time the text makes clear, with the antithesis 
of care (cura) and contemplation kontemplatw), the basis on which the 
new formation of curiositas comes about: In illegitimate curiosity the 
place of the civic/practical concerns and chores is occupied precisely 
by the theoretical attitude, so that this latter. contrary to its nature, 
itself becomes a care dominating one's life. This happens all the more, 
the more strongly the theoretical attitude allows itself to be affected 
by the 'obscurity' of particular realms of objects. 

This obscurity is still not the stigma of something 'reserved' to 
divinity, but it certainly is the sign of a negative teleological quality 
in comparison to the urgent things in man's life. In the hiddenness 
of the res obscurae [obscure subjects] from human understanding, there 
lies a sort of natural prescription of the region to which the cognitive 
will should remain restricted by practical reason. The localization of 
objects in relation to the range of the human capacity for knowledge 
is i4e index of a metaphysical relation that can indeed be described 
as the will of divinity but that does not proclaim a sort of jealousy as 

. the motive of its secret preserve. The obscurity in which the truths 
of nature can be enveloped demarcates a realm in which man can be 
the beneficiary ofits potential for service and use without also possessing 
the authority of theory. 12 This lack of congruence between knowledge 
and use, between scire and uti, designates a relation to reality that the 
modem age was no longer to consider possible and to which it was 
to oppose its deep mistrust of any teleology not verifiable by theory. 
The curiositas conception has a connection with a differentiation that 
will recur in Augustine with the opposition beteen use and enjoyment, 
uti and frui. Just as for Cicero theory usurps the position of care in 
the framework of life, so in Augustine the ~oyment of purely theo-
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retieal activity appears as, instead of a trustipg use of things, an an
ticipation of something that is possible only through transcendence. 

Ambrosius of Milan (333-397 A.D.), whom we can regard as the 
Christian transmitter of the ancient tradition to Augustine, took sig
nificant and influential offense at Cicero's admission (in his treatise on 
duty •. which AInbrosius was paraphrasing) of astronomy and geometry 
to the catalog of things worth knowing. ls It is true that he holds to 
the preeminent 'virtue' of the theoretical attitude, but with the explicit 
exclusion of these two disciplines. Anything so obscure as astronomical 
and geometrical investigations, in which one measures the depth of 
spaces and comprehends the heavens and the sea in figures, makes 
the matter of human salvation retreat from its unique and absolute 
preeminence. Here the theological economy has taken the place of 
the teleological The conditioning of the theoretical attitude by the 
requirements of the practical civic attitude has turned into an exclusion 
of specific objective realms; While there is no Gnostic demonizing of 
the attraction of the stany heavens, there is nevertheless an equivalent 
reordering of man's 'spheres of interest,' a reordering clearly based 
on a break with the ancient ascription of predicates of divinity to' the 
stars. 

In AInbrosius we can reckon with the influence of philo of Alexandria 
.(ca. 25 B.C.-ca. 50 A.D.), whose transformations of Hellenistic philosophy 
into the biblical medium were to have a manifold influence in the 
patristic literature. The Augustinian conceptualization of curiositas had 
its most suggestive precedent in Philo's allegory De migratione Abrahami, 
even if we cannot assume that it directly influenced Augustine. Abra
ham's travels from Chaldea via Haran to Sichem and finally to Egypt 
give Philo the ground plan for a representation of the spiritual path 
from self-estrangement to self-appropriation. Chaldea is the land of 
curiosity fperiergia), and specifically in the form of astronomy. Curiosity 
is understood as the independence of the senses, which have evaded 
their subordination to the intellect and instead of thls deliver man up 
to what accords with them. 14 Abraham's path leads from sense per
ception to spiritual wisdom. The sojourn in Haran represents a turning 
from astronomical curiosity to self-knowledge, which, in tum leads 
through the self's discovery of its ignorance to recognition of God, 
an~ finally through this l~t to recognition of the world as God's work. 
The requirement of this detour on the way to the cosmos is explained 
as legitimate because of the Author's 'ownership' of the truth of His 
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work. which can become accessible only through HimseI£ Philo's God 
does not, like the Platonic demiurge, find the cosmos already in exis~ 
tence in the fonn of the ideal reality of an independent objective 
sp}:lere; rather He Himself produces even the spiritual plan of His 
Creation, the science of its coming into being. . 

This is a train of thought that leads to the critical epistemological 
principle of the identity of vcrum aitd factum [truth and factl to the 
soius scire potest qui focil [only he can know who makes (the object)]; but 
here it still stops with the metaphor of property and its reserved 
character: Legitimate knowledge can only derive from God, the origin 
and source of all skills and sciences, and should not try to found itself 
on unmediated, as it were, unauthorized inspection of the cosmos. 
The pseudowise men of Egypt stand for the dishonest and unjust 
claim to have seen 'directly': Their theories about the cosmos rest on 
the eyewitness claim to truth, since they presume to know the grolUlds 
of everything, "'as if they had been present at the origin of the cosmos 
or had ev~n helped the world's master builder with advice in his 
work."15 

God's sovereign right to the secret of His creation, which is com~ 
municated by Him alone on the condition of knowing and acknowl
edging His authorship, is one of the enduring themes that were to 
enter into the curiositas complex. It fOlUld a place in the exegetical 
question why man came into existence as the last in the order of 
creation. the answer to which could be, so that he should not witness 
the work of creation and its secrets. This theme has not outgrown the 
mythical idea of the gods' jealousy of man. It still plays a role in the 
ideas of divine majesty held by late-medieval nominalism, to which 
admittedly man was no longer to submit with humble resignation, 
but which he would rather oppose with a new epistemological con
ception of the possibilities left open to him even with this reservation. 

For Philo the 'omnipotence' of allegorical interpretation still permits 
the idea that the truth about the questions of cosmology is not entirely 
forbidden to man b1,lt only hidden in the images in the biblical accounts. 
The exegesis that ventures into such multiple significance is rewarded 
in proportion to its humble exertion; curiosity. however. remains the 
'precipitancy' that does hot want to share the hardship of Abraham's 
long wanderings but rather. wants, as though by a coup de main, to 
raise itself from the earth to heaven, as it says in the lecture addressed 
to the "Chaldeanizers" that philo puts in the mouth of Moses. When 
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Philo makes Moses admonish those who flirt with Chaldea's astronomy 
that they should come back. down trom heaven,16 this is not just a 
rhetorical figure; in it lives the suspicion of the transposition magic 
that conceals itself, as though 'ideologically,' in theory. This suspicion 
was to be fixed for the medieval tradition by Augustine wheJ? he 
imputed to the astronomers' cognitive arrogance the:immanent pre
tension, which is a prospect held out in Cicero's Tusculans only to the 
soul freed from the body, of seeing itself transposed to the place of 
the highest object of its cognitive drive: " ... ut in ipso coelo, de quo 
saepe disputant. sibimet habitare videantur" [They imagine themselves 
dwelling in the very heaven they so often discussJ. 17 

The homoiosis [assimilation] implied throughout ancient epistemology 
potentially combines theoretical curiosity with magical seJf-sunnounting 
in that it considers the cognitive faculty capable not only of possessing 
its objects but also of becoming them. But precisely here lies the violation 
of the cosmic self-localization of man that is to be gained from seJf
knowledge and that identifies him with a particular position in the 
order of reality and makes adherence to this position the essence of 
the ethic~ implementation of self-knowledge. This background helps 
us understand why Philo makes self-knowledge the specific antidote 
to curiositas and admonishes the "Chaldeanizers" to cease desiring 

" astronomical knowledge and find shelter in themselves. 18 In its secret 
urge toward 'tranSposition,' curiosity will of course not admit to itself 
that it does not want to accept the cosmic position that would specifY 
what is 'above' and what is 'below'man, what he must submit to and 
what he must master. 19 

Self-knowledge for Philo, too, is a kind of vision; the wise man is 
defined by the fact that he sees, and thus has gone beyond hearing, 
whose data can only be like the Platonic doxa [opinionsl-that he has 
"exchanged his ears "for eyes" and now himself perceives what he 
had previously only heard about.20 But vision depends ,on the light in 
which its objects are 'shown' to it; philo's Hellenization of the biblical 
testimony, his often noticed tranSformation of biblical expressions in
volving hearing into ones involving sight, is limited by the fact that 
the basic Greek idea of the things shoWing themselves no longer governs 
but rather the idea of their being shown. The God Who. in the beginning, 
creates light, is the one Who shows. Zl Through its new correlation 
with God's allowing things to be seen, ancient theory loses an impli
cation: It loses the <naturalness' of access to things and acquires a 
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voluntaristic aspect on which their admissibility depends. The obscurity 
and distance of objects decrease the degree to which they are evidendy 
allowed to be seen, and thus their openness to theory. 

Even self-knowledge, then, remains a kind of vision, since wisdom 
is not <>nly, like ligh1;, a medium in which one sees, but it also sees 
itse1£22 Accordingly, there is a limitation on self-knowledge just as 
there is on knowledge of the world; in the context of an allegorizing 
polemic against the sciences, philo brings out the failure of astronomy 
and says that it is the same with the heavens above man as with the 
spirit within.him, since both transcend any knowledge that aims at 
their essence. 23 Thus what is accessible to human theory, because God 
lets it be seen, lies between two boundary transgressions. In this sym
metry the Gnostic metaphysical topography is prepared, just as the 
Tahnud's warning against Gnosticism is formally implicit in it: "He 
who inquires after four things had better not have been born: what 
is above and what is below, what was before and what will be after."l!~ 

But ·what is new in Philo, and preformative for the patristic tradition, 
is not only this delimitation of the field of theoretical activity but also 
the specification of a sequential order of the stages in which knowledge 
has to be realized. A realm of objects does not legitimately offer itself, 
independendy and as such, to anyone who is interested in it; it does 
so only on the assumption of passage through a previous stage: Theo
retical contemplation of the world is conditional on prior self-knowledge 
and knowledge of God. The difficulty lies in the logical circle that self
knowledge has not yet been extracted from its .ancient connection to 
cosmology and delimited as inner experience; it is supposed to precede 
cosmology, so as to provide the prerequisite knowledge of the ground· 
of the cosmic creation, but it still depends on cosmology as the system 
of natures, to see oneself subsumed in which constitutes the essence 
of se1f-knowledge.25 Augustine's memoria !memory] specifies for the 
first time an organ and a content from which something that can be 
described as "inner experience" can constitute itsel£ Here already we 
can see in negative form the potent4l significance of the coordination 
of curWsitas and memoria in the argument of the tenth book of the 
Confessions. 
.. This coordination has its systematic foundation in the 'soul drama' 

ofNeoplatonism. In. the Neoplatonic antitheses of unity and multiplicity, 
of spirit and matter, the scenario of the history of the soul is marked 
out. In contemplating the unity of what is spiritual, the soul fulfills its 
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essential destiny; as world soul it achieves its unity because it is not 
in the world but rules throughout the universe by virtue of its union 
with the divine spirit.26 But if it declines into the separation of individual 
human souls, if it becomes itself multiplicity in the manifold, then it 
is within the world and endangered by the world and can only protect 
itself by thinking back to its origin. by not losing itself in its temporary 
abode, but remaining concentrated on itself The definition of alter
native attitudes indicates how the soul can protect itself from infection 
by the world. and in this prophylaxis curiosity has its systematic place. 

As a part of the world. the soul is isolated, weakened, and delivered 
over to its own resdessness. Curiosity is only secondarily attraction by 
the object; primarily it is spontaneous unrest, dissatisfaction with oneself, 
being driven about. This polypragmonein [busyness, meddling] is the 
equivalent of penergia [overcarefulness, superfluity, investigation of 
'curious' matters): It is a sign of the human existance that is losing its 
essential centering, that seeks to be satisfied from outside, by external 
things-that has 'forgotten' its origin and its original relation to what 
is spiritual and has fallen into dispersion. Dispersion is brought about 
by seeing the many instead of the one. The being of the one who 
sees is not only affected but also 'effected' by what he sees; the seeing 
is not accomplished as theoretical distance from the 'object'; rather it 
!s a pathos [passive condition] of surrender to the object, a homoiosis 
[assimilation1 once again, to it and to its metaphysical quality, which 
is detennined by the systematic order of the Neoplatonic "hypos
tases. "21 If the soul turns from what is spiritual to what is material, 
it confuses what is above and what is below it ahd is entirely penetrated, 
in the instant of its turning, by obscurity and indefiniteness, the qualities 
of the hyle [matter]. 

A precondition <lecisive in preparing the way for the conceptual 
history associated with the term cunositas is that on the basis of Neo
platonic metaphysics there no longer exists, and can no longer exist, 
the self-confident and reposeful attitude of the onlooker of the world, 
that every theory is 'ecstatic' [displacing, changing] vis-a-vis its object 
and must lead, depending on that object's -quality, to the soul's either 
winning or losing itsel£ It is noteworthy that the Greek equivalents 
of curiositas take as their point of departure the external condition and 
behavior of the busybody in his dispersion and still formulate this 
phenomenon basically from the point of view of th~ ideal of theoretical 
leisure; this produces for Plotinus the difficulty. indeed the impossibility, 
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of describing the soul's turninK of its gaze as an i'liner event, although 
this is evidently precisely what he needs to do. There is a gap in the 
process by which the soul's isolation and debilitation are converted 
into bustling inquisitiveness, a gap that looks like the" position later to 
be occupied by <inner decision.' 

In the description of the origin of time from the self-alienation of" 
eternity, also, the guiding idea is still the ancient contrast typology of 
the bustling inquisitiveness that forgets its own business.28 But here 
an attempt at motivation does after all show through clearly: The 
reposeful presence of eternity is perceiv~d as a reservation, awakening 
the vague idea of a possible greater possession, which seems graspable 
by the bold venture of self-appropriation Udiosis). Thus the repose of 
possession "gave rise to motion, in which eternity 'temporalized' itself. 
The world arises from eternity's venturing forth into time as a result 
of a resdess passion for the incommensurate, a passion that, as it were, 
produces its own objects and in its enjoyment of them goes outside 
itself. If this mysterious unrest in the essential self-sufficiency of the 
eternal is the origin of the hypostatic surplus, as which the cosmos is 
now conceived-and thus defined, in terms of its origin alone, as the 
object of an equally surplus interest-the peripeteia of this process is 
the equally mysterious recollection of the truth of its origin, by which 
the degenerate being is awakened to itself and brought back. 29 "An
arrmesis" is the recovery of metaphysical orientation, self-discovery, 
the renewed presence of the authentic potential of being. Lacking in 
Plotinus is both an explicit motivation for the unrest leading to de
generation and a recognizable agent to induce "ananmesis," a role 
that is filled in the Gnostic systems by the bringer of salvation and 
awakener. 

In Neoplatorusm curiositas and memoria had become the decisive acts 
of the soul's history, which is constructed symmetrically of descent 
and ascent. The task that remained for Augustine was to complete 
the removal of the cosmos from this history of the soul in which the 
phase of individuation had been identical in itself with the loss of the 
primeval status. Augustine's readiness to make the peccatum originate 
[original sin], as 'the species' sin,' into the pivot of his entire theology 
and of its absolutism of grace is certainly to be understood in one 
essential respect in relation to the Neoplatonic account of the soul's 
history as the process undergone "by the one world soul. The difficulty 
that arises for him from this presupposition, that of representing with 
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these categories the process undergone by ind~vidual souls, could prob
ably only be repressed by means of the focus on the subject of his 
own life history in the Confessions. The ontological prehistory of the 
world and of the world's time turns into the experienceable content 
of the tension within each existence. Thus the potential for 'temptation' 
comes to be seen in the same perspective as 'conversIon.' Since the 
emphasis on the grace that is the source of 'justification' removed it 
more and more from empirical accessibility, the landscape of the 
pitfalls of evil attracted more attention on the part of the descriptive 
and classifying faculty of orientation. What was to be grasped was no 
longer a condition or situation but rather a field of possibilities, each 
of which still, and over and over, encloses within itself the whole drama 
of self-loss. Here lay $e point of departure for the reception and 
further elaboration of the idea of curiositas. 

Augustine's biographical attitude to the power of the cognitive ap
petite as human temptation was to be determined by his adherence 
to Manichaean Gnosticism. Alongside other, mainly mythological fea
tures, the basic conception of the Gnostic systems was the identification 
of knowledge and salvation; this was what they had in common with 
Neoplatonism. In Gnosticism as in Plotinus, recollection, as an act of 
intellectual bringing to mind, required no further practical taking of 
~positions.' Remembering, as such, is recovery of the origin. The realm 
of the spiritual that comes into view again in anamnesis fulfills the 
soul by its mere presence and determines the soul's being and its path 
in exactly the same way as, at the beginning of the soul's history, a 
mere curious sideways glance at the kyle [matter] was sufficient to drag 
the soul from itself into captivity in the world. Where. it looks and 
what it sees - this by itself decides whether it will be saved or the 
reverse. The equivalent aspect of the Gnostic mythologies is that merely 
hearing the call akeady is redemption, to know of the bringer of 
salvation already is the whole of salvation. Thus cosmology and the 
doctrine of salvation can no longer be separated; knowledge of the 
world itself becollles the; central theme of theology. 

What had been said about the origin of the world matter in the 
system of the Gnostic Valentinus (about 150 A.D.), according to the 
account given by Irenaeus,so bears a remarkable similarity to the system 
of Plotinus a century later. In the hierarchical sequence of the twelve 
eons in this system, the Forefather at the head can only be known 
through the Nous [mind], whom he begat, and only the Nous "enjoyed 
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the vision of the Father and took delight in contemplating his im
measurable greatness." The communication of this enjoyment to the 
remaining eons was thwarted, according to the Father's will, by Sige, 
the hypostasis of silence, "who was to lead them all to reflection and 
to the desire to seek after their Forefather." The ,twelfth and last eon, 
Sophia [wisdom], did not want to be satisfied with this situation, but 
became passionately agitated from jealousy of No us's communion with 
the Father and tried to leap over the gap. "Since she strove for some
thing impossible and' inaccessible, she brought forth a fonnless 
being., ... When she saw this, at first she grieved because it was an 
imperfect creature, but then became frightened that it did not even 
fully possess being. Then she became extremely embarrassed, while 
looking for the cause and for a way of hiding the creature. Now she 
reflected on her feelings, turned about and sought to return to the 
Father, but after a certain distance she became weak and humbly 
entreated the Father .... Thence, from ignorance, suffering and fear, 
matter had its origin." So in this myth also the origin of the visible 
world lies in (erotical).y transposed) theoretical hubris. But the disap
proval of Sophia's presumption does not seem unambiguous since the 
Forefather himself saves her from the great danger into which she 
falls when she ventures into the abysss of the unfathomable. 

This unmistakable sympathy of Gnosticism with the pretension to 
knowledge of the 'unfathomable' is now made, especially by its Chris
tian critics, into the central focus of their attack upon it. In the Gnostic 
speculation there seems to emerge for the first time a concept of 
knowledge that is prepared to pursue the appeal of its object even 
into the infinite. Two formal characteristics of the Gnostic systems 
continually bring forth new speculative elements of mediation and 
transition: their dualism and their emanatism. Irenaeus of Lyon (ca. 
13D-ca.202 AD.) warns, in connection with the speculation about the 
so:-called pleroma [fullness}, that "if anything else exists, apart from the 
pleroma, then the plcroma must be contained inside it and surrounded 
by it. But by pleroma they understand the first god. Or perhaps the 
pleroma and the other thing are separated from one another by an 
infullte distance. But then some third thing would have to exist, which 
would hold the pleroma and the second thing at an :infinite distance 
from one another. This third thing would then encircle and include 
both the others and 'Y'ould therefore have to be greater than them. 
since it contains them both as though in its womb, and this goes on 
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in the same way. with that which is included ~d that which includes, 
to infinity."!H Such a form of knowledge, which is unable to reach a 
final ground and a primary authority, is perceived as the exact opposite 
of the 'achievement' of faith, the essence of which is supposed to be 
stopping and standing fast with a dependable quantity; the Gnostic 
cognitive drive, on the contrary, 'overwhelms' its object'with questions 
and consequendy ends up in the reahn of the insubstantial and futile.32 

Irenaeus correctly saw that the philosophical root of the Gnostic 
multiplication of spheres of being lies in Platonism and its original! 
image relation between Ideas and appearances.83 He drew from this 
the conclusion that thought should not assume an objective sphere of 
originals (Ideas) as an ultimate binding authority but should rather 
assume a personal 'inventor' even of these originalS.34 For plato the 
quality of originality had become a 'real predicate.' The Ideas carry 
in themselves the obligatory quality of being originals that may only 
be imitated once, while the resulting images no longer carry this oblig
atory quality in themselves. Images of these images are thereby on
tologically disqualilied; this is made explicit as a critique of artistic 
mimesis in the tenth book of the Republic. 

Neoplatonism and Gnosticism, on the other hand. made original 
and image ontologically indifferent and understood their connection 
.as purely- relational, so that every image becomes a superfluous and 
unobligatory multiplication of the original. This brought into play the 
possibility of arbitrary iteration and speculative infinity [infinite regress! 
It is not in gnosis [knowledge] but rather in pistis [faith] that the rational 
interest in the theoretical economy of questioning coincides with the 
theological interest in the absoluteness of the concept of God. In this 
front-line position, the postulate of an ardo scientiae [order ofknowledge1 
with a finite relation of rank. and dependence between the Creation 
and the Creator Who-unlike the Platonic demiurge-can no longer 
be questioned about the source of His world plan, acquires-the ap
pearance of good critical sense.35 

A. further example of the concept of 'rational' self-restriction with 
which the Christian polemic attacked Gnosticism is given by the critique 
of number speculation: rules for relations of fact should not be derived 
from numerical relations; on the contrary, numbers must themselves 
be understood in terms of the rule from which they arise, and this 
very relation between rule and multiplicity is comparable to the relation 
between God and the universe.36 Surprisingly seldom is any reference 
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made, in the polemical texts against Gnosticism, to the eschatological 
reservation, that is, the solution in the next world of the 'remaining 
problems' of existence in this one, as an argument against the Gnostic 
claim to see all questions already resolved here.37 What stands in the 
foreground just is not man's interest and his striving for knowledge 
but rather the protection of God's sovereign rights. This shift of accent, 
from the preaching to man of his salvation to the supposed· protection 
of God's interest by man, enters into the whole curiositas tradition. 

The political metaphor of sovereignty overlies a theologically le
gitimate kernel of this anti-Gnostic polemic, which consists in the fact 
that the unsatisfiable claim to knowledge seems to be permeated with 
a deep mistrust of the Divinity's will to revelation and of the 'adequacy' 
of His measures toward salvation. The. idea of a 'secret' revelation 
made accessible only by human wit applied to exegesis and allegory 
contains an evident contradiction, though one that is seldom pointed 
up on account of the critics' own lack of understanding. The essence 
of such revelation, . given by God and made necessary by Him for 
salvation, should have been easily accessible and not dependent on 
the Gnostics' speculative elucidation. But such thoughts remain in the 
background. 

The Christian critics' own attitude was meant to be distinguished 
from that of the Gnostics primarily by the fact that they had 'relin
quished' their cognitive pretension to divine majesty and urged the 
Gnostics to do so as well: "Cedere autem haec talia debemus deo ... " 
[But we must yield this sort of thing to God].33 This theological model 
could be carried over, without further ado, to knowledge of the physical 
world, where much even of what lies before our feet is withheld from 
our knowledge and left to God as an acknowledgment of His preem-: 
inence. a9 In his language and education Irenaeus is a Greek. and that 
may explain why he does not declare theoretical curiosity as such to 
be a sin. One would rather say that he tries to argue rationally for 
its self-restriction through faith because its transformation into an 
infinite undertaking appeared to him as a new absurdity in its con
sequences, one that had not yet been suspected by the classical authors. 

The hypertrophy of theoretical accomplishment is a new historical 
experience, one that is derived ·from Gnosticism; it was only through 
it that the competition between the pretension to knowledge and the 
acknowledgement of faith became acute. This competition requires a 
decision: "It is better if someone knows nothing at all and does not 

--_ ...... _._._._-- ... - .. ----.-- ... ~-.... -...... -... ---.. ~~-



294 

Part ill 

recognize a single cause of created things, but perseveres in belief in 
God and in love, than if, being swelled up by that sort of knowledge, 
he falls away from love, which makes men live ... and (it is also better) 
than if by the subdety of his inquiry and by splitting hairs he falls 
into impiety."40 But even when Irenaeus appeals to the biblical saying 
that «all the hairs of your head are numbered," his :alternative to 
Gnostic curiosity-to the curiose inquirer£: that undertakes to count "ho.w 
many hairs each person has on his head and what the cause is for 
this person having so many, that one having so many, and not all 
having the same number, so that he would find many thousand times 
a thousand different numbers" -is not what was meant by the biblical 
saying, namely, trust in the Creation and the providence of the Divinity, 
but rather the sensible economy of resignation, the self-discipline of 
theory, which is not the avoidance of sin but simply keeping to what 
is humanly possible:H "Healthy, unthreatened, cautious, and truth
loving reason eagerly concerns itself only with what God has placed 
in man's competence and subjected to our knowledge, and in this it 
will go on ahead and easily acquire more knowledge through daily 
exercise. To this belongs what evidendy and dearly meets our eyes 
and what is unambiguously and explicidy said in the divine writings. "42 
Resistance to Gnosticism is understood as the self-maintenance of 
reason by adherence to its teleological economy. He who goes beyond 
the region of what lies open to man and seeks what is withdrawn 
from him (quae 'non aperte dicta sunt neque ante ocuws posita [what has 
not been plainly said or placed before our eyesD is one who prefers 
seeking to finding.43 

The overcoming of Gnosticism as the 'suspension and carrying for
ward' lAujhebungI of its pretension to knowledge in the Christian teach
ings, is the attitude chosen by Clement of Alexandria (ca. lSQ-ca. 216 
A.D.). Although ancient philosophy, as the epitome of man's self
arrogated theory, is now admitted to a propaedeutic role in the form 
of Christian Gnosticism. it is not freed of its ambiguity by such me
diation. This becomes most evident in the mythical conjecture that 
philosophy was conferred on the Greeks, by a fallen angel as stolen 
property from heaven. But this thoroughly Gnostic-sounding illegiti
mate origin is made good again by permission from God, of Whom 
one certainly could not assume that He was ignorant of this event: 
"For in those days the stolen property was of some use to man, 
although the thief had not intended this, since providence turned his 
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sacreligious deed to a beneficial end."44 From this source, the fallen 
angels "who, so far as they were acquainted with the secrets, blabbed 
them to the women," not only the doctrine of providence but also 
th~ disclosure of the phenomena of the heavens are supposed to have 
reached the Greeks.45 

It would be surprising if, in the rich and modey educacionallandscape 
that Clement spreads before his -readers {it was not accidental that he 
named the third of his major works the Stromateis [Carpets, Tapest:riis, 
or MiscellaniesD, the figure of Odysseus did not also emerge again, the 
figure in which we saw Cicero critically exemplifY the order of pre
cendence that he ascnbed to curiosity and civic duty. Reference to 
the great figures of hwnan imagination and memory may in each 
case be intended only as rhetorical ornament, but the validity and 
richness of interest of such a figure themselves force the author, who 
seems ready to involve himself with them only in passing, to come 
forth unintentionally with his concept of man and man's proper form 
of existence and play it through in a thought experiment. 

In the SPeech of Exhortation to the Greeks, the first part of Clement's 
three-part principal work, Odysseus appears-in the reverse of the 
reproach pronounced by Cicero-as prefiguring those who do not 
want to pay the price of eternal salvation but rather "cling to the 
world, as certain species of seaweed cling to the rocks in the sea, and 
do not trouble themselves about immortality, since like the old one 
from Ithaca they do not long for the truth, the heavenly fatherland 
and the true light. but only for the smoke (of the hearth at home). "46 

Here Odysseus bound to the mast is seen as a man who is ruled by 
the will to return to his earthly home, who does not take the apparendy 
fatal risk of truth. In the Stromateis, however, Odysseus appears as the 
figure of the Gnostic who does not need to stop up his ears anxiously 
when they are exposed to the worldly wisdom of the Greeks but 
rather listens to the voices of Hellenism while nevertheless holding to 
his course aimed at returning home to the truth: 

Most of those who claim the name of Christian seem to resemble 
Odysseus's comrades, in that they make for the Logos without taking 
any interest in a more refined culture;· they pass by, not indeed the 
sirens, but rhythm and melody, and stop up their ears with rejection 
of knowledge [amathia1 because they know that they would never again 
find the path to their homeland if they should open their ears to Greek 
wisdom even once. But he who selects what is useful for those who 
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need instruction -especially when they are Greeks -cannot turn aside 
from the love of knowledge fphilomathia] like' an unreasoning animal 
but must rather collect as many helpful ideas as possible for his listeners. 
But one should not continually remain and linger with these ideas, 
but only as long as one can draw benefit from them, so that as soon 
as one has derived this benefit and appropriated it, one can retUrn 
to the home of true philosophy, after extracting as solid conviction 
the certainty for the soul that arises from all of thiS.41 

Clement's advice to the Gnostic in his relations with the Greek 
tradition, aimed at the self-restriction of the theoretical interest that 
lives in that tradition, fits into this design: "Thus our Gnostic will have 
a many-sided education, not because he wanted to acquire the cognitive 
disciplines as virtues, but rather because he uses them as assistants; 
and since he distinguishes between the universal and the particular, 
he will find his way to the truth .... On the other hand, one should 
avoid useless busybody activity, which concerns itself gready with what 
is entirely insignificant; the Gnostic must rather occupy himself with 
the various sciences as a preparatory' exercise, which on the one hand 
helps the truth get passed on as accurately and clearly as possible and 
on the other hand is a protection against words that are intended, 
with their pernicious tricks, to exterminate the truth. "48 By making 
.the theoretical interest that he finds embodied in the traditional system 
of education useful for Christian purposes, Clement is able to set up 
this interest not as an end in itself but as a 'second duty' under the 
circumstances. 

The curiosity by which false doctrines seem to be motivated is 
regarded not as an inevitably misleading drive but rather as a neutral 
motive that can just as well be made to serve the truth if it is only 
made to function in the right way: "For while the truth that comes 
to light in Greek philosophy extends only over limited regions, the 
real truth puts in the right light all the deceitful attempts of Sophism 
to make something credible; just as the sun brilliandy illuminates all 
the colors and shows clearly how both the white and black are con
stituted. "49 Once again the simile of the sun serves to clarify the 
relation of the absolute truth-to regard which direcdy is to risk being 
blinded-to the worldly partial truths, over which the absolute truth 
has precedence, without excluding them; 

The familiar distinction between wisdom and the sciences also helps 
Clement to 'save' the controversial disciplines of astronomy and ge-
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ometry: He who doubts that it is useful to know something about the 
motion of the sun and the stars and their causes and to consider 
geometrical theorems runs the risk of falling into error regarding the 
freedom of the spirit as well. Apparendy we are to understand that 
scientific knowledge frees one from the suspicion that human action 
might be conditioned by combinations of cosmic factors, that is, that
as Epicurus had taught-physics 'neutralizes' its object for man. SO For 
Clement the Gnosticism that is legitimized by" Christianity not only 
has individual significance in relation to salvation; "it also discloses the 
educational meaning of history. The disQ.lssion with Greek philosophy 
must try, by means of loving criticism, to enable the adherents of 
those teachings "finally, even though late, to understand the true value 
of the erudition to attain which they undertake journeys over the 
ocean. "51 But gnosis [knowledge] here is not recommended to everyone; 
it is the highest challenge of Christian self-realization, not a universal 
condition of salvation. This is illustrated again by Odysseus, who alone 
among his companions can endure the danger posed by the Sirens, 
following the motive of his curiosity, as a representative who dem
onstrates once and for all that temptation can be overcome: "It is 
enough that one man has sailed past the Sirens. "52 

This salvation formula extracted from the Odyssey's scene of the 
Sirens provides the occasion for a justification of the lack of literary 
pretensions of the Stromateis, and likewise of the whole genre ofliteratui:e 
concerned with salvation: "I know well that to be saved oneself, and 
in the process to be helpful to others who want to be saved, is the 
most important thing .... " Pythagoras hadxecommended giving pref
erence to the muses over the sirens, by which he meant "that one 
should cultivate the sciences, but should not seek in them the satisfaction 
of a desire for pleasure" - here again the differentiation of use and 
enjoyment is in the background. The vital point is that with the role 
given to individuals by Gnosticism the basis for a statement about 
'human nature' like that at the beginning of Aristotle's Metaphysics has 
been abandoned: Odysseus and the Sirens, Oedipus and the Sphinx
the human interest is delegated to these solitary representatives as it 
is to "the Gnostic, of whom it is said at the same time that it is enough 
if he finds even one single listener. In other words, there are exposed 
human positions, in which temptation cannot be avoided but must be 
endured, apparendy because there is an economy of what humanity 
has to accomplish, a set of historical tasks, as it were. When the 
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polemics against Gnosticism deny this special role of certain individuals, 
the accent in the exegesis of the Oedipus :figure' alters: Now he is 
praised only for the 'pastoral' action of stopping up the ears of his 
companions, while his own exposed position is ignored. 53 

In the Latin patristic literature, the term curiositas receives its spe
cifically anti-Gnostic aspect of significance from Tertullian (ca. 160-220 
A.D.). Here the characteristic imprint that the word had been given in 
Apuleius's Metamorphoses, which were produced between 170 and 180 
A.D., may have had an influence. 54 The process whereby the cognitive 
appetite that was naturally and essentially appropriate to man was 
transformed into a constituent elem.ent of the catalog of vices took a 
decisive step forward here, in that cUrWsitas became the dominant trait 
of a character, of a type. 

This had been prepared for, in the conceptual history of the Greek 
polypragmojyne Iofficious busyness, meddlingJ, by Plutarch (ca. 45-ca. 
125 A.D.), in a treatise that had desaibed busybody activity as harmful, 
particularly in the realm of human relations. Plutarch's suspicion of 
this characteristic takes as its point of departure the assumption that 
man's supposed 'interest' in other men is directed especially at hidden 
wickedness, which it seeks to bring to light and publicize through 
'gossip. '55 This gossipy curiosity is directed at the intimate sp4ere of 
one's fellow man and penetrates the secrecy (which is, in its own way, 
humane) of human wickedness. It puts into words, and into the cir
culation of talk, the unspeakable things that pertain to others, so that, 
in an extreme comparison, adultery can be described as a sort of 
curiosity about someone else's carnal pleasure. 56 It is characteristic of 
Plutarch, the Greek, that he recommends as a means of curing such 
gossipy curiosity the diversion of interest by other objects, and explicidy 
mentions the heavens, earth, air, and sea. He assures us, in this con
nection, that nature has nothing against the cognitive appetite diverted 
toward it; however, no hidden wickedness is to be found there, and 
he who cannot do without it will have to stick to history.57 

In Apuleius's novel, curWsitas is radicalized; its magical potency
which philo earlier tliought he had recognized in its secret drive toward 
transposition-is made thematic. One of the ironies with which the 
author treats Lucius's curiosity-animallike, credulous, and capable 
of ~y indecency-~ that he counts aIIlorig his famous ancestors not 
only the author of the treatise .on curiosity, Plutarch, but also the 
Skeptic Sextus Empiricus. For even the hero's immoderate lust for 
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knowledge is exhlbited as the degeneration of the philosophical appetite 
for knowledge when he introduces himself as "not indeed curious but 
still desirous of knowing everything, or in any event a great deal. "sa 

Elsewhere he does not shrink from describing himself as possessed 
by an innate curiosity. 59 The 'ontological' precondition of the hero's 
immoderate curiositas and of his magical inclinations is the vanished 
firmness of the contours of the world's constitution, the suspension 
of the cosmic quality of reality and the resulting explosion of the 
horizon of possibility, which creates a space in which what man can 
look forward to is indeterminate: "Nihil impossibile arbitror ... " [I 
think that nothing is impossible]. What is unexpected in common 
experience, happens. Of the voluptuousness of a feast it is said, "Q.uic
quid fieri non potest ibi est" [Whatever could not possibly come into 
being is there]. Curiosity seeks no longer what is admirable and won
derful in the cosmos but rather the strange, the peculiar, the curious 
(in the objective sense), that which can only be gaped at, in a structure 
of reality that is dissolved into transitions and alterations of form. The 
hero also describes himself as "all too eager to become acquainted 
with strange and astonishing things." 

Augustine himself suggests to us that he knew this work by referring 
to the fact that Apuleius and he were fellow Africans. This may be 
regarded as no less probable in the case of the Carthaginian Tertullian. 

The intellectual biography ofTertullian, who.first became a Christian 
as a mature man and in his old age turned to the Montanist heresy, 
can be described as a strenuous effort to think and to exist against 
his own nature. This highly complicated thinker, practiced in every 
finesse of juristic and rhetorical technique, commits himself to the 
program of a 'simple' faith, in which all questioning has come to rest, 
and in fact as a result not so much of the demonstrable and reassuring 
possession of the truth as of a conscious surrender. contradicting what 
was <natural' to him, of the cognitive pretension that urges one in the 
act of questioning. For Tertullian, Gnosticism has its root in the obstinate 
insistence on further questioning. He denies ever having raised the 
problems that he deals with himself; all objections and difficulties have 
been 4nposed upon him by others.60 The desire, for example, to know 
more about the soul than is contained in the simple statement that it 
derives from God's breath (ex dei flatu) leads into the boundless waste 
of argumentation about positions decided upon in advance and, where 
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argument does not suffice, to the surnrnoping up of rhetorical 
persuasion.61 

Tertullian holds the heretics responsible for the reception of ancient 
philosophy within Christianity; the pluralism that they produced forced 
people to make use of the preexisting means of intellectual argument 
A homogeneous religion would not have needed to interest itself in, 
philosophy. Tertullian sees the difference between Gnosticism and his 
faith as reduced to differing interpretations of the biblical command 
"Seek and ye shall find" Gnosticism perennializes this relation of 
conditioning. To the resdessness of seeking it holds open one chance 
of finding after another, whereas Tertullian localizes the end of seeking 
and the totality of having found in the single act of accepting faith. 
"In a single and definitive system of doctrine, there cannot be an 
endless search. One must seek. until one finds, and believe when one 
has found, and then there is nothing more to be done but to hold 
fast to what one has grasped in faith, since after all one also believes 
that one should not believe, and consequendy should not seek., anything 
else, since one has found and faithfully accepted what was taught by 
him who commands us to seek nothing but what he teaches. "62 The 
model of the ancient conception 'of motion, according to which rest 
in a goal state teleologically determines the process, is unmistakably 
at work here. There lurks in man an instinctive readiness to yield to 
the "tickling ofhis ears" by the philosophy that is bom of "the cleveITIess 
-of earthly knowledge" and to submit to the canon of its questions as 
the embodiment of what man has a legitimate need to know.· But 
philosophy is a "rash interpreter of God's nature and arrangements," 
and by these rash interpretations it furnishes the heresies with their 
"equipment."63 , 

Tertullian exhibits a clear awareness of the fact that the historical 
process stabilizes the system of questions once raised and thus exercises 
a pressure toward answers, which imposes the 'settling' and reoccu
pation of systematic positions that have become vacant. Thus it is no 
longer 'human nature' that unfolds its appetite for knowledge in a 
catalog of pretensions to knowledge that can be gathered from history; 
rather it is the factual antecedence of schools of dogma that imposes_ 
upon what is new a framework of continuity that is just as unfulfillable 
as it is demanding of fulfillment. Curiosity is the result of the unresisting 
reception of the inherited system of 'nonnegotiable' questions. Ter
tullian seeks, with his characteristic radicalness, to cut this burden 
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loose. The opposition that he encounters in this effort is conditioned 
by the fact that in Gnosticism the ancient tradition is already assimilated 
and has unfolded its immanent logic. Thus the field of the discussion 
and the rules of the game are pregiven.64 Tertullian would like to 
make.it plausible to his readers that he is an early Christian author 
delayed for two centuries, with a longing for the simplicity of the 
language of the Bible, and that· it is only against his will that he 
summons up rhetorical and dialectical brilliance against the Gnostics' 
instruments of persuasion. Tertullian made one attempt, in his treatise 
On the Testimony 0/ the Soul, to demonstrate how much he despises the 
otherwise so trustworthy method of convincing opponents by turning 
their own logic against them. He practices the maxim "Nobis curiositate 
opus non· est post Christum" [After Christ, we have no need of cur
iosity]65 by excluding the very zeal for knowledge (magna cUrWsitas) with 
which the Christian apologists wanted "to extract testimony for the 
Christian truth from the most widely .known writings of the philos
ophers, poets, and other teachers of worldly erudition and wisdom. "66 

The magna curiositas stands at the beginning of the treatise on the 
'simple' self-evidence of the soul as the great reproach not so much 
against the heathen philosophers as against the Christian protagonists 
who with their inquiring diligence had subjected themselves to the 
constraints of the prevailing rules of argument. Against this Tertullian 
poses the unconscious testimony of the soul, which is just as l.Uleducated 
as it is unmiseducated: "It is to you that I speak, you who are simple 
and unformed, l.Ulpolished and l.Uleducated, as with people who have 
you alone and nothing more, the soul, just as it comes from the alley, 

. from the street corners, from the workshop. It is your inexperience 
that I need, since your experience, as little as it is, is believed by no 
one. I want to question you as to what you bring with you into man, 
how you have learned to feel, whether from· yourself or from your 
author, whoever he may be." 

The anamnesis ascribed to the soul, and to attest to which the soul 
is summoned, no longer has. anything to do with the Platonic 're
membrance,' inasmuch as it has no reference to the world; it no longer 
. mediates between appearance and Idea but rather serves exclusively 
to secure the soul's derivation from its creative origin. Thus self
knowledge as the alternative to knowledge of the world acquires a 
dimension quite heterogeneous to and independent of the latter. But 
curiositas too, as the contrary of such self-exploration, is not primarily 
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directed at the world; for Tertullian it has scarcely anything to do with 
the Augustinian "pleasure of the eyes" but exhibits a more 'literary' 
character, comparable to the vanity of education arid the pleasure of 
dialectical activity. To this the simplicity of the anima idiotica [uneducated 
soull is contrasted.67 To the extent that the cognitive appetite directs 
itself at -nature, it is reprehensible not on account of the nature of its 
objects but rather because it prefers the inferior realm of the dependent 
and the conditioned to the immediacy of its relation to its author. 
Thales's astronomical curiosity is reprimanded for this metaphysical 
short-sightedness.68 The physician and anatomist, on the other hand, 
who is apostrophized as the inspector curio.sissime [most curious inves
tigatorl is in danger of equating what is visible and discoverable with 
everything that exists and also of forgetting that his object is altered 
by death and dissection and is consequendy no longer able to provide 
an answer for every question. 69 

Thus cUriositas is rejected here only conditionally on account of the 
specific objects it prefers, to the extent that these have the concealed 
and concealing function of absorbing or misleading the cognitive ap
petite. It was in his concept of truth and the value judgment bound 
up with it that Tertullian defined most radically what he meant to 
exemplify with all of this: For man truth as such is not unconditionally 
worth striving for, but only the truth that refers explicitly to its divine 
derivation and foundation and is represented in relation to that origin. 
If one wants to know something about the soul, then one must rely 
on its author: "Quis enim revdabit quod deus texit?" [For who will 
reveal what God has hidden?Yo This has the appearance of an 
epistemological reflection. But that is not what concerns Tertullian; 
what he wants is to transform the act of knowing into an act of 
acknowledgment. This rigoristic interest in fonn makes the possession 
of truth irrelevant for man iIi comparison to submission to its absolute 
master: "Praestat per deum nescire. quia non revelaverit. quam per 
hominem scire, quia ipse praesumpserit" [It is better to be ignorant 
through God because He has not revealed than, because man himself 
has presumed, to know through manl Even knowledge about the soul 
loses its value, even if it is the truth, if it does not derive from the 
legitimate source of divine revelation but rather from man's pre
sumptuous authenticity. Freely chosen ignorantia [ignorance] can thus 
become an act of acknowledgment of the exclusively divine right of 
possession of the truth and disposition over it. 
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The value 'of truth. for Tertullian, is formal, not material: Not that 
one may expect accurate objective statements only from God-but 
only what one receives from God is the obligatory and beneficial truth 
for man, and it is so only because one receives it from Him. Hence 
Socrates's daimonion [genius, guicling spirit] could not convey any truth, 
no matter what it said, because its essence was praesumptio, not revelatw 
[presumption, not revelation]: "Cui enim veritas comperta sine deo?" 
[For to whom is truth revealed ,vithout the aid of God?]71 What it is 
necessary for man to know is shown· to him only by its source; all 
'knowledge' consists in knowing what one does not need to know and 
should not strive after. 72 Still there is also for Tertullian, as there was 
later for Augustine, a kind of justification and coorclination of curiositas 
as a meaDs to salvation. Thus the cognitive appetite was the power 
in the ancient authors that drove them to draw secredy from the 
wellspring of the prophets; but in this they were only intent on their 
own fame and doquence, so that they overlooked the simplicity of 
the truth and converted their curiositas into mere scrupullJsitas [concern 
for minutiaeJ.13 Only it is remarkable and contradictory that the heath
ens' natural appetite for knowledge of the Christian's "hidden blessing" 
grows weak prematurdy and they prefer not to know anything more 
about it,14 while with the Gnostics the same appetite for knowledge 
swells beyond measure into an enormitas curiositatis [enormity of cur
iosity]15_a contradiction that Tertullian cannot explain without recourse 
to demons. 

The basic idea, that the truth is God's property and subject to His 
disposition, not only made theoretical curiosity appear to be a striving 
for an illegitimate acquisition but also combined with the technique 
devdoped by philo of tracing Greek philosophy's possession of truth 
(which had willy-nilly to be recognized) back to the concealed reception 
of biblical sources, that is, characterizing it as illegitimate use. From 
this it could be deduced that Christian doctrine demands that philosophy 
'restore' this property to its rightful master. 76 

By raising the question of origin and ownership. Christian apologetics 
found a way out of its embarrassment in the face of the pagan reaction, 
which .only too often responded to the doctrine that was offered as a 
promise of salvation with a shrug of the shoulders and the observation 
that it had heard all that before. But the result was that human knowl
edge as a whole came under the pressure of the analogy of the theo
lOgical state of grace. God gives what is His to whomever He chooses, 
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and he who lays claim to it and wants to attain it under his 0'Wll 

power puts himself in the wrong. 
For Lactantius (ca. 25G-ca. 325 A.D.) the truth is an arcanum summi 

dei, qui fecit omnia [a mystery of God in the highest, Who made every
thing],77 and consequendy only the acceptance of divine revelatiqn 
gives legitimate access to it. That God wanted to keep something secr:et 
from man, and that this is quite in keeping with the idea ofRis majesty ~ 
indeed that this majesty is attested precisely by the inaccessibility of 
the mystery for man, is the premise that remains entirely unquestioned 
in the context of these discussions.18 Here the question whether God's 
keeping the truth secret in this manner could be intended as beneficent 
protection of man does not yet play any role at all; for this kind of 
motivation is not necessarily already implied by the fact that the 
information that is necessary for human life is excepted from secrecy 
and made easily accessible for man. This is especially true if one 
proceeds from the ancient assumption that the securing of vital ne
cessities can be only the terminus a quo [starting poind of the theoretical 
attitude. '9 Against those who nevertheless wanted to investigate what 
was not granted to them, God had protected Himself by making man 
the last of His creations so that he should not acquire any insight into 
the process of creation. This observation is directed against Epicurus's 
denial of creation, which among other arguments had used that of 
the unimaginability of how it was done. 80 

The idea that God had wanted to deprive man of insight into the 
work of His creation and had consequendy made him the iast of His 
creations must have alarmed its author almost before he had written 
it down. Without wanting to relinquish entirely the point aimed at 
Epicurus, he gives it a turn toward thoroughly customary Stoic teleology: 
Man could hardly be introduced into the world before it was completed, 
for how should he have kept himself alive in an unfinished world? 
And vice versa: If man had been able to live in the world before it 
was completed, then everything that would have been created after 
him could not have been created for his sake: "Itaque necesse fuit, 
hominem postremo fieri ... illius enim causa facta sunt omnia" [And 
so it was necessary for man to be made last ... because everything 
was made for· his sake]. But if it was impossible for this reason to 
introduce man into the world any earlier, then the interpretation of 
man's position at the end of creation directed against Epicurus loses 
its basis. The pragmatic teleology benefiting man, expressed in his 
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position at the end of creation. is supposed to appear to him as gracious 
compensation for the fact that the jealous withholding of the mystery 
of the Creation leaves his theoretical curiosity unsatisfied. 

The mortgage of Gnosticism falls on man; he is the one affected 
by exclusion from cognizance of the ;<let of creati,.on. an exclusion 
originally meant to demonstrate the impotence of the demiurge with 
respect to the 'accomplishment' of the work of creation. The human 
spirit is 'taken into custody' (quasi custodia) by the body precisely so 
that it cannot 'see everything,' and in view of such a painstaking 
exclusion :lTom the secrets of nature, it would be foolish to inquire 
after what has after all been removed into the realm of the 
Unreachable. 81 

The mo~e subde fonn of divine jealousy regarding the secret of the 
Creation is the elimination of the Platonic presupposition of the de
monized Gnostic demiurge: He is able to set up the world and coun
terfeit its ideality only because kos1lU)s [order] is thought of as an obje~tive, 
universally accessible stock of realizable possibilities, which the demon 
no less than God can take as his 'prototype.' Only when one makes 
God the 'inventor' of the world can one dispute the deffiiurge's insight 
into the world concept, which is now a 'subjective' plan. and thus call 
into question his ability to usurp the genuinely divine competence. 
This crucial step toward the conception of spiritual originality was first 
made, for purely defensive purposes, by Irenaeus.62 Since 'having the 
idea' and doing the deed coincide. the hypostatic preexistence of the 
ideal cosmos is abolished and the world eidos [Idea) becomes a 'fact' 
that is no longer intelligible. But this means that every claim, even 
the human one, to the intelligibility of nature must be r~jected because 
it would allow demiurgic activity (human as welD-secondary creation
to appear possible in principle. Thus a basic decision is made in the 
opposition to Gnostic dualism, a decision that was to determine not 
only the Middle Ages but also the beginning of the modem age, with 
its rebellion against this decision. . 

Truth can no longer be metaphorically represented by the brightness 
of daylight, which makes everything visible-both what there is and 
how it is-but figures rather as a hoard held in reserve, from which 

. only so much is given out as is vitally necessary for man. The divine 
sphere of majesty and the human sphere of need are clearly differw 
entiated. At the same time man may by all means inquire after his 
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happiness; indeed, in good Hellenistic fashion, this very question be
comes .the norm for the restriction of his cognitive will: "Q,uid ergo 
quaeris, quae nee potes scire, nee, si scias, beatior fias?" [What then 
do you seek, which it is neither possible for you to know, nor if you 
knew it, would you be made any happier?]8s 

In one essential respect, however, as a result ofhis StoiC assumptions, 
Lactantius stands outside the anti-Gnostic tradition of curiositas: in his 
description of man as contemplator caeli [observer of the heavens]. True, 
Socrates is praised as the prototype of the overcoming of curiositas, 
and he is given credit for having been more prudent than others who 
thought they could grasp the essence of things with their mind and 
whose foolishness and impiety consisted in the fact that with their 
curiosity they wanted to penetrate the secrets of heaven's providence. 84 

But at the same time he is blamed for the remark attributed to him 
that what is above us does not concern us because by this means he 
~upposedly) wanted to divert the essentially human direction of gaze, 
which is at the starry heavens.85 Here it becomes evident that the 
Stoic tradition was suited not only to retrieving astronomy from the 
realm of objects that are characteristic of curiositas, to which it had 
been consigned by the defense against Gnosticism, but also and es
pecially to recovering the metaphysical justification of astronomy's 
pretension to truth. However, in Lactantius the contemplatio caeli [ob
servation of the heavens1 is taken into the service of religious experience 
to such an extent that one could speak less of a theoretical relation 
than of a relation of 'encounter': "Man is induced to observe the world· 
by his upright posture and his upward-facing countenance; he ex
changes looks with God, and reason recognizes reason. "86 This definition 
of contemplative experience as something in the nature of 'physiog
nomic' dialogue leaves no room for mere theoretical curiosity.81 Thus 
here also the typical late-antique atheoretica1 attitude is preserved, in 
that the expectation that is operative in this vision is understood as 
one of existential fullillm.ent freed from the afHiction of questioniiig. 

The highly original 'systematic' classification of intellectual curi9~lty 
by the "false father" Amobius, whose work Against the Heathe.n ·may 
have been produced soon after 303 A.D., remained without any no
ticeable influence on Augustine, and thus on the further elaboration 
of the curiositas theme. For him the discrepancy between the natural 
pretension to knowledge and the actual capacity for knowledge (which 
is seen as quite narrowly restricted) is one of the strongest arguments 
against the dogma of the divine origin of man. Again and again he 
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confronts man's real situation with the richness and easy acquisition 
of knowledge that could be expected on the assumption of the divine 
origin of the soul. Arnobius asks ironically whether the king of the 
world dispatched the souls_so that only obscurity should confront their 
desire for knowledge of the truth about thingS.88 In-his will to knowledge, 
man exercises no wen-founded enticiement. 

Arnobius takes it as the core of Christian revelation that man was 
not indeed created by God, but the gift of immortality can fall to his 
lot to the extent that he proves himself morally. From this he derives 
a maxim of theoretical resignation that approaches Skeptical abstention 
from judgment, in accordance with which even the alternative question 
that unavoidably presents itself, whence then did the human soul 
actually come, must remain a tenebrosa res [shadowy matter], a mystery 
enveloped in blank obscurities (caecis obscuritatibus involutum}.89 The te
leological economy of knowledge, as established in Cicero's temperately 
balanced coordination of Skepticism and Stoicism, is sharpened into 
the blunt demand that man should leave alone everything that has 
nothing to do with the earning of immortality: "Suis omnia relinquimus 
causis" [We leave all things to their own causesJ.90 Here the element 
of 'care' is again perceived as central to curiositas and understood as 
a misleading of man's concern for himseI£91 Curiosity is not the sheer 
sensuous pleasure of the busybody's inspection and questioning of 
things but rather a disoriented perplexity regarding one's own position 
with respect to the world. The acceptance of revelation becomes a 
liberation from this burden of supposedly vital problems. 

It is not an accident that we come across traces ofEpicurus's thought 
in Arnobius, in the form of numerous allusions to Lucretius. The 
neutralization of theoretical concern about the world and the lack of 
relation between worlds and gods provided Arnobius with his modeL 
This dependence does not by any means exclude Gnostic connections . 
because the Gnostics' demiurge and Epicurus's atomistic accident, 
which has nothing to do with his gods, can very well act systematically 
as substitutes for one another. This explains a contradiction that already 
appeared to be present in Epicurus's system between the irrelevance 
of the object called "nature" and the extent of the theoretical preoc-

- cupation with it. In Ar:O.obius this inconsistency is repeated: No logical 
bridge can be constructed between the passage where Christ appears 
as a teacher of natural philosophy too92 and numerous others where 
such questions are expliciciy consigned to indifference. The Epicurean 
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presuppositions are further reflected in.an element that gives Arnobius 
a special position within the tradition of cUrWsitas, which is his explicit 
rejection of, self-knowledge and curiosity about the world as mutually 
exclusive alternatives: Man has no access to his origin and thus to his 
own nature; he is an animal caecum et ipsum se nesciens [blind creatuJ;'e, 
ignorant ofhlmselfl.93 The evidence of what is obligatory for him leaves 
no room at all for access to what he is. One might say that .Aro.obius 
adds to his resistance to theoretical curiosity the radical extiIpation 
of all tendencies from which the fimction of a 'world view' could accrue 
to Christianity. 

Arnobius resists submitting the Christian revelation to the test of 
whether it can answer the questions that philosophy has raised and 
has not answered; although the heathens would have had to admit 
their inability to answer the questions about the origin of and the 
reasons for many things, they made the same admi'lsion on the part 
of the Christians into a reproach against them: "Qui quae nequeunt 
sciri, nescire nos confitemur ... " [We are the ones who confess to 
not knowing what cannot be knownl. 94 Arnobius evidendy wants to 
raise Christianity above a function _ into which its own apologetics had 
pressed it. namely, offering to the surrounding late-antique world, 
which was resigned about its own abilities, a solution of the traditional 
problems 'by new means,' and thus functioning as lhe final fonn of 
philosophy. fu contrast, the admission of the inaccessibility of the 
objects of theory especially was meant to turn and to concentrate 
man's self-understanding radically on its single real possibility.: The 
Epicurean neutralization of nature now no longer serves liberation 
from fear but rather the setting free of moral energy and its exlusive 
interest in immortality. If 'natural-philosophical' communications are 
also attributed to Christ, then this accentuates precisely the futility of 
the 'natural' cognitive appetite, the indulgence of which forces history 
into an apparent continuity that it can no longer have after Christ. 
Thus curiositas becomes an inducement to the concealment of the 
heterogeneity of Christianity and to its transformation into a system 
of propositions amounting to a 'world view'; the critique of curiosity 
is here functionalized for the self-understanding of Christianity with 
a precision that remained isolated and without influence. 
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5 

Curiosity Is Enrolled in the 
Catalog of Vices 

Again and again the q~estion has been asked, at what point in his 
spiritual biography did Augustine's 'real' conversion take place? If it 
is correct, as I propose, to understand his transition from Academic 
Skepticism to Neoplatonism simply as a reactivation of the 'Platonic 
remainder' in dogmatic Skepticism, and if we must recognize a high 
degree of continuity between his NeopI3.tonic and his early Christian 
phases, then the turning point shifts back to his alienation from Man
ichaean Gnosticism. Locating the break lin the spiritual process at this 
point is also-in fact is especially-apt in relation to the problem that 
is our topic here: the foundation of the medieval curiositas complex. 
This is already evident from the way in which, in t4e retrospect of 
the fifth book of the ConftssWns, Augustine broadens his critique of 
Manichaeism into a generalization of the tendency to shield himself 
against philosophy, a generalization that certainly cannot be justified 
solely on the basis of disillusionment with Gnosticism but in. fact runs 
directly counter to the immediate lesson of that disillusionment. This 
makes the argumentation many leveled and complicated. 

On the occasion of his encounter with Faustus, the Manichaean, 
Augustine claims to have recognized the slight value of the Gnostics' 
cosmological speculations, specifically through a comparison, unfa
vorable to Gnosticism, with the precisely calculated astronomical pre
dictions of the 'philosophers.' This would· have been a plausible 
argument against the Gnostics but at the same time an argument in 
favor 0/ philosophy. But Augustine does not want his reader to be led 
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to this obvious inference; the turning away from Gnosticism must not 
appear as a repetition of the philosophical 'conversion' as it had been 
presented in the fourth chapter of the third book of the Conftssions. In 
order to avoid this result, Augustine builds a step into the argument 
of this passage that would otherwise be totally unmotivated here: the 
philosophy that has just made such a favorable appearance, thanks 
to its cognitive accomplishments, in contrast to Gnosticism, now acquires 
a seductive attraction and is characterized as an attitude that is en
dangered and dangerous in its innermost nature. Its ability to give 
exact prognoses regarding the most exalted object in the world, the 
starry heavens, exposes man to the danger of self-admiration, of au
tonomous cognitive security, of impia superbia [impious pridel. 

It is not its object that constitutes the danger of the philosophical 
attitude but rather the authentic power- inferred from the mastery 
of the object-of the human intellect, wh.ose origin man ascribes to 
himself without acknowledging it as the creation and gift ofhis Author.l 
Augustine puts this in terms of his characteristic metaphor of light: 
The man who knows is not himself the light to which he owes the 
intelligibility of his objects, but himself stands in the light, of whose 
full truth potential he' deprives himself when he ascribes the origin of 
this light to himseI£ In the moment in which he is able to predict the 

. future eclipses of the sun, he guarantees the present eclipse of his 
own illumination. 2 

The antithesis that pervades the tradition of curiositas since the an
ecdote about Thales between on the one hand what is nearest at hand 
and essentially urgent and on the other hand the humanly remote 
matters that conceal the fonner is reoccupied here: Now what is 
nearest at hand is the perception and acknowledgment of the de
pendence of one's own capacity for truth upon illumination. The theo
retical attitude is apprehended, in accordance with the exemplary 
model of astronomical prediction, as relating to the future and is seen 
as exposed in that very respect to the danger of evading the tran
sceI.ldent conditionality of its origin and the contingency of its presence. 
Reflection on this .last condition of the possibility of human knowledge 
is opposed, as the mode of behavior of a finite being, to the essentially 
infinite curiositas, which passes over the simultaneous acknowledgment 
of the contingency implied in every acquisition of knowledge, being 
consumed, instead, entirely in the attraction of the object. Consequently 
Augustine's God denies Himself to those whose curiosa peTitia [curious 
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skill] wants to count the stars and the grains of sand and to calculate 
the extent of the heavens and the paths of the stars. 3 

The excursus on curiositas, which takes up the greater part of the 
third chapter of the fifth book of the Confessions and only leads back 
to the point of departure of the account (the disillusionment resulting 
from the encounter with Faustus the Manichaean) in a very short final 
section, makes it evident that the reason why Augustine does not 
consider his own path to the overcoming of Gnosticism exemplary is 
that the criterion of scientific accomplishment implies acknowledgment 
of the right to theoretical curiosity. Thus Augustine fie],.-;ls philosophy 
against Gnosticism but does not tum the field over to the victor. 

The problematic that the alliance with philosophy constituted for 
the whole· patristic tradition is reflected here: How was the critical 
rationality that one had employed against mythological polytheism to \ 
be circumscribed and subordinated in its turn to the religious interest? 
Augustine attempts to do this by subjecting reason's theoretical ac
complishment to the question of the conditions of its possibility, a 
question that he considers essentially theological because it points to 
the problem of the Creation. If this reflection is canied out explicidy 
arid the critical autonomy of philosophy is thus neutralized by a critique 
of philosophy itself, then the lasting benefit of the confrontation of 
Gnostic cosmology with philosophical astronomy can be admitted. 4 

Thus the desire to know, as such, does not by any means amount to 
cu:riositas; on the contrary, saeculo:ri.s sapientia [secular knowledge] dis
tinguishes itself favorably from Gnostic speculation precisely by the 
fact that it admits of empirical confirmation, whereas Gnosticism had 
required assent to its statements about the world as though by a kind 
of faith, without pretense of VerificatiOlL Thus in this passage Augustine 

. connects the mistake that he sees in curiositas neither with a particular 
object, such as the astronomical one, nor with authentically theoretical 
insistence on precision and verifiability but only with unreflectiveness 
in the use of reason, which as such already constitutes denial of the 
debt of gratitude for being created. With this degree of subdety, ad
rlli.ttedIy, the idea was not capable of transmission as tradinolL 

In the tenth book of the Confe.ssions, curiositas returns in connection 
with the 'systematic' account ofhis spiritual life history that Augustine 

. gives there. Here it must be seen in indissoluble antithetical connection 
with the two questions, directed at himself and at God, that provide 
the framework of this account: QUid sum? QUid es.? [What am I? What 
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are You?] After chapter 30 the guiding thr~d of the three classes of 
vices is dropped, and the whole of chapter 35 is devoted to curiositas: 
It represents precisely "ocular desire" (concuptscentia oculorum), the pure 
functional drive of the organ of sensation. which finds satisfaction 
even in the most trivial object and is defined as the futile and inquisi.tive 
appetite for sensual experience (expmendi per carnem vana etcuriosa 
cupiditas). This self-satisfaction of instinct through surrender to the 
world of appearances dresses itself up in the great words and the 
images of supposed value in whose tenns the human spirit conceives 
of its destiny and dignity, as knowledge and science (nomine cognitionis 
et scientiae paUiata). . 

Here curiositas distinguishes itself from naive delight in the senses 
by its indifference to the qualities of the beautiful and the pleasant, 
since it 'enjoys' not its objects as such but rather itself, through the 
cognitive capability that it confinns in connection with them; Such 
self-enjoyment on the part of the cognitive drive is always facilitated 
by the degree of difficulty and remoteness of its objects, which do 
not present and recommend themselves of their own accord, like 
something beautiful. That curiosity can, in fact, become one of man's 
central vices is a characteristic not only and not primarily of man 
himself but also of the world in which he finds himself-a sphere of 

. obstructed immediacy and only partial anthropocentric teleology bor
dered by zones of hiddenness and remoteness, of strangeness and 
alienating reservation. 

Curiositas is indeed a category applied in turning away from Gnos
ticism, but the world in which it can become a possible cardinal vice 
is no longer the cosmos that is open to man and symmetrically in
telligible in all directions from the center but rather a sphere filled 
with Gnostic attributes in which man is [literally] 'eccentric'-for no
where in Augustine either does Stoic geocentrism playa role relevant 
to man's understanding of himse1£ 

Augustine's world is not fulfilling but seductive, and curiositas is a 
'temptation' iforma tentationis) in the double sense that to test oneself 
on and with what is resistant and uncmmnon (tentandi causa) is' at the 
SaIIle time to be tempted (tentatio). a In its extreme form this 'tempted 
attempt' of the appetite for experience and knowledge directs itself 
at. God Himself, since even in religion there is hidden the attempt
the 'experiment' with God-to demand signs and miracles not as 
promises of salvation bU.t merely to satisfY curiosity.5 In this attitude 
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God is taken into service and made into a means to the· enjoyment 
of purely worldly experience. This makes clear what it means when 
Augustine again and again insists in his thinking on a strict differ
entiation between enjoyment and usefulness, between frui and uti. He 
sees the basic character of the world in its utilitas [usefulness] as the 
instrumentality ad salutem [for salva~on1 whereas a fulfilled and fulfilling 
existential relation is only to be expected from the fruitio [enjoyment, 
delight] directed at God. The ordering principle of human life, which 
can be spelled out in the form of the ethical virtues, is fixed in the 
maxim that one should correcdy distinguish between the usefulness 
and the enjoyment of things.6 At the same time there emerges a 
criterion for the positively evaluated attitude to which curiositas is con
trasted: All theory is concerned with disclosing the instrumental rel
evance of the things in the world, the serviceability inherent in them. 
But this means that the Augustinian interpretation of knowledge of 
the world is no longer the ·pure' theory of Hellenistic philosophy. 

Curiosity violates this ordering principle of use and enjoyment and 
betrays its content of disorder precisely by the fact that in its extreme 
logical consequence (as Augustine defines it), it subjects even God to 
the criterion of utilitas, so as to be able to seek. fruitio in the human 
self alone. There remains the question whether the human self-en
joyment that is perceived in theoretical. curiosity is equally a mistake 
when it stops short of the presumption of taking God into its own 
service; This borderline question in distinguishing between use -and 
enjoyment is investigated first of all·in connection with the relations 
between human beings.1 The biblical injunction to men to love one 
another is cautiously interpreted by Augustine in such a way that it 
does not command us to love the other man for his own sake, which 
after all would be equivalen.t to fruitio, because only that can be loved 
for its mvn sake that promises man the vita beata [life of bliss]. Now 
this consideration can be transferred to self-love and self-enjoyment 
as well: Since self-enjoyment competes with the absolute level of the 
vita beata in the self-forgetful contemplation of God, it becomes the 
anticipatory transposition of and surrogate for man's existential vo
cation, . and thus the epitome of the false conversion of the ipterest 
that underlies all action. S fu self-enjoyment man remains or becomes 
external to himself and loses his inwardness just as . he does in the 
ecstatic possession by knowledge that is curiosity. It is said antithetically 
of God,in the interpretation of the story of the Creation, that He 
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does not take pleasure in His works but only in Himself and that tht .i 
day of rest after the work of creation is meant to illustrate this fact; 
man's mistake is that he parts witli himself in his works and cannot 
really 'rest' from them in himsel£9 

When we return from this digression on the regula dilectionis [~e 
oflove] to the central passage, book 10, chapter 35 of the Confessions, 
some light is shed on the catalog of the levels of curiositas: After amuse-

. ment at a mutilated corpse, theatrical shows are mentioned, and from 
here a transition to investigation of nature and to the magical arts is 
found. 10 The riddles of nature, to which the mere desire to know 
applies itself. are characterized as objects that lie praeter nos [beyond 
usl in the double sense that neither are they seen from the point of 
view of their utilitas nor do they relate to man's self-knowledge. In
vestigation of the things that nature does not make openly accessible 
to man is of no use to him. This proposition involves the teleological 
assumption, familiar from Cicero, that the degree of a thing's theoretical 
accessibility indicates its 'natural' relevance for man. When he goes 
beyond this region of what lies open to him, he obeys the cognitive 
app~tite that is justified by no other interest. 11 . 

The appeal to nature proves itself here, as so often, to be an am
biguous type of argumentation, whose self-contradiction Augustine 

. seeks to avoid by not attributing a natural status to man's inherent 
cognitive appetite but instead interpreting that appetite-as always 
where cupiditas is applied-as a consequence of the condition of man 
having fallen away from his original nature as a result of his original 
sin. The first sentence of Aristode's Metaphysics has become, through 
the omission of "by nature," a description of man's status deftctus 
[failed, defective condition]. On this assumption, confirmation by the 
"predilection for sense experience" can no longer be a "sign" from 
which the vindication of the disinterested purity of the theoretical 
attitude "independent of need" can be obtained. The grasp at the 
'tree of knowledge' caused the unregulated cognitive appetite to de
generate into the vana cum [futile carel of a godless state of being 
fallen into the power of the world. 

Admittedly the systematic consistency of the idea of curiositas found 
in the Confessions cannot be confirmed in Augustine's work as a whole. 
He does not always see the cognitive appetite as a particular inner 
condition of the subject. The definition in tenns of particular reahns 
of objects that was so influential in the tradition is not only a rnis-
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understanding of the Augustinian texts, however much it may miss 
the heart of his conception. Seen from a biographical-genetic point 
of view, the objective definition of this human characteristic seems to 
be the earlier one. When, following Cicero, he associates the self
restriction of the cognitive appetite with the virtue of temperantia [tem
perance],12 the lapse from this moderation is not an inner disorder of 
the subject but rather is brought about by the attraction of the physical 
world operating through the eyes. Here again a basic structure of the 
Gnostic concept of sin survives: The forgetting of the origin and destiny 
of the essential spiritual core of man (the pneuma) was understood by 
Gnosticism not as an inner event but rather as the concealment and 
overlaying of memory-which is to say, of metaphysical self
orientation'-by envelopment in worldly th.iJ;lgs, by diversion and dis
persion in what is given and obtrudes itself from outside. 

This Gnostic frame of reference makes it clear-just as does the 
Neoplatonist frame-why in the tenth book of the Confessions, curWsitas 
appears as the negative correlate of memoria. Only by memory can 
what gets lost in dispersion be grasped; memory gives man the authentic 
relation-which makes him independent of the world-to his origin, 
to his metaphysical <history,' and thus to his transcendent contingency. 
Memoria and curiositas relate to one another like inwardness and out
wardness, not, however, as alternative human <modes of behavior,' 
but rather in such a way that memory as actualization of one's essence 
is suppressed only by the forcefulness of the world's influence upon 
one and can assert itself to the extent that this 'overstimulation' can 
be warded off and dammed Up.13 The soul is inwardness, as soon as 
and insofar as it is no longer outwardness; it is memoria, insofar as it 
does not lose itself in curiositas. Memoria, which as the original ground 
of the soul corresponds in Augustine's. Trinitarian analogy to God the 
Father, stands for the fact that all thinking, insofar as it is not occupied 
and diverted by 'objects,' would have to be some¢ing that thinks 
itself: Only then would it represent the likeness of a God Who had 
been conceived, since Aristotle, as a thought thinking itself If one 
pushes Augustine's premises to their conclusion in that way, then, in 
comparison, his formulas for curWsitas still depend on those that were 
coined earlier in the tradition and thus fall short of their logical 
consequences. 

The illusion to which man subjects himself when he surrenders to 
his unbridled cognitive drive is also characterized by Augustine in its 
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limiting case as the transposition magic tow~d which we earlier saw 
philo direct his suspicion of the "Chaldeanizers:" "There are some 
individuals," Augustine writes, "who, having abandoned virtue and 
not knowing what God is nor the majesty ofhis eternal and immutable 
nature, suppose themselves to be engaged in a great enterprise when 
they busy themselves with intense and eager curiosity [curiositsime in
tentissimequel exploring that universal mass of matter we call the world. 
Such pride is engendered in them in this way, that they imagine 
themselves dwelling in the very heaven they so often disCUSS."14 True 
philosophy, which is love of and zeal for wisdom, arises from the gift 
of moderation, which protects one against curiosity.15 The soUl's le
gitimate path is not the arrogant flight to the stars but rather the 
humble descent into oneself and the resulting ascent to God. Those 
who thirst for knowledge have not recognized this path, and the reverse 
befalls them: They believe themselves to be placed among the stars 
in their exaltation and enlightenment, and for that very reason ~ey 
plunge back to earth.]6 

This hyperbole for the delusion of the ecstatic cognitive appetite 
that considers itself equal to what is inaccessible is indeed directed 
against Gnosticism and its claim to have been initiated into cosmology, 
but at the same time it is peculiarly clairvoyant with regard to as-

o tronomy's influence on consciousness as it was to be manifested at 
the beginning of the modern age. Nicolas of Cusa, Copernicus, Giordano 
Bruno, and Galileo will find for this the expressive formula that the 
world has been elevated to the status of a heavenly body. It is true 
that the idea of creation implied the suspension of the ancient separation 
between terrestrial nature with its changeability and transience and 
the stellar region of eternal stability in favor of the idea of a homo
geneous world; but this implication was ftmdamentally an extension 
to the whole universe of the metaphysical characteristics that had 
earlier been ascribed only to the earth, and thus something like the 
'tellurization' of the special nature of the heavenly bodies. The early 
modern 'stellarization' of the earth reversed this implication and thus 
provided the metaphor for a self-consciousness that had been made 
thematic in Augustine's condemnation of astronomical curiosity. 

Augustine had discovered, in connection with his disappointment 
with Gnosticism, what an impression the exact calculations of the 
'philosophical' astronomers could make. This competition between a 
system of faith and science preoccupies particularly the exegete of 
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the story of the Creation. He believes that he should prepare his 
readers for the fact that even a non-Christian can possess, on the basis 
of reason and experience, highly certain knowledge about the earth 
and the heavens, about the elements of the world, about the movement 
and circulation, size and distance of the heavenly bodies, about eclipses 
of the sun and moon, about calendar reckoning, about animals, plants, 
minerals, etc. 11 The Christian, who should not intensively interest him
self in such questions, should nevertheless not compromise his con
viction in the face of such knowledgeable people by foolish assertions. 
Thus Augustine's exegesis of Genesis too is meant to provide speculation 
that is more spiritual than cosmologic.u and to dismiss or to leave 
open, rather than to answer, the theoretical questions, that is, to practice 
what he calls moderatio pia [pious moderationl l8 He himself characterizes 
his exegesis of Genesis as having offered more questions than answers. 19 

One need not count on God's having wanted to communicate more 
to man -than is necessary for his salvation.2o How much astronomy 
could nevertheless be included in such an economy of salvation was 
to be proved by the importance of the question of the calendar and 
the dating of the Easter celebration; SO!as tUne indicators Augustine 
counts even the heavenly bodies among 'the utilia and necessaria [useful 
and necessary things] benefiting man.21 It does not occur to him that 
the problem of time determination could not be solved independently 
of a model of the cosmos; he explicitly counts the question of the 
form and construction of the heavens among the problems that need 
not concern the man who is intent on his salvation. 22 In this context 
Augustine can perfectly well speak as though such cosmological prob
lems could be solved with a sufficiently intensive effort; but for him 
the expenditure of time is indefensible.23 

. 

Waste of time seems at first glance to be quite a superficial standard 
for the legitimacy or illegitimacy of posing purely theoretical questions. 
But in this criterion the conceptual pattern of curiositas reappears: In 
the boundlessness of his cognitive will, man denies his finitude precisely 
in his dealings with time by behaving as though he does not need· to 
apply any measure or to bring forward any justification here. If the 
modern idea of science will be characterized by its forgoing an eval
uation of its objects and a distinction between what is worth knowing 
and what is a matter of indifference, this will only be possible through 
the elimination of this very objection based on the finite time given 
to the subject, an elimination accomplished by the integration, through 

------ ----- --~---------.: -
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'method,' of a potentially infinite sequence of inquiring subjects active 
in" temporally extended functional complexes-subjects whose indi
vidual lives and needs (in regard to truth) can be neither the point of 
nor the standard against which to measure the totality of knowledge 
to be realized. 

To both the ancient world and the Middle Ages, a knowledge that 
neither related to nor could be made to relate to the capacity of the 
individual and his existential fulfillment was still an altogether remote 
idea. The basic idea of the teleological serviceability of natural objects 
that are available and can he singled out from the whole had excluded 
the possibility that only a knowledge directed at the whole of nature 
could enable man to assert himself in his personal existence both 
against and by means if nature. Only the metaphysical suspicion that 
nature could function without regard to man in its lawfully regulated 
processes makes urgent and necessary a knowledge of nature that can 
examine each state of affairs merely for its potential relevance to man 
and that must therefore reject the criterion of the 'appropriate ex
penditure of time' as a point of view associated with a teleological 
contemplation of the world. Once theoretical observation of the world 
could no longer be regarded as satisfying the human need for happiness, 
the demonstration of the equivalance, in relation to man's interests, 

" of various physical and cosmological theories was sufficient and con
clusive argument for" the view that further insistence could no longer 
justify the expense. 

Significantly, .4l demonstrating this view Augustine makes use of 
the very question whose definitive solution more than a millennium 
later was to orient and confirm the self-consciousness of the modern 
age: the question whether the sphere of the fixed stars stands still or 
moves. To those of his fellow believers who worried about this question 
in view of the biblical expression firmamentum [firmament literally, 
support], Augustine replies that its solution would require ingenious 
and laborious investigations, to enter into and carry through which 
he lacked the time, and so should they. For the rest, those who treated 
such questions-with just as much curiosity as leisure-had found 
that the perceptible movements of the stars could be explained equally 
well on either assumption. 24 

The distinction accorded to astronomy as the critical objective re
ferent of curiositas has, however, another aspect in addition to those 
discussed so far. This aspect again is directed less at the Gnostic cul-
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tivation of cosmic speculation and its 'useless questions' than at the 
astronomy of the philosophers, which had had the initial effect of 
creating disenchantment with Gnosticism. It is characterized by the 
exact prediction of stellar phenomena and the use of numbers, that 
is, in the widest sense, by measurement. When the human px:etension 
to knowledge gives itself access to the dimension of the future, in 
phoronomic astronomy, it presupposes an unalterable regularity of 
nature. For Augustine that means that God's free and autarchic dis
position over His creation is thought of as being excluded by an act 
of self-restriction. 

Augustine deals with this problem exhaustively in a very remarkable 
context in book 21 of his Gity 0/ God, namely, in connection with his 
discussion of the question of the physical possibility of the e:ternal 
punishment of the damned. Of course, the ultimate ground of belief 
in this possibility is divine omnipotence, which has sovereign disposition 
over everything that can befit its creations 'by nature.' But this reference 
directly conflicts with the ancient world's traditional concept of nature, 
with the elementary assumption of a cosmos that persists irrevocably 
in its regularity. "To what shall I appeal," Augustine asks, "in order 
to persuade unbelievers that an animated and living human body is 
capable of not only continuously evading dissolution by death but also 
enduring even the torments of eternal fire? They refuse to be referred 
to the power of Omnipotence, but demand to be persuaded by an 
example."25 The unbelievers' objection that something could only be 
considered possible if it could be confirmed as actual by experience 
is supported by the characteristic and unquestioned premise of ancient 
philosophy that the world as a whole exhausts all possibilities and at 
the same time lies open and accessible to human experience.26 The 
apologist has to conform to this premise and is thus himself forced 
into the curiositas that is on the lookout for what is extraordinary and 
strange in nature. The assertion that there are wondrous things (miracula) 
in nature encounters the objection that these are nevertheless only 
nature in those of its workings that are unknown to us and therefore 
appear extraordinary. Augustine deals only superficially with this ar
gument, which he himself accepts as conclusive, by laying himself 
open to the objection that he has appealed in support of the naturalness 
of the miracu1a to the same omnipotence that he wanted to demonstrate 
by pointing to them. 21 No less problematical is the appeal in defense 
of the miracles in nature to the miracle of the creation if nature. For 
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this supposed fortior ratio [stronger argUl;ne~tJ not only presupposes 
what it is meant to prove but also includes the contradiction to which 
the Enlightenment particularly enjoyed calling attention that the ab
solute status of the first, universal 'miracle' is made questionable by 
the later occasional breaches of order.28 

The inconsistency of Augustine's argumentation is' itself very sig
nificant: On the one hand, he can provide himself with a basis on 
which to deal with unbelievers and with their concept of the WSffiOS 

only by making a point of holding to the regularity of the world and 
regarding supposed miracles as appearances due to' regularities un
known to us; on the other hand, he fears a lawfulness to which appeal 
can be made, which would give legitimacy to the human inquisitive 
drive and would leave behind it, on account of its insistence on ra
tionality, only a restricted acknowledgment of God's free will. 

This vacillation due to heterogeneity of motives becomes especially 
evident in the discussion _of a mythical phenomenon of the heavens. 
In Yarra's Roman Genealogy, an account is given of an alteration in the 
color, size, shape, and path of the planet Venus in the early epoch of 
the kings, a unique phenomenon never observed before or after. This 
testimony is cited in order to show the possibility of a natural object 
at a particular point in time exhibiting behavior different from what 

. it had been seen to exhibit at all other times and what had been held 
to be its essential nature. From such a beginning, he could quite well 
have gone on to explain the unusualness of the phenomenon as sub
jective, in· accordance with the formula that the miracle contradicts 
not nature but merely the nature that is known to US.29 This would 
indeed have meant a broadening, but not an alteration, of the 'cosmos' 
concept: The regularity of nature would have been assumed as not 
indeed universally verifiable but still pregiven in principle. But Augustine 
does not hold to this line, and it was to have incalculable consequences 
for the history of Christian theology that he feared involvement in 
the cognitive pretension and ill the exclusion of voluntarism more 
than he sought rationality. "So great an author as Varro," Augustine 
writes, "would certainly not have called this a portent had it not 
seemed to be contrary to nature. For we say that all portents are 
contrary to nature; but they are not so. For how is that contrary to 
nature that happens by the will of God, since the will of so mighty a 
Creator is certainly the nature of each created thing? A portent, there-
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fore, happens not contrary to nature but contrary to what we know 
as nature.» 

So far he seems to have succeeded in reconciling to some extent 
the rationality of the cosmos and the volitional nature of the biblical 
God. But evidently this result does not.satisfY Augustine's theological 
zeal, and consequently he forces the concept of law and the metaphor 
of .the ruler into an antithesis that is certainly unexpected after what 
has just been said: "What is there so arranged by the Author of the 
nature of heaven and earth as the exactly ordered course of the stars? 
What is there established by laws so sUre and so illflexible? And yet, 
when it pleased Him Who with sovereignty and supreme power reg
ulates all He has created, a star conspicuous among the rest by its 
size and splendor changed its color, size, form, and, most wonderful 
of all, the order and law of its course!" It is not evident at first glance 
why Augustine goes further here than is required by his premise of 
the subjectivity of 'miracles' in nature. But on closer inspection it turns 
out that the train of thought contains a point directed against curiOJitas: 
Augustine believes that he has found the meaning of God's forcible 
intervention in the lawfulness of nature in the fact that it breaks 
through and frustrates the presumptuous claim of scientific exactitude 
to know the laws of nature and with their help to predetermine events: 
"Certainly that phenomenon disturbed the canons of the astronomers, 
if there were any then, by which they tabulate, as by unerring com
putation, the past and future movements of the stars, so as to take 
upon them to· affirm that this which happened to the morning star 
(Venus) never happened before nor since. "30 The mythical event re
ported by Varro is set alongside the sun's standstill in the Book of 
Joshua, which was so offensive to the early modeITl age; but it is not 
suggested that the biblical talk of the mpvement and standstill of the 
sun contains information about, and obliges us to acknowledge, a 
particular cosmological system. Only the sovereign act of intervention, 
putting in question all claims to theoretical 'exactiness' (inerrahilts com
putatio), is seen as the point of the story. 

Nature is not set free as the final authority and embodiment of 
everything dependable, on which the human relation to reality can 
be based. The conflict between the idea of the cosmos and voluntarism 
is decided for the Middle Ages, and at the same time those premises 
are designated, by implication, whose secural had to become necessary 
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in order to constitute an idea of science that was to make the absolute 
dependability of nature a condition of human self-assertion. 

That scientific knowledge prescribes laws to nature-this triumphant 
formulation of the outcome of the physics of the . modem age-is 
suspected by Augustine as the secret presumption of theoretical curio~ity 
and imputed to it as the essence of its reprehensibility. He wants us 
to perceive in the 'extraordinary' happenings in nature above all the 
w~g that knowledge of nature may not draw from even the most 
exact observation of the regularities in the phenomena the conclusion 
that God may be bound to these rules and that they may be prescribed 
to Him, as though He could not bring about an entirely different state 
of affairs from the one that appears to cognition to be lawfully regular.31 

Perhaps even more instructive than what explicitly decides the matter 
for Augustine in favor of the voluntarism that renders consciousness 
of reality insecure is what is not present as motivation and argumen
tation for this decision. The discussions that have been cited from the 
City 0/ God could still allo:w the impression that the paralysis of the 
ancient trust in the .cosmos was not an essentially conditioned and 
internal consequence of the Christian system of categories. Augustine 
argues from the concept of creation: The right of intervention is the 
author's right of disposition. He could with still more theo1ogical reason· 
have b.rought forward the eschatological argument: The partial re
vocation, through the miracula, of the natural order posited in the 
Creation only anticipates and, as it were, announces the radical re
vocation of the Creation in the destruction of the world at the end of 
time. But eschatology not only had largely been repressed from Chris
tian consciousness by the nonarrival of the repeatedly proclait:O.ed final 
events but was also (for its supporters) the uncomfortable scandal of 
the unconverted surrounding world. It was not, after all, accidental 
that Christianity was held responsible for catastrophes of and deviations 
from supposedly unshakabie institutions and orders, since the catalog 
of signs of the coming end of the world could quite well be interpreted 
as betraying an 'interest' in the disintegration of the world order. Thus 
the reproaches directed at the Christians can be summarized in the 
formula that they were the causes of the world's departure from its 
laws.32 Augustine finds the Christians being held responsible even in 
a fj.gure of speech -for the failure of rain to appear: Pluvia defit, causa 
Christiani.35 The connection that had originally been established by 
Christianity between its appearance in the world and the "sign in the 
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heavens" annOlUlcing the world's destruction had to appear, on the 
assumptions of the still influential idea of the cosmos. as the suspect 
proclamation of a hoped-for 'disorder.' 
. To the surrounding Hellenistic world 'in the time of the Caesars, 
the right of the Ruler of the World to arbitrariness vis-a.-vis His creation 
could be made plausible more readily than the much more threatening 
meaning of the supposed miracles as aI1l1-ouncements of the revocation 
of the existence of the world as whole. But just this concealed radicalness 
stands behind the disputes over the right of curiositas to guarantee itself 
the future of nature under laws. Dependability, rational constancy, 
regularity are characteristics of a concept of nature that does not want 
to admit the world as a metaphysical episode stretched between be
ginning arid end, between creation and destruction. As the behavioral 
correlate of this concept of nature, with its insistence on man's intra
worldly possibilities, curiositas is definitively entered by Augustine into 
the catalog of vices. 

Translator's Note 

a. The Latin tmtaT' means to try, to attempt, to test-or to tempt, incite, etc, The German 
Vmuchen has the same thorough ambiguity, which is only faintly suggested by the similarity 
of "tempt" and "attempt" in English. 
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Difficulties Regarding the 
'N aturar Status of the Appetite 
for Knowledge in the Scholastic 
Systexn 

The Scholastic reception of Augustine's ideas about curiositas can be 
characterized first of all as a loss of differentiation and a detachment 
from their genuine motivation. The passages, which were originally 
embedded in a complex context but often lent themselves to citation 
because of their rhetorical formulation, are boiled .down into 'sentences' 
and appear as verdicts of 'authority' in the Scholastic questions. The 
loss of substance in the process of tradition facilitates the change of 
function. Even where the Scholastic handling of a problem r:neets high 
standards in argumentation, the biblical or patristic authorities cited 
are mostly of questionable relevance; this is sufficiently explained by 
the fact that in Scholasticism there appear systematic pretensions, and 
questions developed from them, that demand too much from au
thoritative texts deriving from an entirely different technique of thought. 
There. are other circwnstances as well that bad blunted the original 
problematic of curwsitas for the Middle Ages; this applies particularly 
to the position of astronomy, and thus to an exemplary objective 
reference of the Augustinian curiositas. 

The position of astronomy in the Middle Ages paradoxically had 
been weakened precisely by its classification in the obligatory edu
cational system of the liberal arts. Due to the fact that the disciplines 
of the trivium and the quadrivium had become the propaedeutic cur
ncu1um of every course of study, geometry and astronomy underwent 
the fate that tends to be necessarily bOl.llld up with the supposed 
blessing of propaedeutic 'required courses,' namely. a leveling down 
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into a burdensome first step, to be quickly 5l;1Tffiounted by means of 
formal expedients, on the way to what appears to be really important. 
Certainly mistrust of astronomical curiosity is the root of the theoretical 
stagnation of this science over centuries. But such· mistrust became 
latent under a layer of the employment of the vie~ of the sta,rry 
heavenS for edifying purposes. Occasionally it can happen in the Vita 
[Lye) of a pious man that his astronomical curiosity is mentioned as 
an episodic attraction, a quickly abandoned byWay among dangers 
happily and mercifu1ly surmounted. 1 Or the touching and at the same 
time very characteristic story is told of Odo of Tournai (who died in 
1113) that the master followed the course of the stars with his students 
far into the night, pointing them out with his finger, while the assurance 
is explicidy added that this observation of the heavens took place ante 
ianuas ecclesiae [before the doors to the church]. Z Or the comforting 
cormection i~ established' between the course of the stars; obedient to 
God, and man, who is bound to the same obedience to God's com
mandments and to whom the heavenly bodies are meant to serve pro 
mira~tlo pariter et exemplo [equally as a miracle and as an example). 8 

This seems remote from any thought of conflict. 
Conflict about the interest in theoretical knowledge broke out when, 

after the saeculum obscurum [dark ageL in the eleventh century, under 
. the influence ofBoethius especially. the ancient philosophical tradition 
again gained ground and (to begin with) the literature of logic deter
mined the development of Scholastic practice. The reciprocal action 
characteristic of the reception of ancient philosophy throughout the 
Middle Ages can be observed immediately in this first phase of Scho
lasticism: At first the ancient authors are taken into service instru
mentally. so as to provide means of argument for theology; but the 
heterogeneous medium for its part immediately begins to have a 
nonnative influence on the theoretical pretension, whith unfolds its 
immanent rationality. 

The rigorous carry-over of dialectical means to the problems of 
theology provokes a theological reaction whose first high point can 
be seen in the thought of Peter Damian (1007-1072). In the ·opuscule 
On the Superiority of Holy Simplicity over Inflated Science, all participation 
in access to the divine truth is denied to the <1>lind wisdom of the 
philosophers," as summarized in the artes liberales [liberal arts]; indeed 
the pernicious cupiditas scientiae [desire for knowledge] is identified with 
the temptation of man in paradiSe to seek equality with God. It is 
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important that in this work the attack on the presumptuousness of 
theory is restricted to the trivium, that is, gTammar, rhetoric, and 
dialectic; the disciplines of the quadrivium play no role. Even where 
Peter Damian explicitly cites Augustine's concept of curiositas as the 
desideri,um oculcrrum [desire of the eyes], he gives no space to its theoretical 
aspect but restricts himself to enumerating plays, magic, and tempting 
God by demanding miracles. 4 The core of his argumentation against 
philosophy is that true wisdom has no need of human expedients in 
order to open and show itself to those who seek it. ~ 

The real importance of Peter Damian is that in his little treatise On 
Divine Omnipotence he raised a theme that was to become not only 
central but fateful for the Middle Ages: the question of the relation 
between the idea of science and the concept of God, or more precisely, 
the question of the compatibility of the necessary presuppositions of 
knowledge of the world with the theological attribute of omnipotence, 
which pressed itself more and more into the foreground. That the 
general question of the relation between theology and philosophy was 
bound to emerge as a consequence of pursuing this concrete prob
lematic is as yet scarcely to be suspected from this opuscule, which 
takes as its point of departure this quite arbitrarily, almost frivolously 
posed question: Utrum deus possit reparare virginem post ruinam [Whether 
God is able to restore a virgin after her downfallJ. 6 

Here the question of divine omnipotence, which in late-medieval 
nominalism was to gain a destructive power againSt the system of 
Scholastic rationalism and to license the thought experiments of the 
Ockhamist philosophy of nature, still lacks any disposition toward 
destruction, any relation to the problem of human freedom and cer
tainty of reality. But Augustine's schema is nevertheless taken up 
again.. though in a narrower framework; The human cognitive pre
tension, since it is directed at a lawfulness in the phenomena and has 
to presuppose this for its success, requires a restriction on the power 
and freedom, standing behind nature, of the Creator, a restriction 
that inevitably leadS to a collision between the. will to theory and 
religious submission. 

Peter Damian sees the problem almost exclusively from the point 
of view of the validity of 'dialectic' for metaphysical/theological as
sertions. He is concerned to protest the "blind thoughtlessness" of 
those who pose their questions and give their answers as though the 
structures oflanguage (orda verborum) and the logical rules of disputation 
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(ars dwlectica) were transferable to God and <!-pplicable as unalterable 
laws to His dealings with the worl?1 Human thought and human 
language imply a temporal reference; true assertions about past states 
of affairs involve the unalterability of fact; and assertions about what 
is present and in the future, since they are either tru~ or false, must 
assume in these temporal dimensions as well that necessity belongs 
to their factual correlates.8 But theology has its own language, which 
brackets out temporal reference as a human, intraworldly structure 
and obliges one to think from the point of view of God's eternal 
presence and unrestricted potential. The premise of omnipotence pro
hibits a clear-cut separation between theological assertions about God 
and theoretical assertions about nature. Omnipotence and the continual 
pr.esence of the world's course for God's disposition excludes the kind 
of statements about nature in which-as guarantees of lawful 
dependability-the human relation to reality is alone interested and 
can find both theoretical and practical fulfilhnent. 

Peter Damian sees-and this is relevant to our subject here-the 
motive behind the adaptation of the problem of omnipotence to the 
mode of procedure of the artcs liberales as curiositas, as man's pretension 
to knowledge, insofar as man knows that that pretension may be 
rendered insecure and threatened by theological premises and con-

. sequendy wants to secure the metaphysical conditions of the possibility 
of his objects. For the first time the legitimacy of curiositas is disputed 
because it is recognized as the exposed attitude of a pretension to 
rational self-assertion, which subjects the theological categories to the 
criterion of a possible human relation to the world. 9 

Curiositas is struck at the root of its legitimacy when the admissibility 
of its conception of its object as 'nature' is disputed: The nature of 
things is not something ultimate, but rather there is a 'nature of nature' 
that is withheld from the pretension of theory. ·a nature that relates 
to nature as traditionally understood just as the will of the legislator 
relates to the laws that constitute a legal order for which he can at 
any time substitute his command.1o The aspect of nature that appears 
to man as a lawfulness given with its existence is in reality nothing 
but its obedience- The supposed ordo naturae [order of nature] turns 
out to be only an ordo verborum [order of wordsl. To manifest the 
Author's right of disposition over the beings He created seems more 
important to the religious thinker than to exclude self-Contradiction 
from the divin~ world plan. Thus it is not only a matter here of a 
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hypothetical consi4eration but rather of the statement, regarded as 
demonstrable from many examples, that since the origin of the world 
God has broken through nature unnaturally. The same 'miracles,' to 
expect or to demand which is the 'temptation' (in the double sense 
that includes 'attempting,' testing) of curiositas, are a phenomenon that 
man must accept in the world as the stigmata of its origin from 
nothingness in order not to be charged with curiositas in another aspect. 
Everywhere the talk. is of the supposedly extraordinary things in nature; 
nowhere is it of wonderment at nature's order, which is suspected of 
being the self-confirmation of theory's claim to lawfulness. 

At the end of the treatise there stands as an illustration of theoretical 
curiosity $e anonymous figure of the philosopher (Thales) who in
vestigates the paths of the stars and falls into the well in the process. 
The mockery of the maid is directed npt so much at the theoretician 
of Plato's anecdote, who forgets the facts of his earthly surroundings 
on account of the exalted and remote object of his inquiry, as at the 
presumption to heavenly-which is to say, here, theological-mysteries, 
now _only metaphorically embodied in the heavenly bodies, a pre
sumption that leads to delusion regarding the load-bearing capacity 
of the ground on which man stands, the ground that constitutes the 
condition on which he ventures into those mysteries. The context 
makes quite clear how this metaphor is intended: Man is misled by 
the conditions ofhis language and his thought into posing. and believing 
himself a match for, questions to which he can only find false answers. 
Curiositas is erroneous confidence in the form of thought that has 
proved reliable on earth, and in the lawfulness projected from it onto 
the heterogeneous object of metaphysics. Il 

The High Scholasticism brought about by the complete reception 
of Aristotle gives a new aspect to the problem in view of the difficulties 
that were involved in the integration of Aristotelian metaphysics and 
natural philosophy into the system of Christian dogmatics. The absolute 
value given to knowledge in the first sentence of Aristotle's Metaphysics 
was the 'program' whose execution did not allow the exclusion of 
natural philosophy but ·rather laid a foundation for the process by 
which· it could make its way in spite of all ecclesiastical reservations. 

In the process the attempt is now made, which we saw that Aristotle 
himself significantly avoided. to transfer the schema of his ethics with 
its normative conception of the mesotes [meanl-that is, the localization 
of what is morally right as the mean between two extremes-to the 

~~~~~ ... ---~----~~ 
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pretension to theoretical knowledge. AlbeI1 the Great (1193-1280) 
rejects this transfer of the authentic application' of the Aristotelian 
assumptions when he answers in the negative the question whether 
the virtue of prudentia [foresight, prudencel can be defined as the 
mean between the extremes of stuititia [foolishness] and curiositas. l2 

This denial is based on the fact that a specific objective reference is 
ascribed to euriositas by which it can be defined as "investigation of 
questions that have no importance in reality and for us. " Prudence, 
in contrast, is the virtue that sticks to what is objectively and subjectively 
important. IS But this distinction, taken in itself, must nevertheless be 
regarded as unacceptable from the point of view of Aristotle's as
sumptions ifknowledge as such is supposed to be naturally appropriate 
to man. Albert the Great brings this objection into play when, contrary 
to the authority of both Augustine and Bernard of Clairvaux, he finds 
the reason for the reprehensibility of humanly irrelevant knowledge 
in neither the object nor the act of cognition as such but rather in the 
knowledge's motivation, which can be inferred from the irrelevance of 
the object: The man who investigates such objects, objects that have 
no relevance to himself, can only have an intention that is wrong in 
itself 14 The unstated presupposition of this inference is that man does 
indeed strive by nature for every kind of knowledge, and thus for 

. every kind of object of knowledge, but that on account of the finitude 
ofhis mental capacity-which is substantially exceeded by the extent 
ofits possible objects-he is forced to pose the question of need and 
to orient his cognitive interest in accordance 'With it. 

It is evident that thereby an assumption begins to playa role in 
this problematic that had not yet had any significance for Aristotle. 
Between the subjective cognitive drive and the objective need for 
knowledge, an incongruence has appeared. This conforms to the me
dieval system because the world becomes perceptible as an expression 
and demonstration of divine omnipotence, and thus can fulfill its tes
timonial function precisely because man's capacity for theoretical com
prei).ension falls short of the realm of its possible objects. The Scholastic 
thinker can assume the lively'presence of this incongruence to con
sciousness and infer from it that any squandering of theoretical energy 
on what is not important for man must be due to a morally repre
hensible disposition .. Thus the proof is carried out indirectly, from 
neither the specificity of the objects nor a devaluation of the interest 
in theory as such. 



I 

1 
J~ 

331 

· Chapter 6 

In Thomas Aquinas (1226-1274) the first sentence of Aristotle's 
Metaphysics is elevated to one of the absolutely valid principles, employed 
in many kinds of argumentation, of Scholastic thought. The natural 
status of the striving for knowledge implies the evaluation "Omnis 
scientia bona est" [All knowledge is good]. l~ Thomas sees that the 
knowledge of God that is to be ascribed to all men in accordance with 
the Epistle to the Romans can only be assumed, under the stri):ter 
requirements of Aristotelian proof from causality, if the unrest of the 
cognitive drive-which will not be satisfied by any mere datum-is 
acknowledged in all men as part of their constitution. 16 Unlike Au
gustine, Aquinas sees knowledge of God as the fulfillment-not as a 
condition of the legitimacy-of theoretical curiosity, which preqseiy 
iIi its natural insatiability and universality seems to be the guaranteeing 
factor and the specific energy of the ascent to metaphysical positions. 
Not to be allowed to inquire under one's own power into what is 
hidden would appear, in this perspective, as a denial of the capacity 
of the Scholastic system as a whole to perform its function. Nevertheless, 
it is not to be expected that within the system a basic trait of human 
nature could have been conceived as unaffected by that nature's post
paradisaic losses. Q,uite naturally, then, Thomas too discusses the ques
tion of the legitimacy of knowledge in direct connection with the theme 
of original sin, using the antithesis of studiositas [attentiveness, diligence1 
and curi.o.sitas. 

It is the man exiled from paradise, for whom his own existence 
and the nature that ~ no longer paradisaically granted to him have 
become a pressing task, who stands over against the demands of reality 
in the tension.between appropriate and futile care, between expedient 
and superfluous"expenditure ofhis abilities and energies. In the studiosus 
homo [attentive, diligent manl we have before us the "virtuous man" 
[spoudaios aner. literally, "assiduous, earnest man"] of Aristotelian ethics. 
He is projected into the theological situation (foreign to his origin) of 
the postp~adisaic life in a condition to be characterized on the whole 
as "effortful," with the basic characteristic of cum [care) and the con
sciousness of the futility of trying to retrieve under his own power the 
lost fullness of his existenCe. Precisely the supplementary assumption 
of futility, which was not yet known to Aristode in his definition of 
the "virtuous man," must be kept in prind in order to understand 
that for Thomas not only restless activity but also resigned indolence 
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is implicated in the lapse called curiositas--insofar as that lapse is a 
mark of the postparadisaic situation of the human interest in knowledge. 

Thomas sees two extremes of the theoretical attitude and has thus 
arrived at the possibility of systematization in accordance with the 
schema of Aristotle's ethics. "As regards knowledge th~re is a tension 
of opposites; the soul has an urge to know about things, which needs 
to be laudably tempered, lest we stretch out to know beyond due 
measure; while the body has an inclination to shirk the effort of dis
covering. As for the first, studiousness lies in restraint and economy, 
and as such is counted a part of temperance. As for the second, it is 
praised for a certain eagerness in getting to a conclusion .... "17 A 
comparison with the meaning that Augustine had given to curiositas 
shows above all that Aristotelianism has eliminated all the remnants 
of Gnosticism and made their continued operation impossible. In spite 
of the original contrariety of the tendencies (inclinatio) of soul and 
body, . no opportunity for dualism can arise because the Aristotelian 
schema orders modes of behavior on a continuum between two ex
tremes whose 'mean' possesses no specificity of its own but is defined 
by reference to the extremes. 

Thus curiositas too cannot set itself off definitionally by its own char
acteriStics but is rather in the nature of a 'quantitative' distortion of 
the cognitive will, a Will. that is legitimate in itse1£ Nor can there be 
too much knowledge of truth kognitio veritatis) itself but only too much 
driveIUless and industry (appetitus, studium) directed to this end. 13 The 
stipulation already set doWn by All?ert the Great is held to: Knowledge 
can only fiill per accidens [by accident, ie., not by its essence] to have 
its intended value when something objectionable and hannful results 
from it indirectly or when it motivates pride (inquantum aliquis de 
cognitione veritatis superbit). 

The Augustiilian idea of the inquiry that does not maintain the 
proper religious connection, the non religiose quaerere, :finds in Thomas 
a very characteristic modification and Aristotelianizing correction. He 
does not attribute the error of curiositas to the absence of a recognition 
of conditionality by which the subject attributes his cognitive 'accom
plishment' in the last analysis to God but sees the perversitas [perversity} 
rather in that the subject does not trace his objects back to their ultimate 
origin: "Man desires knowledge of the truth about the Creation, without 
carrying it through to its proper purpose by relating it to the knowledge 
of God "19 Here curiositas lies precisely in the transitoriness and pre-

. i 
I 
I 
1 
! 

! 
I 

.j 

.l 

.1 

.1 
I 
J 
i 
d 
J 
I 
I 
I 

I 
.. 1 



I 
I 

333 
. Chapter 6 

maturely satisfied inconsistency of the desire for knowledge, in a lack. 
of the 'thoroughness' that has to exhaust the depth of the objects in 
their reference to their derivation and ultimate origin. 

Curiosity is superficial dwelling on the object, on the prospect of 
the phenomena, a c,tissolution into the breadth of arbitrary objective 
variations, which represses the cognitive claim by resting content with 
truths while giving up all claim to the truth. 20 But for Thomas the 
responsibility of the .cognitive subject no longer l~aves the level of 
theoretical accomplishment and its persistence but ratht;r is developed 
precisely on and from this level. On this basis it tun~ental and 
speci,fic reservation against philosophy is no longer possible. ,Interesting 
oneself in philosophy is in itself and as such permitted and to be 
accepted, even and especially on account of the truth that was arrived 
at by the philosophical 'authorities' before the Christian era, even if 
on the basis of a sort of revelation that can only be recognized ~ such 
after the fact, but whose recognition does not necessarily belong to 
the 'substance' of this truth, as had been required by Tertullian. 21 

The special position of astronomical curiosity in the complex of the 
question of the appropriateness of the appetite for knowledge also 
has its reflex in Thomas. After all, Aristdtelianism had created a special 
and lasting reservation for the theoretical exercise of astronomy and 
for its concept of truth by sanctioning the dogma of the elementally 
different nature of the heavenly bodies and thereby systematizing a 
hlatus between types of physical objects for epistemology as well. In 
his commentaIy on Aristode's treatise On the Heavens, Thomas uses 
this reservation to dismiss certain cosmological questions, for instance, 
the question of the provability of the actual direction of rotation of 
the first sphere of the heavens. "If someone exerts himself to make 
assertions about such difficult and obscure matters and wants to assign 
them causes, and thus claims to extend his inquiry to everything and 
to omit nothing, then this must be regarded either as an indication 
of great stupidity, from which arises his inability to distinguish between 
the accessible and the inaccessible, or as an indicatic::m that he proceeds 
with great thoughdessness and ultimately presumption, from which 
it app~ars that the man does not correcdy evaluate his ability in regard 
to investigation of the truth. "22 

Thomas immediately restricts this general censure by adding that 
not everyone who has interested himself in this way in a fruidess 
subject can righdy be condemned for it, but rather it still depends on 
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the motive from which they made their assertions. It is not the same 
thing if someone expresses such things from love of truth (ex a11UJre 
veritatis) as if he does so from the need to exlu"bit his own ability (ad 
oJtentationem sapientiae). Further, one has to ask how far he laid claim 
to certainty for his assertions and whether he could have made .ms 
judgments on the basis of insight exceeding the usual measure. "If 
someone has gone further and achieved greater confidence in knowl~ 
edge of the essential causes of these phenomena than seems possible 
according to the usual measure of human knowledge, then thanks 
rather than blanle is due to such discoverers of necessary causal 
connections. " 

The admirer of Scholastic speculation may find it disappointing that 
for the determination of the well-tempered mean of cognitive assiduity 
·the mutually opposed tendencies of body and soul-as the indolence 
that avoids the effort of inquiry, on the one hand, and the facility 
tending toward excessive zeal, on the other-are put to work. For 
those who require a specifically medieval argumentation, another 
question of the Summa theologica offers a more extensive and more 
precisely suitable account.23 The acedia [indifference, apathy] that is 
dealt with here accommodates itself better to the syndrome of the 
'postparadisaic' situation. Thomas uses this cardinal vice to epitomize 
.the despondency and indolence of the man who has deviated from 
his vocation, who conceals from himself in this pure melancholy the 
seriousness of the cum, actio, and labor [care, action, and labor] that 
are his task. Acedia is a form of sadness that surrenders itself to its 
own heaviness and thereby turns away from the goal of its existence, 
indeed, from all purposeful behavior and 'exertion' whatever ifuga finis 
[flight from purposeD. Curiositas is only one of the forms that this 
purposelessness takes. Here lies the connection with its definition as 
inconsistency, as premature' failure with respect to the demands of a 
reality that no longer holds itself open t() man in immediate self-. 
givenness. 

The description of this mistake as straying toward illicit things, as 
dispersion, once again takes up the motive that in Neoplatonism had 
been behind the soul's turning away from its essentially appropriate 
concentration on the contemplation of what is purely spiritual and 
that was supposed to explain the one world soul's own multiplication 
of itself as a result of a surrender to the manifold of worldly things. 
That dispersing curiosity was the weakness' of something that itself 
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could not become pure spirit and that consequendy came to be dom
inated by the powers in whose force field it stood. Fulfillment and 
failure were determined by the direction in which vision was directed; 
beyond that there was only surrender to the superior power of either 
the spiritual or the material. 

In Thomas it can be seen to what an extent the Neoplatonic diagram 
of external relations. the drama of turning toward and turning away. 
has become internalized. External seduction is seen as inner .danger, 
foreign superior power as an immanent moral quality. Thus curiosity 
too is a fundamentally wicked disdain, concealing itselfbehind supposed 
justification - a disdain of the absolute object, to turn away from which 
and to lose oneself in dispersion constitute the definition of curiosity. 
When the soul allows itself to become indifferent to its highest object, 
to the source of its fulfillment, it indulges in a calm that it should 
expect only beyond earthly existence in the perfect contemplation of 
the only objeq appropriate to it. The radicalness of this error is at 
the same time its peculiar rationality, since this anticipatory version 
of the transcendent condition arises from the discontent of a finite 
being in his present neediness in view of the infinite riches of the 
Deity. It does not take seriously the preliminary nature of its want of 
truth but rather perceives the still :inaccessible blissful satiety of the 
Deity as the provocation of an unfulfilled promise. Of course, to convert 
the promise of salvation into mere impatience and resdessness is, for 
the medieval author, the summit of deadly sinfulness. 

This description of wickedness has phenomenological relevance to 
the trial of theoretical curiosity: New motivations become discernible 
behind the negative evaluation. The attributes of divinity have acquired 
anthropological importance. Theodicy no longer holds man tmques
tionably in the wrong. and even his s:in is more than mere error- it 
acquires a glimmer of plausibility. Man's competition with the Deity, 
his comparison of his own with the divine possessions, has become 
formulable as something reprehensible. Thomas compares man's sor
row over not being God Himself (tristitia de bono divino tntemo) with 
the :individual's envy of the possessions of another (invidia de bono 
proximi).24 Curiosity would then be the sort of compensatory extrav
agance that provides itself with a substitute, :in the enigmas and mys
teries of the world, for what man has given up trying to reach. From 
this we can understand curiosity's pact with the devil, which was to 
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make the figure of Faust into the image of the emancipation, seen in 
terms of medieval assumptions, of early modem curiositas. 

The resignation that is expressed in the idea of acedia with respect 
to the absolute object that had been 'wooed' for centuries-the theo
logical/metaphysical discouragement with respect to the God wpo 
withdraws in His sovereign arbitrariness as deus absamditus [hidden 
God]-will determine the ending of the Middle Ages and the revaluation 
of theoretical curiosity that was essential to the change of epoch. The 
vice of disregarding the preliminary character of this life was to be 
replaced by the conception of man's theoretical/technical form of 
existence, the only one left to him. From melancholy over the un
reach ability of the transcendent reservations of the Diety there will 
emerge the determined competition of the immanent idea of science, 
to which the infinity of nature discloses itself as the inexhaustible field 
of theoretical application and raises itself to the equivalent of the 
transcendent infinity of the Diety Himself, which. as the idea of 
salvation, has become problematical. 

What Thomas Acquinas describes as the abyss of human sinfulness, 
man's mistrust regarding his promised share of God's inner wealth 
in a next-worldly form of possession -this ultimate intensification of 
the discrimination against the9retical curiosity as the mere negation 
9f theology for human self-consciousness-at the same time makes 
visible a new motivation, by means of which the alternative of re
nouncing transcendent uncertainty is defined. That which within the 
medieval system can only signify man's dull torpidity in the con
sciousness of the share in the Diety's possessions that is denied to him 
here and now-that is, acedia-was to become the energy and the
epochal exertion of a ne~ historical form of existence. In the perfection 
of Scholasticism the potential for its destruction is already latent. 

ill regard to the curiositas -problem, Scholasticism, -placed between 
its two great authorities, Augustine and Aristode, got into an extremely 
significant dilemma. The Aristotelian affinnation of the appetite for 
knowledge, on the one :hand, and -the restriction commanded by its 
AugUstinian classification in the catalog of vices, on the other, appear 
to introduce into the system a contradiction that can only be reconciled 
or concealed by ingenious sophistries. But here one should not rely 
too quickly on the assumption that the elements of the tradition enter 
into and operate in. the new constellation as constant factors. At least 
one of the preconditions under which the first sentence of Aristode's 
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Metaphysics ·could have a legitimating function no longer persists un
changed and lUlquestioned for Scholasticism; that precondition is the 
premise, which was present in Aristotle but not made explicit,. that 
the human capacity for knowledge is in principle equal and adequate 
to its natural object, so that at least there does not need to be a 
significant excess of what is knowable over what is actually known, 
and thus the element of necessary economy, with its discrimination 
between the necessary and the superfluous, does not cmne into play. 

What this means immediately becomes clear when one considers 
the professedly strictly orthodox reception of Aristotle by the Paris 
Faculty of Arts, whose leading figure was Siger of Brabant (ca. 1235-ca. 
1284). In connection with man's natural striving for knowledge, a 
question becomes central that Aristode had never explicidy posed 
because under his assumptions it simply could not become acute: the 
question whether the pretension to knowledge can be fulfilled If one 
were to affirm that knowledge of the world could be aclrieved as 
something finite and definitively complete, if the organ of knowledge 
and the object of knowledge could be shown to be coordinated in 
such a way that "the soul is potentially everything in existence," then 
the idea of superfluous knowledge, knowledge that does not concern 
man, would remain powerless over against that preformed congruence. 
Siger of Brabant offers exactly this solution to the problem. He asks 
whether man's ability to acquire· experience and knowledge can be 
fully realized or whether it is a potentiality extending into the infinite 
and decides in favor of the possibility of consummating this capacity. 
Neither an infinity of the possible objects of knowledge nor an infinity 
of increasing degrees of knowledge is to be assmned; the number of 
the kinds of entities (species entis) is finite, and in confirmation of this 
there is a perfictw scientiae [perfection or completion of knowledge] as 
definition and proof 25 

Thus Siger gave the clearest and most definite expression to the 
systematic principle inherent in the Scholastic Summa, and in fact 
precisely because he does not take into consideration the authority of 
the Augustinian idea of curiositas and its background, the situational 
definition of fallen man. The principle of the thoroughgoing rationality 
of a finite reality excludes the concept of a theoretical curiosity that 
is essentially restless and not to be satisfied by an attainable amount 
of knowledge, and cuts the grolIDd from under its demonization. But 
the Middle Ages resisted this consciousness of a reality that could be 
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completed in itself; they viewed the orthodqx Aristotelianism of the 
Faculty of Arts with suspicion and regarded resdessness in view of the 
infinitude of truth possession as an energy essentially aimed at tran
scendence. That unrest only needed to be protected from the risk of 
cunositas in order to be maintained as the permanent motor of the 
human need for transcendence. How 'conservative' the position of 
Siger of Brabant was in fact and could have been in its effects remained 
hidden from the age. 

One will scarcely be able to maintain that the high esteem of Dante 
(1265-1321) for Siger of Brabant was due to a clear perception of this 
relation, especially if one accepts the most common interpretation of 
the figure from the Inferno that can most readily be associated with 
the idea of curWsitas: the figure of Odysseus in the twenty-sixth canto. 
Here one meets not the hero of the Homeric saga who passes through 
the peril of the Sirens but rather the Odysseus whom Dante consistendy 
'further developed' and freely invented on the basis of the resdessness 
of his curiosity about the world, the Odysseus who does not return 
home to Ithaca but rather undertakes the final adventure of crossing 
the boundary of the known world, sails through the Pillars of Hercules, 
and after five months of voyaging across the ocean sights a mysterious: 
mountain and is shipwrecked. Virgil and Dante meet the ancient hero 
in the eighth circle of hell amongwill-o' -the-wisp tongues of flame 
in the cesspool of the deceivers, and from him they learn the story 
of his last voyage. 

Is this still the entirely medieval figure of reprobate curiosity or is 
it the first presentiment of its revaluation in the transition to the 
modern age? To begin with, it is clear that the specificity of the 
punishment in hell that befell Odysseus has nothing to do with his 
adventurous curiosity and his last venture. The Odysseus who is being 
punished is the deceitful adviser who coaxed Achilles into his fatal 
destiny before Troy and contrived the fall of the city by means of the 
fraud of the Trojan horse. The punislunent makes amendS to Virgil; 
the Roman, who in the Aeneid had traced the prehistory of the founding 
of Rome back to Aeneas, the Trojan, and who must have seen the 
Greek stratagem with the eyes of the Trojans and condemned it; in 
the Aeneid, Odysseus had been characterized as the inventor of criminal 
tri4:.s. The tragic end of Dante's Odysseus in the ocean has in its tum 

the character of an 'appropriate' fate: The man who had awakened 
the curiosity of the Trojans by means of the wooden horse and thus 
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decdtfully"brought about their downfall himself has a downfall into 
which his curiosity tempts him at the sight of a fateful objective, the 
dark mOlUltain rising out of the ocean. Dante gives to the magnitude 
of this figure, who evidendy fascinates him. a world scope that does 
not end at the Pillars of Hercules, that is, at the bOlUldary of the 
known world. Odysseus is alloweq to cross the ocean for five months 
more, in order-as he persuasively promises his companions-to ac
quire virtue and knowledge (per seguir virtute e conoscenza). Is this speech 
of Odysseus also deceitful counsel, for which he has to suffer in "the 
inferno? 

Dante leaves his Odysseus standing in twilight: The foolhardy venture 
ifollc volo} ~oes not lead to the sought-for discovery of an lUlinhabited 
world (mondfi senza gentc), but rather the rejoicing of the companions 
at the sight of the lUlknown land (nuova terra) dies amid turmoil and 
destruction. Dante takes pains to contrast his own curiosity about the 
realm of the hereafter with Odysseus's disastrous independent bound
ary crossing; what he himself is deemed worthy of seeing is granted 
him by a higher power and made accessible by gracious guidance, 
and he takes care not to show himself unworthy of this dispensation. 
Dante can ascend the same mountain against which Odysseus was 
wrecked because he does not give himself up to his own will and to 
the appetite for experience but binds his venture to the direction of 
salvation. In each new region that is opened up to him, what he 
perceives is not piimarily the theoretical quality of something that has 
never before been seen but rather the moral import of justice having 
been done, the contrapasso [retribution] between this world and the 
next. Thus curiosity still has need of a transcendent legitimation that 
is oriented toward something more than theory. In the Paradiso, Dante 
can ask Adam about the essence of the first sm, and it is explained 
to him as transgression of the sign (it trapassar del segno). Odysseus is 
the still unredeemed heir of the original sin that had been the 
transgression of the limits set for man: He transgresses the sign of the 
inhabitable world that is 'assigned' to man so as to penetrate into 
uninhabitable regions. He disregards the world's partial providence 
for man. 

Dante created a position in his 'system' that a new cOllSejousness 
could reoccupy and revalue; in the latter part of the sixteenth century, 
Torquato Tasso in his LiberatedJerusalem could view and evaluate the 
passage"beyond the Pillars of Hercules anew, in a clear allusion to the 
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twenty-sixth canto of the Inferno, because in the meantime Columbus 
had reached and set foot vpon the nuova terra [new land]. The self
confirmation of human curiosity has become the fonn ofits legitimation. 
The metaphysical premises are 'outdated' by appeal to the success of 
what was unlooked for; history has become an authority to which to. 
appeal against metaphysics. «Hercules didn't dare to· cross the high 
seas. He set up a sign and confined the courage of the human spirit 
in an all-too-narrow cell. But Odysseus paid little heed to the established . 
signs, in his craving to see and to know. He went beyond the Pillars 
and extended his audacious flight (it vola audace) over the open sea." 

The self-consciousness of the modem age found in the image of 
the Pillars of Hercules and their order, Nee plus ultra [No further1 which 
Dante's Odysseus still understood (and disregarded) as meaning «Man 
may not venture further here," the symbol of its new beginning and 
of its claim directed against what had been valid until then. On the 
tide page of Bacon's Instauratio magna [Great RenewalJ of 1620, Odysseus's 
ship was to appear behind the Pillars of Hercules, interpreted by this 
self-confident motto: Multi pertransibunt et augibetur scientia [Many will 
pass through and knowledge will be increased].2& And in 1668 one of 
the first attempts to draw upa balance sheet of the new age of science 
will appear under the tide Plus ultra [Further yet].21 

Dante's Odysseus is still not a figure of the Renaissance, of rebellion 
against the Middle Ages. If the dark mountain, at whose emergence 
from the sea the "foolhardy flight" finds its end, was meant as the 
mountain of the Purgatorio and of earthly paradise, still in any case 
Odysseus's hubris was not that of seeking and wanting to possess that 
earthly paradise. If it is not only in our eyes that this figure possesses 
tragic greatness, then this is noticeable in Dante at most in the restraint 
with which he applies his categories of value to this case; this damned 
soul is after all the only one in the circles of. the inferno from whose 
mouth no word of self-accusation or self-coQ.demnation comes. The 
figure regarding whose worldly curiosity Cicero and the patristic writers 
were already unable to reach a unanimous evaluative judgment here 
again signifies an undecidedness, or at least the difficulty of measuring 
this attitude to the world, in particular, against the valid or still valid 
standards of the epoch. That would already suffice to say that something 
new is beginning to define itself. The metaphysical reservations no 
longer enjoy unquestioned validity. Even before practical experience 
comes into play, confinement in the given world that is sanctioned 
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by traditional cognizance is tested, in the imagination, for pervious 
and transparent zones that no longer lead into transcendence. 

_ As one of the great moments that oscillate indecisively between the 
epochs, I would like to mark April 26, If36, when Petrarch ascended 
Mont Ventoux - "purely out of the desire," as he writes, "to see the 
unusual altitude of this place."28 The comparatively modest excursion 
is stylized into a symbolic venture, in which desire verging on the 
sinful and pious timidity before what he had never set foot upon, 
daring and fear, presumption and self-recollection combine in an event 
whose attributes one could label "deeply medieval" just as much as 
"early modero." Petrarch's appeal to the ancient example of King 
Philip of Macedonia on Mount Haemus in Thessaly29 plays a role here, 
just as does the entirely Ciceronian justification that such a venture 
might be excusable for a young man who is not involved in public 
affairs (excusabile in iuvene privalo). Nature offers resistance to the in
trusion: Sola nobis obstabat natura loci. Petrarch's portrayal ofhis goings 
astray and exertions gives it the appearance of a prodigious undertaking 
(ingentem conatum). An old herdsman appears as a cautioner, who 
.himself had once reached the summit under the impulse of youthful 
spirit but had brought away only repentance and hardship fpenitenttam 
et laborem). One of the typical motives of curiositas-reservation and 
prohibition-enhances the _appetite: Crescebat ex prohibitione cupiditas. 
All of this presents itself as a monstrous human temptation, and _ the 
experience on the sununit accords with this: Stupenti simuis steti [1 stood 
as though amazed]. 

But this experience is not exhausted by the overwhelmed and deeply 
stirred contemplation of what had beeni anticipated and now lies in 
view; entirely within the schema set up by Augustine, memoria prevails 
over curiositas, inwardness over affectedness by the world, concern for 
salvation over the passion for theory, but also the temporal reference 
over the spatial situation. so The competition between outside and inside, 
between the world and the soul, ends when Petrarch opens the pocket 
edition of Augustine's Con:fossions that he always carries with him and 
providentially hits upon a passage in the tenth book in which amaze
ment at· the . heights of the mountains, the tides of the sea and flooding 
of streams, and the paths of the stars is set in sharp contrast to man's 
self-forgetfulness. Once again Petrarch is as though stupefied and is 
angry '\\-ith himself for his admiration of earthly things; he rests content 
with what he has seen and turns his inner attention to himself.BI As 
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he considers, in retrospect, the motmtain that pre'10usly had attracted 
him, Nature now shrinks into insignificance: "Et vix. unius cubiti altitudo 
visa est prae altitudine contemplationis humanae ... OJ [And it appears 
scarcely a cubit in height in comparison to the loftiness of human 
contemplation]. . 

This amazing transposition of the category of conversion onto the 
beginnings' of a new consciousness of nature and the world, which 
was ostensibly put on paper on the evening of the same day and 
turned into a humanistically stylized communication, into conscious 
literature-which indeed .was perhaps never anything more than lit
erature, if the doubts regarding the reality of the event are correct
is an exemplary case of the supposed constancy of literary to poi 
[occasions, topics] and the methodological value of tracing them. What 
Petrarch describes is like a ritual with regard to which the ideas and 
justifications that gave it meaning are long vanished and which as a 
fixed sequence of proceedings can be carried out again with the le
gitimacy of the new, free endowment of meaning. The description of 
the ascent of Mont Ventoux exemplifies graphically what is meant 
by the 'reality' of history as the reoccupation of fonnal systems of 
positions. Even when Goethe climbed to the summit of the Bracken 
in December 1777 and saw "the environs of Germany" spread out 

. below him, this had not yet become a commonplace diversion but 
was still, as he stylized it in writing to Merck in August 1 7 7 8, "naturally 
a most adventurous tmdertaking." The forester responsible for the 
area "could be persuaded only with difficulty" to guide him to the 
summit, and the letter writer claims to have observed that the forester 
"himself was lost in wonder ... because while living many years at 
the foot of the motmtain,. he had always considered the ascent im
possible." Goethe carries no Confessions with him; he has to meet his 
own needs in this respect, through half a month of painstakingly staged 
withdrawal f!om the world: "There 1 was alone for fourteen days, 
and no man knew where I was.» The great gesture of Sturm und ])rang 

still presupposes a 'position' of extraordinary behavior that had once 
been labeled blasphemous ~gering. 
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Preludes to a Future 
Overstepping of Limits 

Dante's Odysseus, shipwrecked in view of land that had never been 
seen before; Petrarch on the summit of Mont Ventoux, retracting his 
aesthetic curiosity about the world before it had scarcely begun-are 
they figures of the specific novelty in whose terms the modem age 
[die Neuzeit: the new agel was to recognize and form itself self
consciously? Raising this question once again calls for a further dif
ferentiation and a comparison with other transformations of the attitude 
to the world that were accomplished at the beginning of the fourteenth 
century. 

Common to both figurations - the voyage into the uncertain, and 
the ascent of the mountain that resists access,-is the goal of satisfaction 
through mere vision. Once again the ancient theoria [viewing, contem
plating] is sought as existential fulfillment in the entwined categories
which are dissociated for the modem interpreter-of the theoretical 
and the aesthetic. It is easy to see that such theona has practically 
nothing in common with the attitude to the reality of nature that was 
distinguished and idealized as 'scientific' at the beginning of the modem 
age. Opening up access to new oudooks on the given world may have 
been perceived as the daring of curiosity, but for that very reason it 
lacks the kind of position in the system of man's existential necessities 

_ that had to be established for it. Need for the world is excess, the 
free amplilication of a margin around the core of what man by his 
nature had to be concerned about. Hence the attribute of the fllle vola 
[foolhardy venture], hence the almost anxious recourse to Augustine's 
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Confesswns, the message of which in both cases is man's basic care for 
his salvation. Odysseus misses the deadline of five months on the 
world sea that might have been set for his timely turning back; Petrarch 
accomplishes his 'conversion' to inwardness With what is meant to be 
exemplary timeliness before losing himself to the over;whelming view 
of the world. 

The curiositas schema based on the antithesis of necessaria Inecessitiesl 
and supervacua [superfluities], with the effect of 'withdrawing' a cognitive 
appetite initially set free but then negated by contrast, is also found 
in a letter that Petrarch wrote a year later about the location of the 
mysterious island of Thule. I After an exhaustive discourse of osten
tatious humanistic erudition, Petrarch breaks off bruskly and converts 
theme and interest just as he did on Mont Ventoux: ''The discord 
here is so great that the island seems to me to be no less hidden than 
the truth. But let it be. What we have sought with eager effort we 
may safely ignore. Let Thule remain hidden in the North, let the 
source of the Nile remain hidden in the South, if only virtue gains a 
firm footing in between them and does not remain hidden .... So let 
us not expend too great a labor in ascertaining the location of a place 
that we might perhaps gladly leave as soon as we found it .... Even 
if it is denied to me to search out these secret hiding places and to 

. gain information about these distant regions, still it will be sufficient 
for me to know mysel£ It is here that I shall be open eyed and fix 
my gaze .... " Humanism and Christian humilitas [hunlilityl mesh with 
one another, but they always 'demonstrate' this intermeshing first of 
all as the breaklng off of a substantially complete exertion, whose 
continuation promises nothing because the canon of the ancient tra
dition appears as the epitome of possible knowledge. The mention of 
one's personal and new opinion on occasion is only a friendly concession 
to curiosity: "After all it really is curiosity, knowing the important 
opinions of the ancients, to want to hear my opinion as well. But 
friendship is after all curious through and through. . . ."2 Curiositas is 
also a category in the polemics of enmity; in his attack on an Aris
toteli~g doctor, Petrarch employs this tool with malicious severity. 
An instructive aspect of this text is the change in function of the 
antithesis between necessarium and supervacuum as soon as it is a question 
of the necessity of poetry, which the doctor had disputed: The ars 
mechanica [mechanical art] of medicine does indeed concern itself with 
the necessarium of health, but precisely therein it does something bas-

1 

I 
I 
1 

I 
I 

. I 

I 

I 
I 

I 



345 
Chapter 7 

ically superfluous because what is necessary is God-given; in connection 
with poetry, however, ,this criterion does not apply because poet:rj 
comes from man and for that reason alone cannot be 'necessary.'3 
One can see the embarrassment into which such a schema leads but 
also how it can be functionally transformed so as to extract a justification 
from the embarrasSIllent. i ' 

Curiositas could be rehabilitated only by freeing it of its characterization 
as 'caring' about superfluous matters. It had to be brought into the 
central precinct of human care. But that presupposed the resolution 
of the co.mpetition between the concern for salvation and the need 
for knowledge in a new conception. 

This process was accomplished thanks to two preconditions. The 
first was that the concern for salvation was largely removed from the 
sphere over which man has disposition, the sphere of his free decision 
and just deserts. This alienation of the certainty of salvation from self
consciousness and self-realization was accomplished by a theology that 
traced justification and grace exclusively to the unfathomable divine 
decree of election, which is no longer bound to man's 'works.' Nom
irialistic voluntarism, with its central emphasis on predestination, made 
man's care appear impotent in relation:to the requirement that one 
possess a faith that was no longer initiated by the autonomous 
summoning-up of human obedience. It is easy to see that an act like 
Petrarch's retraction of his aesthetic interest in the world had only 
been meaningful on the assumption that inner concentration on what 
a man most needed could also turn away his distressa and 'take care 
of his needs. The Middle Ages would have been unthinkable in the 
full range of their manifestations without this sustaining axiom. The 
radical displacement of the preconditions of salvation into' transcend
ence could plunge man into uncertainty and fear, but it could no 
longer detennine his action or the direction of his essential interests. 

A second precondition of the rehabilitation of curiositas is closely 
connected to the first through its origin: The world as the creation 
could no longer be related to man as the expression of divine prov
idence, nor could he understand it as the first and natural revelation. 
It was hermeneutically inaccessible, as though it had become speechless. 
Thus one's attitude to the world was no longer preformed by the 
object. The constitution of the objects of theory was now accomplished 
under conditions first posed by man in a system of his concepts and 
hypotheses, just as the constitution of the objects'-of practice was ac-
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complished exclusively from the point of view of the power of dis
position achieved at any given time and the constitution of aesthetic 
objects was accomplished as the perception of a possibility that no 
longer was presented but rather was accomplished.in the perception, 
succeeded only in the subject. . 

The self-assertive character of the theoretical attitude eradicated 
the immediacy of contemplation [Anschauung], the meaningfulness of 
watching the world from an attitude of repose, and required the 
aggressive cognitive approach that goes behind appearances and pro
poses and verifies at least their possible constitution. Theoretical cur
ios~ty, and the confirmations that it was to provide for itself when it 
was conStituted as 'science,' could no longer appropriately be dis
qualified as superfluous. The question, which had become open in 
every respect, what one had to expect from reality did not (for instance) 
repress the medieval concern for salvation; rather it tooJ:c. over the 
position of the concern for salvation as the one thing left in which 
man could center his interest and from which he could derive attitudes. 

The element of cum [care] in curiositas now becomes the very root 
of its meaning, which legitimizes the cognitive appetite as the atten
tiveness that is provoked by the world. The modern age began, not 
indeed as the epoch of the death of God, but as the epoch of the 

. hidden God, the deus a~sconditus-and a hidden God is pragmatically 
as good as dead. The nominalist theology induces a human relation 
to the world whose implicit content could have been formulated in 
the postulate that man had to behave as though. God were dead. This 
induces a restless taking stock of the world, which can be designated 
as the motive power of the age of science. 

It is characteristic of such situations that every defense of the exiSting 
state of affairs goes in the wrong direction; that is, it grows independent 
in its function and ceases to serve the intended purpose. The second 
half of the thirteenth century had as a conservative front-line defense 
the rejection of the Aristotelian philosophy of nature. The high point 
of this fUtile exertion w~ the .condemnation of 2 I 9 Aristotelian prop
ositions by Tempier, the bishop of Paris, in 1277. For the 'trial' of 
theoretical curiosity, it is decisive that this index of the prohibit~d 
actually functioned as the source and documentation of the license 
not to identifY the traditionally received knowledge about the cosmos 
with the plan of creation. What was intended as a defense of theology 
against physics became in its tum an authority for what w~ not well 
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established, an authority to which. a new physics coul~ appeal in defense 
of its right to 'play through' constructive hypotheses and thus to criticize 
a world model that had served High Scholasticism as the incontestable 
key to its rational theology. The diversion of interest from a world 
whose .perspicuity was supposed to become doubtful, the intended 
radicalization of reliance on salvation, miscarried profoundly. The first 
sentence of Aristode's Metaphysics could have been modified so as to 
say that man: has to strive for knowledge, not indeed 'by nature,' but 
as the being who is exposed to this uncertain world, whose ground 
plan is hidden from him. 

William of Ockham (ca. 1300-1349) takes it as an elementary stip
ulation that reason is hardly sufficient to provide what is needed for 
salvation.4 That could easily be reinterpreted as implying that the 
theological impotence of reason by no means excludes its theoretical 
potency when directed at the world. Raising theology to its maximal 
pretension over against reason had the unintended result of reducing 
theology's role in explaining the world to a minimum, and thus of 
preparing the competence of reason as the organ of a new kind of 
science that would liberate itself from the tradition. 

Of course this science could no longer claim to penetrate into the 
thoughts of the hidden God and pose the question of the divine con
ception of the world. It had to restrict itself to explaining the phenomena 
by means of hypotheses and to give up any claim to the ideal of 
precise adequacy in its concepts and standards of measurement. Along 
with· the Aristotelian cosmology, the absolute cognitive pretension of 
the Aristotelian theory of knowledge-the natural coordination of 
subject and object-had to be surrendered. But from the difference 
between a pretension to rational deduction and an admission of em
pirical provisionality and withdrawal .into the hypothetical there 
emerged a new freedom from restriction for man's cognitive wilL The 
problematic of the legitimacy of theory resolved itself on the level of 
a reduced pretension, which included from the outset the continual 
revisability of its results. But the implementation of this logic still lay 
far in the future; the loosening of the structure and widening of .the 
margin of variation were not yet sufficient to put in question the 
Scholastic system in its totality, to make the reoccupation of its central 
positions unavoidable. After all, the Middle Ages did not come to 'an 
end in the fourteenth century. 
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The immediate fruitfulness of nominalisIlf for natural science may 
be appraised as slight in comparison to the positive findings that were 
to be realized in the time between Copernicus and Newton; indirectly, 

. though, the scientific progress of the early modern age is based on 
the destruction of the Aristotelian dogmas, on the one hand, and the 
new legitimation of interest in nature, on the other"":"both of which 
had been substantially accomplished by nominalism. The reproach 
that in spite of all its productivity in the philosophy of nature, Ockham's 
school did not accomplish what it· could have accomplished with the 
means it developed closely touches the subject of 'Curiositas. To what 
extent did the demolition-motivated by the nominalist preniises
of the barrier that was constituted by the notion of curiositas succeed 
in fact? I would like to discuss this in relation to the very involved 
question of why it was that nominalism did not employ the methods 
for the quantitative definition of objects, which it had developed in 
such widely circulated books as Bradwardine's Tractatus proportWnum 
(written before 1349) and Swineshead's Libcr calculationum (ca. 1350), 
in the measurement and description of physical phenomena. 

There was a "sort oflogical and physical casuistry," in which ex
tremely complicated and subcle processes were constructed, but the 
magnitudes inserted into these processes were always of purely spec-

. ulative and nonempirica1 derivation.5 The ontological replacement of 
the category of substance by the category of quantily had indeed 
established the ideal of handling all possible problems by calculation; 
but in the generality of this groundwork, those intermediate methodical 
and technical steps had not yet been taken that could lead to the 
indirect determination of measurements. This concrete incapacity could 
have discredited a premature beginning very quickly, and one might 
almost be inclined to believe in a sort of self-protection on the part 
of the anticipation -pregnant with the future-of possibilities that had 
become conceivable in principle. But the Ockharnistic 'physicists' of 
the fourteenth century "carried out no measurements even where 
they could have done so without. further ado."6 Here a theologically 
motivated lack of courage was involved, which based itself on, of all 
things, the biblical saying that is so readily cited for the opposite 
purpose in the context of the Platonic tradition: Omnia in mcnsura, et 
m"mero, et ponderc dtsposuisti [You have arranged everything by measure. 
number. and weight]. On the assumptions of nominalism, according 
to which human thought is not capable of penetrating into God's 
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sovereign dispositions and there can no longer be Idealities possessing 
transcendent authority, this ancient cosmic fonnula itself deprives man 
of all pretension to equivalence. The nominalistic cognitive means 
could and should only be heterogeneous with respect to the unknown 
constitutive principles of the world. The entire nominalistic theory of 
knowledge and concept formation was based on this assumption and 
everywhere opposed human economy to divine abundance. The cal
culationes [calculations] too, being intellectual operations produced by 
man, had to have this same capricious character. 

The example of the dictum cited from the Wisdom of Solomon 
illustrates clearly all the awkwardness and complexity of the historical 
relation between theology and the establishm.ent of an autonomous 
theoretical consciousness: A saying derived from and based on Hel
lenistic thought that had found its way into a collection of sayings that. 
was in . any case perceived by the Christian tradition as out of place 
within the biblical canon, and was therefore readily cited by Platonizing 
metaphysics as evidence of the Christian suitability of the ancient. 
conception of the cosmos, becomes on nominalistic assumptions an 
authority for the radically opposed position, for the essential hiddenness 
of the divine order of measure vis-a.-vis human theory. God has indeed 
ordered the world according to measure, number, and weight; but 
this must now be read with a possessive pronoun: according to His 
measure, according to magnitudes reserved to Him and related to His 
intellect alone. 

The sentence from the Wisdom of Solomon defined a theological, 
no longer rationally penetrable mystery; it put human reason, insofar 
as the latter considered itself capable of drawing conclusions from 
that sentence for its pretension to knowledge, at a distance from 
curiosita,s. in the sense (which now becomes significant) of the attempt 
to make objective theoretical sense of assertions imputed only to faith 
and withheld from all verification. To Augustine, the exac~ measure
ment and mathematical prediction of astronomical data had appeared 
as an example of an astonishing human achievement, which, however, 
precisely on account of its security, seduces man into impia superbia 
[impious pridel by making him forget its dependence on the partici" 
pation in cosmic rationality that God bestows on man. The barrier of 
sinful curiositas that Augustine thought he had erected against the 
activation of this capacity was composed of moral and religious self" 
restr!-ction, not resignation enforced by the subject matter itself The 



850 

Parim 

nominalistic theology shifted the hiatus bet:ween the regions of faith 
and knowledge, which had become more clearly demarcated during 
the centuries of Scholasticism; it no longer needed, like Augustine. to 
be convinced of the productivity of astronomy in contrast to cos
mological speculation, since in the outgoing Middle Ages the disap
pointments of the supposed exactitude of astronomy had become 
palpable even in ~qyday life owing to the increasingly scandalous 
lack of a reliable calendar. 

There is a position that in effect makes a dogma of the pre
Copernican situation. It found expression in the doctrine of the in
commensurability of the movements of the heavens, for which Nicole 
of Oresme's treatise De commensuraJ:;ilitate vel incommensuraJ:;ilitate motuum 
caeli (written before 1382) is the most important document. It is char
acteristic of the phenomenon of 'physics without measurement' that 
once Oresme has discussed the two antithetical possibilities of the 
problem as he poses it, he avoids any decision and denies man in 
principle the capacity to decide between them. In a poetic fiction he 
recounts how, when he was still brooding and absorbed in the problem, 
Apollo appeared to him in a dream, in the company of the Muses 
and the Sciences, and reproached him with troubling himse1f about 
a question whose solution exceeded man's powers and ,-vith which he 
had plunged himself into an affliction of the spirit and interminable 
trouble. 7 Since he nevertheless begs the god for an answer, Apollo 
commands the Muses and the Sciences to fulfill this request. Thereupon 
a disputation ensues between Arithmetic, who stands up for the thesis 
of commensurability, and Geometry, who defends the incommen
Surability of the movements of the heavens. But before Apollo, who 
appears in the role of the magister-the arbiter in the Scholastic dis
putation-has given his determinatio [determination of the resultl the 
dreamer awakes, and the problem remains lIDSolved. 

Oresme inclines, as can be seen in his Trait; du del et du monde, 
toward the hypothesis that at least some of the components of the 
m,?tion of the spheres of the heavens stand to one another in an 
irrational proportion of their speeds of rotation. This has the subjective 
consequence that ratio per numeros [reasoning with numbers] is nec
essarily futile; hence Apollo's reprimand: Pessima est tua occupatio. aiflictio 
Spiritus est et labor interminabilis. No less important is the objective con
sequence: Each irrational proportion is a violation of the cyclical re
currence of a total cosmic constellation, the abolition of th~ finitude 
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of a greatest world period, and thus of the Aristotelian assumption of 
a symmetry between the beginning and the end of time-an as
sumption that had been used by the Averroistic Aristotelians to argue 
against the world's having a beginning, and whose refutation was used 
by Oresme to argue. against its having a physically necessary end. 
Nature no longer provides history with an unambiguous periodization; 
the absolutely new and unrepeated ·has become possible; it can come 
from man as his signature imprinted on each moment of time in its 
singularity. This concept of a world time that is not already structured, 
in which each point contains every opportunity for surpassing every
thing that has come before it, is one of the fundamental preconditions 
of the self-consciousness of the modern age. 

The fourteenth century was dominated by the ideal of quantification. 
It possessed a logic of definition that was no longer intended to give 
substantial definitions of objects but rather to make it possible to give 
directions for their quantitative description. It possessed to a large 
extent'the mathematical methods and instruments with whose help 
the seventeenth century was to accomplish the awakening of science. 
But it lacked an interpretation of the human spirit and the legitimacy 
of its theoretical pretensions that could have made possible then and 
there the realization-independently of the transcendence possessed 
by the Creator's knowledge of the world and independently of insight 
into the 'natural measures' given to nature-of a knowledge of nature 
that did not aspire to compete with· the divine spirit in the domain 
of theory but only set itself the goaJ of man's mastery of his objects. 
Although the conventionality of Units 'of measure was familiar in daily 
life, there continued to be an obstruction to the analogy that would 
permit one to rest content with arbitrarily chosen units of measure 
and approximate measurements in the knowledge of nature as well. 
The idea of what science should be was still under the spell of the 
ideal accuracy of the Aristotelian knowledge of essences. This re
quirement did not allow one to content oneself with an inaccuracy 
that was as accurate as possible. "Calculation with vague measures, 
that is, approximate values, with margins of error and negligible mag
nitudes, .such as became a matter of course for physics later on, would 
have appeared to the Scholastic philosopher as a grave offense against 
. th~ dignity of science. So they remained standing on the threshold of 
a genuine, measuring physics, without crossing it-in the last analysis, 
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because they could not make up their minds to renounce exactitude, 
a renunciation that alone makes possible an exact science of nature. "8 

The pretension to exactitude conjured up visions of a collision with 
the theological index of the impossIble and gave, any application of 
the speculative calculations the character of curiositas;renunciatic;m of 
exactitude, which could have stylized and justified itself as humilitas 
[humility1, presupposed a break with the generally accepted ideal of 
science. From this point of view, what still had to happen between 
the fourteenth and the seventeenth centuries-in order to lay the foun
dation for the formation of the modem age (this teleological mode of 
expression should be taken purely heuristically!) does not look like an 
intensification, or even an exaggeration, of the supposedly 'modest' 
cognitive pretensions of the Middle Ages-as it has readily been per
ceived, to the detriment of the integrity of the modem idea of science. 
Rather it looks like a very decisive renunciation, a resignation -which, 
while it was not skeptical, was still directed at the center of what had 
gone before-from continuing to measure oneself(in one's theoretical 
relation to nature) against the norm of knowing 'the Creation from 
the angle of vision and with the categories of the Creator. The sentence 
about the measuredness and measurability of the world remained 
sterile for Scholasticism as a whole because it considered no measure 
to be applicable other than God's own, and at the same time, on 
account of the assumptions embodied in its concept of God, it could 
not believe itself capable, or did not think it should believe itself 
capable, of ever knowing this measure, still less of making use of it. 
Consequendy there could not be any igniting contact between the 
sphere of caicu/ationes, with their speculatively fixed and only sym
bolically intended magnitudes, and practical experience of nature. 

Robert Grosseteste (1175-1253) had already defilled the actual 
infinite as a magnitude determinable in principle,as a cenus numerus 
[fixed number]' but had declared it to be unknowable by man. 9 What 
for God was countable certissime et jinitissime [most certainly and finitely] 
was inaccessible to man's computational operations. Walter Burleigh 
(who died about 1343), in his Commentary on the Physics, was the first 
to draw from this assumption of the transcendence of real quantifiability 
the conclusion that man could make use of a system of measure 
created by himself and artificially institutionalized, based on a minima 
mensura secundum institution em [institutionalized minimum unit], but the 
problem raised by this, that of conventional stipulation and imple-
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mentation, appeared to him to be insurmountable: «Circa istam in
stitutionem potest esse error" [In that insllitution there can be an error]. 
This is at bottom the metrological solution of the modern age-a 
program of rational expediency, which is opposed to viewing reality 
as transcendent and renounces the cogtjritive ideal of adequacy [ade

quatio]-but this renunciation appeared impracticable to the doctCff planus 
et perspicuus [plain and evident teacher] because it requrred the Scholastic 
system no longer to accept transcendence but rather to compensate 
for it with an artificial universality of human convention. Only the 
idea, rising toward articulation by Descartes, of 'method' as the trans
ferable form of the process of knowledge made compx:ehensible the 
constitution of an over¥ching identity of inquiring individuals as a 
subject extending across space and time, an identity that might also 
be consolidated under conventions. The: great idea in the Wisdom of 
Solomon of the God Who counts and measures, and the Platonism 
of absolute geometry, which together had helped and driven the process 
so far fOlWard, had now admittedly become hindrances; the Cusan's 
doubts about divine mathematics, which were intended as an inten
sification of transc~dence and a strengthening of human authenticity, 
could have removed a blockage here. 

It cannot be maintained that the relation between claim [AnspruchJ 
and renunciation in the foundation of the early modern idea of science 
came about through insight into the necessity of renunciation for the 
sake of satisfying an-admittedly newly fonnulated-claim. The re
nunciation, which is the recognition of the essentially insurmountable 
<inaccuracy' of the theoretical approach, made its appearance as res
ignation with regard to the cognitive ideal that was authoritative for 
Scholasticism. And it did so in the twin ftmctions of,. on the one hand, 
a constituent part of the reawakened anti-Aristotelian, Platonizing me
taphysics, with its definition of natural appearances by the transcend
ence of the Ideality imprinted in them, and, on the other hand, an 
element of a form of piety ruined againstl Scholasticism that was spread 
by the Devotio moderna, l:> with its emphatic confession of the provisional 
character of human and earthly existence. . 

The great architectonic exertion of the Scholastic system to balance 
created nature and redem:ptive grace and not to allow them to be 

. played off against one another was shattered by the internal logical 
inconsistency of the structure and by the disruptive force of the in
creasing absolutism of its theological components: The great attempts 

._. __ .-.. - ..... _--------
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made in the fifteenth century to withstand the tensions of the medieval 
systematic structure and to save the whole make that especially evident. -

At the beginning of the fifteenth century, Jean Gerson (I 363-1429), 
one of the controlling figures at the Council of Constance and distin
guished by the honorary title of doctor christianissimus [most Christian 
teacher], made it his business to oppose futile curiosity;lo and for him, 
curiosity about the world and theological hairsplitting of the late
Scholastic type penneate one another in such a way that they constitute 
a single homogeneously motivated syndrome. This is a noteworthy 
point because in the theological speculation, many questions were 
developed, still in medieval guise, that were immediately to show 
themselves to J:>e approachable by physics, for exanlple, in the hy
pertrophic doctrine of the angels and their function in the divine 
guidance of the world. Here again the motive of curiosity is the A~
gustinian superbia [pride], the striving for self-validation, the flight from 
submission, and an element of the fantastic presumption of being 
initiated into God's sovereign reserve. ll The ideals that are opposed 
to the Scholastic appetite for knowledge and passion for originality 
(singu!arttas) are humility and submission as the roots of faith. 

But this argwnentatton alone no longer seems sufficiently convincing; 
curiosity has its immanent futility and punishes itself by diversion from 
_what is useful, attainable, and provides man with security.12 Scholas
ticism's drive toward system as an end in itself takes on the appearance 
of progress, in spite of the fact that firm limits are set to human 
knowledge, whose transgression by investigating nature must result 
in the loss of the helpful light, and thus in error. IS But the philosophers 
wanted more from nature than its testimony to God's existence, for 
which it was intended and illuminated. It is significant how Gerson 
characterizes this '.more,' namely, as the desire for dependable reg
ularities in spite of, or in view of, God's freest possible disposition over 
nature. l4 

Hidden in this text's admonition to submit humbly to the unknown 
will of God is the great contradiction that is the point of departure 
for the modern age's elementary theoretical claim: the lawfulness of 
nature, and then also of society and the state, as protections against 
arbitrariness and accident, against the fact that man's fate is not totally 
at his disposition. What prominence natural-philosophy already seemed 
to the contemporary admonisher to have gained can be seen from 
his taking it as his model for the rejection of theological curiosity. 
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Theological curiosity also surrenders to the illusion of possible progress, 
of reaching out for what is as yet unknown and untested, of conjecture 
and invention. The price of this surrender is the loss of orientation, 
the accumulation of problems arising from supposed solutions, and 
finally the collapse into skepticism. 15 The content of these admonitions 
and apprehensions is familiar; what is new is the sharper definition 
of the opposing position, the direction of the defensive gesture at a 
tendency that stands out more clearly. 

The Middle Ages-if I may be permitted this hypostatization-are 
beginning to feel threatened. The fifteenth century stands under the 
sign of the increasing concretization of this threat around the key 
concept of curiositas and the reaction against it. Piety itself finds its 
anti-Scholastic formulas in the Devoti.o moderna. Gerson rendered such 
fonnulas pithily: "Credite evangelio et sufficit" [Believe in the Gospel 
and it is enough]: <OEsto contentus ... soTte tua et materias sine Logica 
aut Philosophia intelligibiles apprehende" [Be content with ... your 
lot and understand what is intelligible without the help of logic or 
philosophy], The Aristotelian appeal to nature and to the cognitive 
drive it established became questionable because this motive could 
not be tied down to boundaries or restrained by the reservation of 
mysteries and the reproach of insatiability for the new, whereas man's 
problem of salvation had remained the same old one ever since the 
beginning. The nature of which Aristotle had spoken is now supposed 
to be the corrupted nature of sinful man, containing a cognitive drive 
on which he who is in need of salvation may no longer relyY 

The static concept of knowledge, the stabilization of the will to truth 
by the standard of tradition. was not the last word spoken in the 
fifteenth century in the attempt to save the Middle Ages. Nicholas of 
Cusa (141 0 -1464) was to make the most important attempt to combine 
recognition of the human craving for knowledge, in its unrestrictable 
dynamics, with the humility of finitude that was specific to the Middle 
Ages. The tendency of this attempt was to turn Aristotelian Scholas
ticism's concept of reason and nature against itself, it is true, but not 
for purposes of destruction -which it had long since shown itself to 
be capable of providing for itself-but rather as immanent criticism 
directed at the difference between motive and system, between function 
and tradition. In the formulation of ontological "imprecision" as the 
essence of "knowing ignorance," the Cusari seems to be able once 
again to force together the tendencies of the late Middle Ages· that 
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press toward divergence. The spirit's. insatiability finds its correlate in 
nature's inexhaustibility, and indeed not just irl the dimension of change 
and the novelty of objects but rather (which is much more to the point) 
in the intensifiability of every item of objective knowledge as such, 
insofar as in every object there is hidden the unattainable transcendence 
of its «precision." 

In the preface dedicating his Docta ignorantia [Of Learned Ignorance] 
to Cardinal Julian, Nicholas does not hesitate to appeal to the ad
dressee's appetite for knowledge and to claim for his work the primary 
attraction of unusualness, indeed of monstrosity: "Rara quidem, et 8i 
monstra sint, nos movere solent" [In fact unusual things, even if they 
are monstrous, usually excite us]. This is certainly also a gesture of 
modesty, but it is no accident that he chooses this one in particular. 
For the freedom with which reason surrenders itself to the <natural' 
principle of its own completion and believes itself capable of finding 
rest only in the attainment of its cognitive goal no longer needs to be 
kept away from the neighborhood of animalistic metaphor. This very 
'instinctiveness' is now the root of familiarity with the unattainable 
that makes itself present, as the image of infinity, only in the act of 
inquiry itseli The insatiability of the inquisitive instinct is no longer 
suspect, as it was in the patristic polemic against Gnosticism, as the 

. desire neither to recognize the boundaries prescribed to our nature 
nor to obey the command to accept the proffered faith; it is rather 
the very opening of the unconstraint in which truth's continual tran
scendence of man's capacity for comprehension is represented and 
each item of acquired knowledge becomes an instance of '<knowing 
ignorance," a surpassable degree of accuracy. 

The justification of the inquisitive instinct now is precisely not that 
the authority of nature stands, so to speak, behind it, and a teleologically 
coordinated and guaranteed objectivity before it, but rather that its 
own nature first begins to dawn on it, in the difference between 
pretension and the impossibility of complete realization, only when it 
does not resist this nature, does not set for it the limits that the 
discrimination against curiositas had wanted to erect. The paradox of 
the docta ignorantia lies in the fact that the knowledge to which the 
spirit gives itself in a loving embrace has always already been suspended 
[azggehobenl in a knowledge about knowledge, which prohibits all de
finitiveness-and not only in relation to eschatological reservations. 
The inexhaustibility of the desire for knowledge in any stage of re-
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alization that it can ever arrive at is the reason why we can achieve 
something more than knowledge, namely, wisdom, the knowledge of 
what knowledge still does not knoW. I1 "Since everything of which we 
have knowledge can be known better and more competely, nothing 
is known as it could be known. God's existence is indeed the reason 
why there is knowledge of the existence of all objects, but God's reality, 
which cannot be exhausted in His know ability, is also the reason why 
the reality of all things is not known as it could be known. "18 But it 
is not only this reflection of the infinite internal dimension of divinity 
in the objects of the world and the world itself that dominates the 
Cusan's thinking but also and still more the imitation of divine self
reflexiveness in the way in which the subject is thrown back from its 
objects onto itse1f: "The more deeply the spirit knows itself in the 
world that is unfolded from it, the richer the fertilization it undergoes, 
its goal being after all the infinite reason, in which alone it will behold 
itself in its Being, as the sole measure of all reason, to which we 
become the better adapted the more deeply we become absorbed in 
our own spirit, whose single, life-bestowing center is that infinite spirit. 
And that is also the - reason why our nature passionately desires 
perfection of knowledge. "19 

Counting, measuring, and weighing are the specific instruments of 
hwnan knowledge of nature precisely because in their efficiency they 
simultaneously make evident the inaccuracy by whose means the spirit 
becomes conscious of the heterogeneity, in relation to its objects, of 
the parameters that it produces. Arithmetic and geometry leave an 
unrealized remainder in every application to real objects. The ideal 
construction and the real datum are not reducible to one another 
without remainder; however, the difference hetweenthem is not the 
difference between pregiven ideality and given reality but rather be
tween the pretension of the knowing spirit and the knowledge attainable 
by it at any given time. When the Cusan criticizes Plato precisely for 
not distinguishing between the ideas that are given to us and that we 
can only assimilate and those that we -ourselves produce and conse~ 
quently fully understand, the conflict of possible truths that can be 
postulated here is decided in favor of )he humanly authentic ideas 
because "our spirit, which creates the mathematical world, has in itself 
more of the truth and reality of what it can create than exists outside 
it. "20 



358 
pan'm 

The late Scholastic blockage of the appliqttion of measurement to 
a world that had been created according to measure, number, and 
weight, which not only conformed to the theological reservation but 
also continued obedient to the Aristotelian idea of science, falls into 
the critical clutches of a new conception of the truth of arithmetic .and 
geometry, which, precisely because it is constructed by strict analogy 
with the veritas ontologica [ontological truth] of Scholasticism, explodes 
the Scholastic system in which all truth depends on pregivenness. The 
axiom that the author of a thing could alone be the possessor of its 
complete truth had been applicable only to God, and this principle 
that solus scit qUi fecit excluded man, as the being who even in regard 
to his productivity was confined within the horizon of the in;:Iitation 
of nature, from the truth in its strictest definition. In that sense the 
concept of creation emerged as a radicalized Platonism, apart from 
the fact that it drew all the pregiven realities together, as it were, in 
a single hand-which did not make much difference for man. 

The eusan rightly goes back to Plato and charges him with the 
error of having made the purely geometrical figure into something 
similar to what is visible, of having provided it with. a quasi
perceptibility, like its replica in the world of things. But that the concept 
of a circle or of number is truer and more real in reason than anything 

. else in nature that corresponds to it just is not due to a sort of gift of 
direct intuition of the Ideas according to which the world was made 
but rather to the fact that the human spirit itself produces them 
{mathematicalia fabricat}, that we ourselves are the authors of this pure 
thought structure. 21 

At least in the one exemplary treatise on The Experiments with the 
Balance, the Cusan descnbed how for him measurement gams legitimacy 
as a means of access to the specific indicators of the nature of physical 
objects precisely bt;cause ib. the measured values the constant pro
portions of the essential characteristics do indeed conie to light, but 
not those characteristics themselves. Thus the universe of divine creation 
is simultaneously made accessible and covered up by the universe of 
human conception. But this was just what the Cusan had defined at 
the end of the second book of the Docta ignorantia as the meaning of 
the human relation to the world: To the extent that we admire, devote 
ourselves to and draw near to the world, the WOl'ld in turn is withdrawn 
from US.

22 There is no longer any need to put a taboo on theoretical 
curiosity, or to put moral restrictions on it, because the process 'of 

1 
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theory itself continually destroys the illusion of its finite realizability. 
The same thing holds for the art of investigating nature with mea
surement that is said of every art. in a modified version of the Ar
istotelian formula:· It imitates nature as far as it is able but can never 
penetrate to nature's,precision.23 

This is especially true for astronomy; but it is no longer due to the 
elemental special nature of the heavenly bodies, as it had been for 
Aristode and the Scholastics, but rather is taken up and retracted into 
the definition of the inner lawfulness of the theoretical process: "Caeli 
etiam dispositio ... praecise sClbilis non est" [The arrangement of the 
heavens is not precisely knowabld Thus imprecision is assigned a 
higher metaphysical value as an index of all objectivity-referring us 
to the praedsa aequalitas [precise uniformity] of the absolute and to the 
heterogeneity of the parameters we produce-and at the same time 
it is made methodically· admissible. Knowledge of nature does not 
succceed in fuI:fi.1ling the Augustinian requirement of an inquiry mindful 
ofits absolute definition-the requirement of religiose quaerere [to inquire 
piouslyl-merely by means of an additional, special act of reflection. 
This character is always already co thematic in its relation to its object. 
It finds confirmation and ratifi.cation of its achievement only by re
nouncing the claim of <adequate' objectification, of mastery with no 
allowance for error. 

For Scholasticism, the progress of theory through the cosmos had 
always had only the provisional function of gaining passage to the 
world cause by a finite number of steps. The justification of this 
procedure lay in its result; the motion of theory was legitimized by 
its point of rest. Any achievement of autonomy on the part of what 
was preparatory to this telos [end, purpose] was a functional failure, 
was, precisely, curiositas. The Cusan's Docta ignorantia made the path, 
the process, that which as the 'method' was to become the key word 
of the beginning of the modem age, itself the essence of the theoretical 
function, and indeed precisely in what the Middle Ages had credited 
it with and expected of it its capacity for self-swpassing. The emerging 
thematization of method was to actualize once again the difference 
between finitude and infinitude for human consciousness, and thus at 
,first to remain within the horizon of that difference's medieval serv
iceability for theology; but the way is at least being prepared for this 
point of view to be rendered autonomous as theoretical immanence 
and thus as a positivization of curiositas. In his dialogue On the Mind, 
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the Cusan makes the philosopher say to th~ layman, playing on the 
common etymology of mens and mensura [mind and measure}, "I am 
surprised that the mind, which you say derives its name from mea
surement, proceeds with such eagerness to apply measures to things." 
And the layman answers, "The meaning of this is that it wants to 
find the measure of itsel£ For the mind is a living standard of mea
surement, which becomes aware of its power of comprehension by 
applying its measure to other things. For it does everything in order 
to know itself .... "2~ 

Translator's Notes 

a. " ... dass die innere Konzentration auf das clem Menscllen Notwendige auch seine Not zu 
wenden ..• vermochte," a play on words. that cannot be rendered in English. 

b. Deootio modema: a movement of 1ay' spiritual J"evival that originated in Holland in the late 
fourteenth century and spread to parts of Germany, France, and Italy. Its dassic expression 
was Thomas i Keznpis's lmitat/tm. rff Christ. 
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Interest in Invisible Things 
within the World 

The century of the Copernican reform of astronomy manifests not 
only a sudden change in the evaluation and justification of theoretical 
curiosity with respect to its object, which had been accentuated by 
the discrimination against it, but also the self-confirmation of theory's 
claim to precisely what, on the premises of the ancient physics and 
cosmology, was supposed to be naturally withheld from the reach of 
knowledge. To that extent, the fate of Aristotelian physics gets mixed 
up with that of the Augustinian and Scholastic morality of theoretical 
humility and self-restraint. 

Copernicus became the protagonist of the new idea of science not 
so much because he replaced one world model with another, and thus 
showed by example what radical incis~ons into the substance of the 
tradition were possible, as because he established a new and absolutely 
universal claim to truth. Within the world there was no longer to be 
any botmdary to attainable knowledge, and thus to the will to knowl
edge. The meaning of the Copernican claim to truth was admittedly 
only to appear and to be confirmed when Galileo and Newton, bringing 
mechanics to the aid of the anticipatory innovations in cosmology, 
sent Aristotelian physics into retirement. 

None of the psychological attraction of penetrating into the region 
of the forbidden and· the ·reserved, which characterizes the magical/ 
Faustian tmderground current of the century, is noticeable in Co
pernicus. The opportunity to measure and to test himself against a 
theoretical task that until then had been considered insoluble may· 

_. --~-------.. -.------
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have had some significance for him, but it ~ould not penetrate the 
restrained style of his 'humanistic' mode of communication. Never
theless one can discern that the achievement of theory maintains for 
him its relation to the self-determination of man's position in the 
world. But it is no longer the objective structure of the universe and 
man's localization within it that is evidential, as geocentrism had been 
for the Stoics; rather, the accomplishment of the cognitive task confirms 
for man that the world has been founded with consideration for his 
need for rationality. To' be sure, this is no longer self-knowledge as 
recognition of a finite role in contrast to an infinite task; each ·step 
taken by theory becomes a self-confirmation, securing the possibility 
of the next one. 

There is even a passage in the fourth chapter of the first book of 
the Revolutiones in which it looks as though Copernicus wants to rec
oIDlllend his cosmological solution as superior in the very language 
of the critique of curicsitas. There he suggests that the attnbution of 
heavenly phenomena to movements of the earth does not pretend to 
knowledge of the highest and most distant objects themselves but 
rather holds to what is nearest at hand and accessible-namely, the 
constellations of the earth with respect to the stars-and thus, so to 
speak. 'brings the problem down' from the zone where there is danger 
.of curicsitas to that of theoretical admissibility, transforming the task 
from a heavenly to an earthly one. I But from the point of view of the 
traditional astronomical conception of truth, this was a formula more 
of theoretical insurance than of moral diffidence, a suggestion to the 
Aristotelians that they should come to terms with the new. even from 
the point of view of their own dogmatics. 

Tactical and economical 'understatement' rules the early history of 
modern science, whose documents consequently seldom provide us 
with the formulas that we expect. In his preface to Pope Paul ill, 
Copernicus lets it be known that he is prepared for opposition and 
ready to discuss it. The thoughts of the man who is philosophically 
inclined are withheld from the judgment of the multitude because his 
efforts are toward the truth in all things, insofar-and this restriction 
forestalls the reproach of curiositas, as though it were utterly irrelevant 
to everything that followed - as such is permitted to human reason 
by God: quatenus id a dec rationi humanae permissum est. The sole concern 
following this restriction conceded in passing is the maxim that one 
should not pursue one's own opinion too far away from what is correct. 
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That the science practiced here is good, that it turns away from the 
vices and guides the human spirit toward what is better, is stated 
without restriction in the prooemium [introductionl to the first book and 
placed with pagan candor alongside the "unbelievable pleasure of the· 
spirit" that this activity furnishes in abundance.2 

The ~pace in which the epoch pursues its curiosity about the world 
has its dimensions, its expanding width, height. and depth. Alongside 
the expansion of the classical oikumene [inhabited world) into the breadth 
of the oceans and the new land masses, and beside the fascination of . 
the starry heavens, there is also a new interest in the depths, a desire 
to know what lies beneath the earth's surface. The mundus subterrane'US 
[subterranean world] becomes a realm of fantasy, but also of empirical 
inquiry. which becomes conscious of its headstrong inquisitiveness with 
a shiver. 

On the threshold of this century, an exemplary figure of the daring 
interest in what is remote, out of the way, unexamined, or traditionally 
prohibited was Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519). Hjs interest in the 
playfully varying nature that neither commits itself to its forms nor 
exhausts them. an interest in what had hitherto remained invisible to 

the onlooker at the world spectacle, in what was hidden deep in the 
sea and distant in time in a world that was growing older, and in the 
realm of the unrealized possibilities of nature and of human invention
all this is pure, as though crystallized, curiositas, which enjoys itself 
even when it stops short of its object at the last moment and leaves 
it alone. A characteristic example is given by the fragment on the 
investigation of a cave, which remained fragmentary not only by 
accident-in its form-but also by virtue "of its outcome: 

Unable to resist my eager desire {etirato dalla mia bramose vaglia} and 
wanting to ~ee the great profusion of the various and strange shapes 
made by formative nature, and having wandered some distance among 
gloomy rocks, I came to the entrance of a great cavern., in front of 
which I stood some time, astonished and unaware of such a thing. 
Bending my back. into an arch I rested my left hand on my knee and 
held my right hand over my down-c~t and contracted eye brows: 
often bending first one way and then the other, to see whether I could 
discover anything inside, and this being forbidden by the deep darkness 
within, and after having remained there some time, two contrary 
emotions arose in me, fear and desire-fear of the threatening dark 
cavern, desire to see whether there were any marvellous thing within 
~ ;,,8 
1t .••• 
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One must lay this fragment alongside Petrarch's letter on the ascent 
of Mont Ventoux in order to perceive the indeperidence and matter
of-course quality that curiosity has acquired and the way in which its 
reservations and its hesitation have been humanized" and to recognize 
that Leonardo's Madonna of the Rocks no longer has anything in common 
with Petrarch's falling back on Augustine's Corifessions. -On the other 
side one might add George Berkeley's (1685-1753) description of the 
Cave of Dunmore, in which curiosity ("the curiosity to see it") is only 
an introductory flourish and readily combines with the description
free of all terror-of the object as "this wonderfull place."4 

'flle darkness confronting Leonardo at the entrance to the cave as 
an index of natural concealment, which, however, is no longer respected 
as something intended by nature; and elemental difference in _ kind 
such as was ascribed to the stars by the traditional cosmology-these 
remain for the sixteenth century the basic forms of the limit set for 
theory, whose transgression constituted the nature and the problematic 
of theoretical curiosity. What still scarcely enters the horizon of pos
sibility is a limitation on the range of theory as a contingent result of 
the limits of the human organ of vision -the thresho~d of visibility in 
both the macrocosm and the earthly micronature. It is not only that 
the optical auxiliaries, the telescope and the microscope, had not yet 
been invented and that their power was still unsuspected but even 
more that a realm of objects invisible on account of their distanc~ or 
smallness was not considered at all possible or relevant even in 
speculation. 

As long as the universe was represented as limited and closed by 
the outennost sphere of the fixed stars, the totality of the stars appearing 
above the horizon was considered to" be surveyable with a single glance 
and exhausted by the stock already catalogued by Hipparchus.The 
geocentric system favored the unquestioned validity of this assumption 
by granting man visual conditions that were the same in an directions 
and constant. The supplementary teleological assumption that invisible 
things in nature would contradict the meaning of creation was current 
at least in the humanistic tradition and gave astronomy's postulate of 
visibility a more than methodical! economic foundation, namely, a 
metaphysical one. That the world could contain things withdrawn and 
inaccessible to man's natural optical capacity, not only at times and 
provisionally but definitively, was an idea unknown to the ancient 
world and the Middle Ages and also, by their philosophical assumptions, 

I 
I 
I 
I 

i 
I 
1 

--I 
1 
I 

J 

I 
I 
I 



j 
I 

I 
I 365 

.Chapter 8 

an impossible one. The enrollment of curiositas in the catalog of vices 
was based on the moral self-restriction of human theory vis-a.-vis 
constituents of nature that were certainly given in the phenomena, 
even if explanatory access to them might be difficult. It is true that 
it would have been. qUite consistent with the nominalist system, in 
which nature was no longer related to man's point of view, to assume 
the existence also of phenomenally concealed and unseen things in 
nature, indeed to presuppose that only a small or a vanishingly minute 
segment of reality was accessible to the human sense organs; but this 
conclusion was not immediately drawn, 

Of course this state of affairs has remained incomprehensible to 
the subsequent age, with its mythilied picture of the genesis of modem 
natural science; and, in the time-honored manner, it has tried to 
provide, by means of a new myth formation, what it felt was mlssing. 
In the third volume of Alexander von Humboldt's colossal' picture 
(itself part of world literature) of the world of science, his Krumos 
0845-1862), there is a litde-noticed passage regarding Copernicus that 
registers doubt regarding the statement that Copernicus foresaw the 
future discovery of the phases of Venus as inevitable and predictable. 
Humboldt ascribes this statement to the Optics of Robert Smith (pub
lished in 1738) and also mentions the check. carried out by De Morgan 
in 1847, which turned up no evidence relating to this in Copernicus's 
works. Behind this skeptical note, which does not betray any urgent 
interest in itself settling the question, there stands a clever anecdote, 
whose dissemination and origin deserved investigation~ ~ 
. The earliest instance of the anecdote appears to be in John Keill's 
Introduction to the True Astronomy. 6 There mention is made of an objection 
to Copernicus's doctrine, to which he himself had replied; specifically 
it had been held against him that on his assumptions Venus would 
have to e:xlnbit the same alterations and phases as the moon. Copernicus 
had replied to this that perhaps the astronomers of subsequent ages 
actually would establish that Venus und~IWent such alterations-and 
this prophecy of Gopernicus had been fulfilled by Galileo, who while 
observing Venus through the telescope had found the appearances, 
analogous to those of the moon, that Copernicus had predicted. In 
the later travels of Keill'sanecdote, the prophetic trait ascribed to 

. Copernicus became more articulate: The French astronomer Bailly, 
who presumably knew the French translation of Keill's book, makes 
Copernicus venture the declaration that if our eye possessed sufficient 

00."". "'_ ........... ___ ..... 00 ... ___ ............ _ .. _ .. ____ _ 
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power of vision to see the two planets nearest the sun exacdy as it 
sees the moon, it would perceive the same sort of alterations in them 
as in the moon. 7 But] an Czynski, a Pole living in France, in his study 
of Copernicus of 1847-thatis, the same year in which De Morgan's 
search for appropriate dOCUTIlentation in Copernicus proved frUidess
was the first to invent the imaginary dialogue in whiCh Copernicus 
replies to his opponents' objection on the grounds of the unconfinnable 
phases of V enus that one would see precisely these phases if one could 
find the means to perfect man's visual faculty.8 Camille Flammarion 
canonized the anecdote almost word for word in this form in his widely 
read biography of Copernicus, which was so illfluential for the nine
teenth century's picture of the astronomical reformer.9 Thus Coper
nicus's prophetic proclamation of the telescope-scarcely even cryptic 
any longer-definitively entered the literature. lO 

The ready audience that the anecdote found fits only too well in 
the picture of a historiography of science for :which its epoch-making 
heroes seemed occasionally to possess too litde self-consciousness. But 
it was only when Galileo's discoveries with the telescope had become 
known that his one-time student Benedetto Castelli could inquire of 
him by letter in December 1610 whether perhaps he had confirmed 
by observation Venus's suspected phases. Galileo answers him in the 
same month, saying that he had in fact reached certainty about the 
alterations in Venus's shape a quarter of a year earlier; and this con
firmation of the Copernican system by the telescope is accordingly 
brought into play in the "Third Day" of the Dialogue on the WorU 
Systems. 

The root, in Copernicus's works, of the anecdotal anticipation of 
the invisible being made visible lies in a passage in which he does in 
fact speak of the phases of Venus, not, however, in connection with 
the difference between his own system and the traditional one but 
rather in connection with the differences within the astronomical tra
dition itself regarding the position of Mercury and Venus, the two 
innermost planets. In the tenth chapter of the first book, which must 
have been the point of departure for the construction of the apocryphal 
anecdote, Copernicus deals with the sequence of the heavenly bodies 
of the solar system from outermost to innermost and discusses in the 
process the various opinions about Mercury and Venus, whose orbits 

. Plato had placed outside that of the sun, but Ptolemy and many recent 
authors had placed within. According to which construction one chooses 
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and which explanation of the derivation of the planets' light one 
accepts, varying consequences result for the apparent phenomena. If 
the planets receive their light from the sun, then events similar to the 
phases of the moon should affect Mercury and Venus, and they should 
even lllldergo occasional transits through the sun's disk, if one wanted 
to fix their paths beneath the sun's path. But such phenomena had 
not been observed, and this had led this group of astronomers to place 
the paths of Mercury and Venus outside that of the sun. The adherents 
of Ptolemy, on the other hand, had good constructive grounds for 
posting Venus and Mercury in the space, which seemed to them too 
large and empty, between the moon's orbit and the sun's, and they 
"defended themselves against the cited objections with the assumption 
that the planets are either self-illuminating bodies or of such trans
parency that the sunlight can stream through them. Thus this whole 
discussion operates exclusively on the basis of the geocentric system 
that Copernicus rejects. It has as yet nothing to do with the questions 
regarding the confirmation of Copernicus's own model. The statement 
that the observable proofs of Ptolemy's thesis that were to be expected 
were missing does not yet imply that Copernicus predicted such proofs 
for his own thesis, although his own system does likewise imply the 
appearance of phases in Mercury and Venus. 

However, the anecdote does touch upon a central point of the 
Copernican achievement and its connection with the importance that 
the optical 'making visible of the invisible' was to acquire in the history 
of Copernicanism. There are clues in Copernicus's Revolutiones, un
noticed before now, that point to the hypothesis that the new conception 
of the solar system began with a partial constructive solution for the 
system of the sun, Mercury, and Venus and then generalized the 
schema arrived at in that connection. Within the Ptolemaic system, 
there were great difficulties in accommodating the imaginary spheres 
of the two planets that travel as though <synchronized' with the sun; 
Copernicus mentions the enormous size of the secondary circle of 
Venus's orbit Ungens ille Veneris epicyclus)-that is, Venus's deviation 
from its primary orbit around the central body-and the characteristic 
that distinguishes the movements of the moon and the other planets 
from those of Venus and Mercury, namely, their independence of the 
movement of the sun. Here the very natural solution was to make 
not the earth but the sun the center of the orbits of Mercury and 
Venus and tq introduce in this manner a partial heliocentrism in order 
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to save the ordo orbium [order of the spheres]: "Then one of two al
ternatives will have to be true. Either the earth is· not the center to 
which the order of the planets and spheres is referred, or there really 
is no principle of arrangement .... "ll Here then lay the first decision 
regarding the possible rationality of the world system. CoperniQls 
formulates it as a general dilemma, although his considerations in this 
passage limit themselves stricdy to the arrangement of the orbits of 
these three heavenly bodies. Only the subsequent paragraph undertakes 
the extension and begins with a formula that is highly inst:ructive in 
regard to the genesis o£ the system: "If anyone seizes this opportunity 
to link Saturn, Jupiter and Mars also to that center, provided he 
understands their spheres to be so large that together with Venus and 
Mercury the earth too is enclosed mside and encircled, he will not be 
mistaken, as is shown by the regular pattern of their motions." The 
discussion concludes with another reference to the transference of the 
partial construction that had been discovered first: "These facts are 
enough to show that their center [that of the outer planets] belongs 
more to the sun, and is identical with the center around which Venus 
and Mercury likewise execute their revolutions." 

This excursus into one of the Copernican system's genetic char
acteristics that we have been able to uncover was necessary in order 
to correct a false element of consistency in the history of the interest 
in the invisible. At the same time, it was meant to give at least an 
example of how the history of the early modern intellect is deformed 
by the endeavor to ascribe essential tendencies of the epoch to the 
daring and the anticipatory genius of its supposed protagonists. It was 
not by accident that the French Encyclopidie laid emphasis, in the article 
"Copernic" in its fourth volume (I 754), on precisely this supposedly 
prophetic trait of Copernicus in regard to the phases of Mercury and 
Venus: "n predit qu'on les decouvriroit un jour, et les telescopes ont 
verifie sa prediction" [He predicted that they would be discovered 
some day, and the telescopes have verified his prediction]. It had to 
be shown, in contrast, that Copernicus could not base any hope for 
a definitive confirmation of his system on the future discovery of 
phases in Venus and Mercury. Thus the anecdote projects back onto 
Copernicus the expectations and pretensions that Galileo, with the 
telescope and the optical accessibility newly opened up by it, both 
awakened and fulfilled. For Copernicus the postulate of visibility con
tinued in unbroken validity: If phases were not observable in Venus 
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and Mercwy, then he had in mind an explanation of their physical 
nature that made such phenomena unnecessary for the new system 
too . 

. Thus there was no Copernican necessity for the telescope to be 
invented and no point of departure for a rational prophecy of that 
event. Theoretical curiosity did not hurry on ahead of the stock. of 
the available possibilities of satisfYing it by means of man's natural 
organs. It was precisely for that reason that Galileo's application of 
the new optical apparatus to astronomy induced such an original and 
surprising turning of man's interest and his assessment of its scope.a 

Galileo's use of the telescope marks a historical moment whose un
suspected result, the discovery of unseen realities in the universe, was 
to have radical consequences for the understanding of man's position 
in and toward nature. The most iInportant consequence was that (so 
to speak) 'curiosity is rewarded' -the weighty significance of what had 
hitherto been withheld from man is confirmed, and thus the morality 
of self-restriction is disabused and put in the wrong, and -its aban
donment is a logical consequence. The sixteenth century as yet knows 
nothing of all this, even if it does see the emergence of the first timid 
speculative relaxation of the postulate of visibility precisely in the 
reception of the Copernican reform. 

Copernicus had held to the bodily reality of the heavenly spheres 
not only for the planets but also for the vaulted heaven of the fixed 
stars, although he no longer had any need at all to assume the solidity 
of this structure once he had replaced the rotation of the sphere of 
the fixed stars by the daily rotation of the earth. The first chapter of 
the first book of the RevoZutiones holds explicitly to the spherical form 
of the world body as the forma perfectissima [most perfect forml, It 
represents complete totality (rota integriias), to which one can add nothing 
and from which one can take nothing away, and at the same time 
the most capacious form (capacissima figurarum), which is best suited 
to containing and preserving everything. The chapter closes with the 
lapidary statement that no one will dispute that this is the form ap
propriate to the divinity of the heavenly bodies. Giordano Bruno was 
not the first to deduce from Copernicus the consequence of the dis
solution of the finite system of spheres--':this was already done in 1576 
by the Englishman Thomas Digges. with his broadening of the Co
pernican principle that the appearances of astronomical phenomena 
are conditioned by the standpoint of the observer. 
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Digges was the first to account for the finitude of the world as a 
mere appearance resulting from the limited visibility of the fixed stars 
that are disposed freely .in space beyond the outermost planetary 
sphere and stand at different distances from the earth. This assumption 
would still not require one explicitly and positively to assert the 1)Il

limitedness of the world; that is 'somewhat more' than the logical 
Copernican result. Digges arrives at the assertion, which is liable to 
cause dismay.in relation to the postulate of visibility, that "the greatest 
part [of the heavenly bodies] rest by reason of their wonderfu1l distance 
invisible to us. "12 This idea, in its time monstrous, destroys for the 
first time the anthropocentric teleology that Copernicus had wanted 
to save. Digges's text is, admittedly, contradictory, vacillating between 
two positions: At first he assures us that we could never sufficiently 
admire this world, which God intended, as His work, for our senses; 13 

but ultimately he revels in vindicating the overwhelming .invisible re
gions as the glorious court of divinity itself, to whose unlimited power 
and majesty only infinite space is appropriate, while man possesses 
his little visible share of the world not to see and to enjoy but rather 
to extrapolate by conjecture into the invisible. 14 The infinity of the 
world, which in Giordano Bruno was to signify a pagan rebellion, is 
here still something like man's pious resignation from his full partic

. ipation in the world. But from whatever motive and however contra
dictory it may be, it is a leap of the anticipatory expansion of reality 
in which as yet there is no trace of a suspicion that man's auxiliary 
equipment could ever imitate this expansion even to the extent of 
making visible a single previously .invisible star. 

One cannot define Copernicanism so narrowly that one sees in it 
only the exchange between the sun and the earth of the central position 
in the system of planets and then adds to this the new speculation 
about unbounded space and the plurality of worlds as something 
entirely separate from that, something that set thought and imagination 
in motion independently.15 In Digges, it is plainly evident that the 
impetus-however welcome it may have been just then for other 
reasons-came from Copenlicus, even if here as elsewhere the Py
thagoreans are always named in the same breath. But conjecture 
regarding the invisible background of what is visible has as yet no 
virulence as a stimulus to curiosity. In the absence of 'prospects' lies 
the reservation of divinity; optical and metaphysical transcendence 
have one and the same threshold. But in this single step beyond 
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Copernicus, visibility has become a contingent fact. In the process, 
the ambivalence that .characterizes such a subject in this no-roan's
land between the epochs has become clearly recognizable: The theo
logical function assigned to a cognitive step, in accordance with which 
that step once again negates roan's certainty of the world, makes 
ready beforehand its human counterfunction. Theology destroys itself 
by staking its claim on the finality of a consciousness of finitude. By 
emphasizing the inconsiderateness and relendessness of absolute power 
with respect to man, it makes it impossible for the progress of theory 
to be neutral, for technical accomplishment to be a matter of indif
ference, in this historical zone. By layllig claim to supposed boundaries 
and impossibilities, theology exposes itself fatally, as it had done and 
was to do with the proof of God's existence and with theodicy. 

The synchrony of events and ideas is so incredibly concentrated by 
the assiduity of inquiry in the second half of the sixteenth century 
and the growing motivation and the technical equipment of theoretical 
curiosity have drawn so close together in time as seen from our distant 
vantage point that sequential relations occasionally seem to become 
reversible. It was almost inevitable that Thomas Digges's dissolution 
of the sphere of the fixed stars should be seen as not the pure and 
immanent consequence of the Copernican idea but rather the earliest 
result of the use of the telescope, which already haunted these decades. 
In Digges's Pantomeiria of 1571, there is fOWld, both in the preface 
and in the twenty-first chapter of the mst book, a description of the 
optical apparatus that his father Leonard Digges had invented and 
produced and with whose help distant objects could be observed. 
Before 1580 such instruments were already the object of widespread 
interest in England, and the technique of their production was thor
oughly familiar. However, it is testimony to the unquestioned authority 
of the astronomical postulate of visibility that we possess no docu
mentary basis for the assumption that any of these 'perspective glasses,' 
which already played their role as conveyers of new sights on the 
seafarers' voyages of discovery, had ever been trained on an astro
nomical object. 

The fact that as early as in the opus maius of Roger Bacon-the 
thirteenth-century doctor mirabilis [marvelous teached and Faust figure, 
accused of heresy, who had set himself the goal of entirely exhausting 
the limits of the knowable l

& - an indication of a system of lenses could 
be found by whose means one could fetch the sun, the moon, and 
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the stars down to earth was no doubt, in its formulation alone, too 
suspect of magical motivation to allow one to appeal to or be motivated 
by it. The distance between the theoretical ideal of astronomy, as one 
of the seven anes liberales [liberal arts1 and the artes mechanica,e [me
chanical arts] as the product of which the new instrument was in1!o
duced was still too great, in the prevalent conceptions of order, to 
allow the tool and the object to be brought together. The serviceability 
of technique for theory, the positively symbolic role of the telescope 
in the self-confirmation of theoretical curiosity. required an intellectual 
breakthrough of the boldness of the praclamation that Galileo was ta 
make in March of 1610 with his Sidereus Nuncius. 

Only a year before, inJune 1609, in England, Thomas Harriot had 
demonstrably begun telescopic observation of the heavens and in the 
winter of 1609/1610 had already involved some of his friends and 
students in such .observations and equipped them with instruments of 
their own. However, it was not only that the Englishmen appear to 
have restricted their observations to the moon that prevented the great 
breakthrough of astranomical curiosity from emanating from England. 
They evidendy lacked not only Galileo's ingenious and considered use 
of optics but also his ability to make the lcind of concentrated literary 
proclamation that first made the result into an event. 

Galileo not only described what he saw; he grasped the relevance 
of what he had seen for a new interpretation of and attitude to the 
world and formulated it into a conscious provocation to the tradition. 
In this phase of the history .of the scientific attitude, the manner of 
literary proclamation is still inseparably bound up with· the potential 
efficacy of the theoretical result itsel£ Galilee's contemporaries and 
fellow members of the learned fraternity who refused· to look through 
the telescope should not be understood in this attitude only as fearing 
confirmations of Copernicus; there one readily projects tao much from 
Galileo's later conflicts into the early situation following the publication 
of the Sidereus Nuncius. Galileo must have deceived himself, they 
thought, not only because he claimed to see things that seemed to 
contradict a particular cosmological theory-it was to emerge later 
how litde the evidential strength of those Copernican analogies actually 
was - but because he claimed to see more by means of a device from 
the realm of lowly mechanical skills than was naturally accessible to 
man's eyes. . 
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The telescope could not be abolished or banished as an instrument 
of theoretical impertinence. It became a factor in the legitimation of 
theoretical curiosity precisely because, .. unlike any experimental m
tenrention in the objects of nature, it could be adapted to the classical 
ideal of the contemplation of nature. The phenomena newly revealed 
by the telescope nourished and gave wings to the imagination, which 
sought to provide itself, by means of the 'pluraUty' of worlds, with 
continually self-surpassing limit conceptions of what was as yet 
undisclosed. 

Still more important than this history of the effects of the telescope 
is that of its incorporation into the instrumentation of human theory, 
its vindication as part of the system of human attitudes and accom
plishments. Through the telescope, the contemplation of the heavens 
acquires a historical character: In a situation in which the cosmic 
horizon of experience had been constant since primeval times, the 
discovery of the telescope signifies a cae sma, beyond which a continuous 
increase in the accessible reality could be anticipated. Even Galileo 
did not dare to ground this epochal caesura on the mere contingency 
of an idea happening to occur to human reason.. In the ''Third Day" 
of the Dialogue on the World Systems, he puts in Salviati's mouth a 
carefully weighed formula: At this time in particular it had pleased 
God to grant to human intelligence such a manrelous invention. 17 If 
Copernicus had not yet been able to cite the differences in the apparent 
sizes of the planets, and the phases of Venus, in support of his theory, 
then the natural imperfection of the faculty of vision must be held 
responsible for this, the faculty whose objects had only been brought 
to full presence (visioilissinu) by the telescope. The imperfection of the 
hi.J.man organic equipment even for the noblest activity, that of ob
senring the heavens, is the ineluctable admission that man's technical! 
inventive self-extension justifies. 

Kepler, who seems not to have hesitated a moment in accepting 
and finding credible the news of the new discoveries in the heavens, 
sees in the telescope the sign of the domination granted to man over 
the earth. ls And the Jesuit Christoph Scheiner, who was engaged in 
a violent feud with Galileo, even attempts in his great work on the 

. sunspots, Rosa Ursina (I630), to domesticate the telescope for Scholas
ticism by classifying it as an ahnost matter-of-course constituent part 
of the true and sure philosophical method, which after all has done 
nothing other than, and needs to do nothing but, go back from the 
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effect lying before our eyes to the unknown causes. In the case of the 
phenomena of the heavens, however, this is not possible for tmequipped 
sense perception-solely on accotmt of the all too great distance-so 
that the telescope, as a divine favor, has given us both access and the 
right of access to the realm of those hidden causes. 19 

. 

Another historical classification of the telescope is given by Joseph 
Glanvill in The Vanity of Dogmatizing (1661): Adam before the fall had 
not yet needed "Galileo's tube" in order to contemplate the «Celestial 
magnificence and bravery," since the whole of nature stood open to 
him and his unaided eye, so that he was even able to see the influence 
of magnetism. On this theological assumption, in his fm't balance sheet 
of scientific and technical progress, Plus ultra (1668), Glanvill could 
praise the telescope as the most excellent invention t.:ver made, which 
had extended the heavens for us and helped us to achieve nobler and 
better-grounded theories. 20 

Barthold Heinrich Brockes. in his Irdisches Vergniigen in Gott 
(1721-1748), classified the optical realm of the telescope as a third, 
independent revelation of God alongside the two others, that of the 
nature visible to the unaided eye and that of biblical revelation: "Die 
dritte zeiget offenbar in den Vergrosserungsgllisern sich/Vnd in den 
Telescopiis zum Ruhm des Schopfers sichtbarlich;/Indem, wenn man 

. in der Natur verborgene Gross' und Kleinheit steiget,lBei einem heiligen 
Erstatmen der Schopfer mehr als sonst sieb zeiget. "21 [The third makes 
itself evident visibly in magnifying glasses/And in telescopes, to the 
glory of the Creator;/Since, when one aScends into the greatness and 
smallness that are hidden in nature,lThe Creator shows Himself more 
than He does elsewhere, in a holy wonderment.] In the eleventh of 
the critical letters that Lessing appended to the first edition of his 
writings (in 1753), he discusses in detail an early and "extensive poem 
on the plurality of worlds," in whose first canto he had spoken «of 
the deception of the senses"; here the relation between sensual ap
pearance and rational judgment is compared to the difference between 
natural and technical optics: 

Deswegen gab dir Gott des Geistes schlirferes Auge, 
Dass es das leibliche dir zu verbessern tauge. 
Wann du mit deisem siehst, rieh jenes auch zu Rat, 
Durch beides siehst du recht, wann eines Mangel hat. 
Wie in dem Zauberrohr, wodurch man in der Ferne 
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Gleich a1s im Nahen sieht, wodurch man Mond und Sterne 
Aus wer Hohen Kluft, ohn Segen, ohne Geist, 
Und ohne Talisma, zu urn hemieder reisst. 
Des Kiinsders weise Hand ein doppelt Gtas vereinet, 
Und nur der Gegenstand durch beide klarer scheinet; 
Da eines rue vor sich der Neugier Auge starkt 
Das statt der Deudichkeit in ilun nUT Nebel merkt 22 

lConsequendy God gave you the spiries keener eye,!So that it would 
serve to improve your bodily one.!When you see with the latter, call 
on the former also for counsel;/You see accurately through both to
gether even if one of them has flaws.! As in the magical tube, through 
which one sees in the distance/Just as one does near at hand, through 
which one brings moon and stars/From the abyss of their heights, 
without blessing, without spiritual intervention,/ And without a talisman, 
down to us here below.!The artisan's. wise hand unites a doubled 
glass,! And only through both does the object appear clearer;/Since 
one of them alone does not strengthen curlosity's eye,!Which instead 
of clarity sees only fog in it.] 

The fact that the talk here is, quite unabashedly, of strengthening 
"curiosity's eye" with the artificial system of lenses indicates in the 
clearest possible way the end of the process of justi.fYing the telescope, 
to which Goethe did indeed oppose a new and final doubt whether 
it did not confuse "real human understanding, " without this having 
anything to do with its original questionableness as an instrument of 
curiosity. 

Translator's Note 

a. The author discusses this turning in his introduction ("Das Fernrohr und die Ohnroacht de~ 
Wahrbcit") to a German translation of Galileo's sidtreus Nu,nciw. Nackru:ht von neuen Stemen 
(Frankfurt: 1nsel, 1965) and in part m, chapter 6 (pp. 453-502), ofhis Die GeneJis ckr kt>pemilumischen 
W~/t (Frankfurc Suhrkamp. 1975). 
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Justifications of Curiosity as 
Preparation for the 
Enlightemnent 

The modem age has understood itself as the age in which reason, 
and thus man's natural vocation, definitively prevailed. The difficulty 
created by this self-interpretation was to explain the delayed ap
pearance in history of the form of existence that, as a result of its 
identity with the nature of man, should have been ubiquitous and 
taken for granted throughout history. The conceptions of the historical 
process that try to overcome this problem can be categorized according 
to whether they describe the prehistory of the age of reason as the 
natural impotence or the forcible suppression of the power of rationality. 
Like many metaphors. those of the organic growth of rationality or 
the coming of the light of day after the long nig~t of its absence have 
an initial but not a lasting plausibility. The idea of a continuous upward 
progress of rationality contradicted the fundamental idea of the radical 
revolutionary self-empowerment of reason as an event of epoch
making, unexpected suddenness. The idea of reason liberating itself 
from its medieval servitude made it impossible to understand how 
such a servitude could ever have been inflicted upon the constitutive 
power of the human spirit and could' have continued in force for 
centuries. Another dangerous implication of this explanation was that 
it was bound to inject doubt into the self-consciousness of reason's 
definitive victory and the impossibility of a repetition of its subjugation. 
Thus the picture of its own origin and possibility in history that the 
epoch of rationality made for itself remained peculiarly irrational In 
the Enlighterunent's understanding of history, the relation between 
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the Middle Ages and the modem age is cha,racteristically dualistic. 
and this is expressed more than any-w-here else in the conception 
formulated by Descartes of an absolute, radical new beginning, whose 
only prerequisites lay in the rational subject's making sure of itself, 
and for which history could become a unity only under the dominance 
of 'method.' . 

One could say that historical understanding and the historical attitude 
were formed precisely to the extent that this dualism, presupposed 
by the modem age's pretension to spontaneity, was overcome and 
the Middle Ages were brought into a unified conception of history. 
But this result was achieved through the effacement of the epochal 
threshold by the demonstration that elements of what was supposedly 
new could be traced back to factors that could be shown to be 'already' 
present in the makeup of the Middle Ages. The transformation of the 
Middle Ages into a 'Renaissance' extending itself further and further 
back into history was the logical result of this historiographical dis
solution of the dualism of the Enlightenment; it can be understood as 
the rationalization of the irrational element in rationality's self
understanding, and thus as a logical result of the Enlightenment itself 
But the consequence was that the modern age seemed to lose its 
definition as an epoch, and thus also the legitimacy of its claim to 
have led man into a new and final phase of self-possession and self
realization. 

An attempt to comprehend the structure of the change of epoch 
with rational categories was not made by the Enlightenment and up 
to the present has remained stuck fast in the dilemma of nominalism 
versus realism in interpreting the validity of the concept of an epoch. 
WolfHin's resigned attitude in his Kunstgeschichtliche GrundbegnJfe of' 
1915 is characteristic of the state of theory: "Transition is everything, 
and it is difficult to contradict one who regards history as an endless 
flow. For us, intellectual survival requires that we arrange the unlim
itedness of events according to a few points of reference." A return 
to th,e self-interpretation of the Enlightenment. or merely to taking 
seriously the uniqueness of the character of the modem age as an 
epoch, as implied in that self-interpretation, is apparendy impossible 
so long as even a vestige of this overwhelming 'historicity' is operative 
in our attitude to the interpretation of history. But must the validity 
of the epochal category and the rationality of historiographical object 
definition be in conflict with one another? The answer is plainly yes, 
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so long as the logic of continuity takes as its only alternative the 
constancy of what 'was there all along' or prefonnation extending as 
far back as documentation is possible . 

. The insight that all logic, both historically and systemal;ically, is 
based on structures of dialogue has not yet been brought to bear in 
the construction of historical categories. If the modern age was not 
the monologue, beginning at point zero, of the absolute subject-as 
it pictures itself-but rather the system of efforts to answer in a new 
context questions that were posed to man in the Middle Ages, then 
this would entail new standards for interpreting what does in fact 
function as an answer to a question but does not represent itself as 
such an answer and may even conceal the fact that that is what it is. 
Every oc~ence [Ereignis], in the widest sense of the term, is char
acterized by 'correspondence'; it responds to a question, a challenge, 
a discomfort; it bridges over an inconsistency, relaxes a tension, or 
occupies a vacant position. In a cartoon by Jean Effel in VExpress, De 
Gaulle was pictured opening a press conference with the remark, 
"Gentlemen! Now will you please give me the questions to my an
swers!" Something along those lines would serve to describe the pro
cedure that would have to be employed in interpreting the logic of a 
historical epoch in relation to the one preceding it. Nietzsche understood 
the modern age as the result of the intellectual pressure under which 
man had formerly lived, not at all, however, as the mere Cartesian 
'1etter par terre" [throwing down] of everything inherited, which was 
supposed to make possible the planned new construction, but rather 
as a specific correlate precisely focused on the prior demand and 
challenge. It is not difficult to eliminate the biologism of the idea of 
"training" from what Nietzsche says in Beyond Good and Evil: "The 
long unfreedom of the spirit, the mistrustful constraint· in the com
municability of thoughts, the discipline thinkers imposed on themselves 
to think within the directions laid down by a church or court, or under 
Aristotelian presuppositions, the long spiritual will to interpret all events 
under a Christian· schema and to rediscover and justify the Christian 
God in every accident-all this, however forced, capricious, hard, 
gruesome, and anti-rational, has shown itself to be the means through 
which the European spirit has been trained to strength, ruthless cur
iosity, -and subtle mobility .... "1 If one translates character here into 
function and "strength" into argumentation, one arrives at a schema 
for a historiographical relation in which the Middle Ages have lost 
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the historiographical contingency vis-a-vis the modern age that they 
had in the Enlightenment's conception of history; their arbitrariness 
as an annoying episode of confusion and obscurity in the text of 
history, and in which they gain their historiographical relevance pre
cisely from their being able to provide the key to the sum of the 
requirements, as the implicit satisfaction of which (whether the supposed 
or the actual satisfaction is of no concern) the modern age organized 
itself. 

It is not an accident that Nietzsche names «ruthless curiosity" as 
one of the epochal characteristics of the modern age that can only be 
understood in its specificity and energy by reference to the passage 
through the Middle Ages. The 'theoretical attitude' may be a constant 
of European history since the awakening of the Ionians' interest in 
nature-a presupposition that Edmund Husserl made basic to his 
conception of a teleology of this history-but this attitude could only 
take on the explicitness of insistence on the will and the right to 
theoretical curiosity after contradiction, restriction, competition, and 
the exclusiveness of other essential human interests had been set up 
in opposition to it. After the Middle Ages, theory could no longer be 
a simple continuation of the theoretical ideal of antiquity, as if a mere 
disturbance of some centuries in length had intervened. Not only did 
'pent-up energy have to be let out through curiosity once it was re
habilitated, a kind of energy that deprived the ancient ideal's contem
plative repose of the qualities precisely of repose and calm; the medieval 
reservations had also defined and given direction to a concentration 
of the will to knowledge and of interest in specific realms of objects. 
To understand this concentration as a continuation of antiquity is to 
participate in a misunderstanding suggested by the unavoidable 
employment of traditional terminology and sanctioning formulas. 

Among Goethe's aphorisms and fragments on the history of science, 
there is a sketch that attempts to display the epochs of the sciences 
systematically according to the spiritual powers of man engaged in 
them: Sensuality and imagination are the basis of a first, childish phase 
of the cognitive interest, which expresses itself in the form of poetic 
and superstitioUS views; in the second phase, sensuality and understanding 
are the basis of an empirical world interpretation, which is typified 
by curious and inquiring individuals; dogmatism and pedantry are the 
characteristics of a third epoch, in which understanding and reason 
combine for purposes that are predominandy didactic;. in the fourth 
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and last epoch, reason and imagination enter into a constellation of 
the ideal, whose opposing poles are designated as methodical and mystical. 2 

In this schema, the attributes of the individual epochs, which are 
equipped with polarizing signs. arise entirely from the changing in
terplay of human faculties. The tensions lie in the modes of expression 
of the epochs themselves; but there is no visible logic leading from 
tension to intensification, that is, for example, from the childish polari1y 
between poetry and superstition in viewing the world to the empirical 
opening up of access to the world in the field between the negative 
pole of the curious and the positive pole of the inquiring attitude to 
the world. (The assigmnent of plus and minus signs is Goethe's.} The 
peculiarly unhistorica1 character of the anthropologically compart
mentalized schema conceals the historica11ogic in which attitudes of 
faith and superstition arrive at their own'stages of dogmatic pedantry 
and, by means of the appearance of systematic completion and stability, 
block the view of what could~ endanger the system. S But curiosity, the 
instinct of inquiry, empirical openness are awakened precisely by the 
tabooing coercion of the dogmatic system, which not only must deprive 
its adherents of certain questions and pretensions but grounds this 
renunciation on a particular appropriateness and serviceability of the 
system. The extent to which the impossibility of the system's failing 
to answer questions loses self-evidence and to which the meritoriousness 
of renunciation or the viciousness of boundary infringement require 
argument is not only an index of the remaining unsatisfied curiosity 
or of the turning tide of awakening dissatisfaction but also reacts on 
this in a stimulating. accentuating. tendency-promoting fashion. The 
still 'medieval' concessions and restrictions with which the seventeenth 
century wants to secure a path and legitimacy for the cognitive appetite 
always operate at the same time as reflections on what still remained 
to be set free. 

At the turn of the seventeenth century, theoretical curiosity gains 
typification, definition as a figure, wealth of gesture. In the poetic 
figure of Doctor Faustus there is created a bearer of its transformations 
and of the progress in its vindication. The original figure of Faust, in 
Johann Spies's Historia of 1587, still embodies terror at the sinful 
cognitive appetite, which «took for itself eagle's wings and wanted to 
'investigate all the foundations of heaven and earth." The English 
translator already moderated the epithets of moral reprehensibility, 
and Christopher Marlowe transformed the baseness of the cognitive 

.......... _ . ____ .. ___ ~_ .• ~ ___ ~~ __ ~ ____ . __ .~ ___ .J- ____ --.: ____ _ 
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drive that is ready to risk anything into tragic greatness. Damnation 
still remains the ultimate consequence, but doubt has set in whether 
the spirit, when it surrenders itself entirely to its most characteristic 
motive, can be sinful. The chorus closes the tragedy with the moral 
that one should contemplate Faust's downfall so as to be warned, by 
his fate not "to wonder at unlawful things./ Whose 'deepness doth 
entice such forward wits/ To practice more than heavenly power 
penruts" [in the German translation: "Zu tun, was hie und da der 
Seele wenig nutz," to do what sometimes is not good for the soul]. 
Lessing's Faust was to be the first to find salvation; Goethe's Faust 
also found it-but did salvation resolve the question that gave the 
:figure its epochal significance? 

In his preface to Wilhelm MUller's translation of Marlowe's Faust 
(I817), Achim von Arnim "reclaimed the freedom of the world, as it 
matures, to rework this material" and grounded his assumption that 
<Cnot enough Fausts have yet been written" on the "enormous arrogance 
of which the sciences 'Of our time in their ingenious development are 
guilty," without meaning to cast doubt on the effective power of 
Goethe's version: ''The further the lust for science spreads, the higher 
grows the arrogance of the individuals who think they have accom
plished something and then deifY themselves, the more renunciation 

, science demands, the more the taste for science spreads-the deeper 
will the earnest truth of Goethe's Faust be felt .... " 

When in 1940 Paul Valery availed himself, in what was perhaps a 
final, insurpassable instance, of the right to render the story incarnate 
again, to assign to Faust and Mephistopheles their metamorphoses as 
instruments de r esprit unwersel [instruments of the universal spirid in 
history, to recognize in them the humanity and inhumanity of the 
altered world-the result was a comedy with magic tricks. Why.go? 
Because it was no longer Faust who needed to be tempted but his 
tempter: The process of knowledge itself had surpassed everything 
that could make ~gic enticing_ The great gesture of curiosity has 
lost its scope when pointers indicate the instant at which to press a 
button. 

As Christopher Marlowe wrote his Faust, in 1588, Giordano Bruno 
had already begun to pursue to the end his path of triumphant defiance 
on behalf of curiositas. At least in what' he believes man capable of 
knowing about the world, he is the real Faust figure of the century, 
in distance from the Middle Ages far in advance of his poetic colleague. 
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In the first dialogue of the Ash Wednesday Supper, he celebrates the 
work of knowledge, his knowledge, as the penetration of heaven and 
overstepping the bounds of the world, as the opening of the prison 
where truth was held in custody and the exposure of concealed nature
in other words, as the coup de main of the cognitive driv{. against its 
medieval enclosure and limitation. .Augustine's suspicion that behind 
astronomy stands the striving to elevate oneself to heaven by one's 
own power seems to be confinned in Bruno: "Non altrimente calcamo 
la stella, e siamo compresi·noi dal delo, che essi lora" Uust as we 
tread our star and are contained in our heaven, so are they], declares 
the introduction to his dialogues on the infinite universe. Knowledge 
of nature and possession of happiness are identical; but the Aristotelian 
formula reg·arding man's cognitive drive, which Giordano Bruno places 
at the beginning of his interpretation of Aristotle's physics, is now 
directed precisely against the closed universe of Aristotle and the 
Middle Ages; it has become a formula of liberation rather than jus
tification. This liberating cognitive striving is no longer the common 
nature of all men-otherwise Bruno would not feel the loneliness and 
forlornness of his fate-but rather the business of the few whom he 
can pull along with him and draw into the ecstatic flight of curiosity: 
"0 curiosi ingegni,lPeregrmate il mondo,/ Cercate tutti i numerosi 
regni!" tOh curious spirits,lTravel around the world,lInvestigate all 
the numerous kingdoms!] 

Francis Bacon defends theoretical curiosity entirely differently, more 
indolently, with juristic tricks and shrewd twists of hallowed arguments. 
Just as he treats the process of nature in juristic categories "exactly 
like a civil or criminal matter" (as Liebig observed4), so also for him 
man's relation to nature, in the entire range-whose breadth he was 
the mst to perceive-over which theoretical and technical mastery 
can be achieved, emerged as a question oflegal rights. The distinction, 
which is usually understood as merely a result of shifting terminology, 
between eternal laws of nature (leges aetemae) and their usual course 
(cursus communis) is established in strict accordance with the distinction 
between codified law. and common law and serves precisely to deli.m..it 
the possibilities of human intervention in nature. A parallel distinction 
,appears in the roles assigned to metaphysics and physics: The former 
has as its object the unalterable law beyond man's influence; the latter 
comprises all knowledge of the operative and material causes that 
man can transpose in order to influence given states of affairs.5 Thus 
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Bacon recognizes no thoroughgoing lawful 4etennination of nature, 
and I doubt whether today one still correctly understands his famous 
proposition that nature can only be mastered if one obeys her in the 
way one immediately assumes one can understand it, that is. by relating 
obedience and mastery to one and the same aspect of law. 

The idea of an essential human right to knowledge, a right that 
has to be recovered, dominates Bacon's Novum organum (1620). The 
preface deals with the stagnant condition of the contemporary sciences 
and promises to open a new and hitherto unknown path for the human 
spirit and to provide it with resources so that it can "exercise its right 
with respect to nature."& Mankind's pretension to science is grounded 
in a divinely bestowed legal tide, whose full power should now be 
exercised to the extent permitted by reason and "sound religion."7 
Bacon sees the satisfaction of the human appetite for knowledge with 
the achievements of the ancient world as a result not of conscious 
self-restriction in view of supposed limit settings but rather of an 
illusionary underestimation of one's own powers and means, which 
at the same time can be described as an overestimation of what has 
been achieved. The pillars of Hercules, which are presented on the 
tide page of the Instauratio magna as already being transcended by 
shipping traffic, are indeed a fateful boundary {columnae fatales)-but 

. rather than representing a divine warning against hubris they represent 
the discouragement of desire and hope by myth. 

Bacon avoids burdening the medieval sanction of the traditional 
world frame with the responsibility for man having allowed his pos
sibilities to remain unexploited; as I will show, he must keep the 
theological premises unburdened so as to be able to derive from them 
a new legitimacy. Thus it is not religious humility and theological 
taboo that have brought about the great stagnation but rather man's ! 

error regarding the scope of his potential power; jmagined riches are I 
one of the main. causes of poverty: "Opinio copiae inter maximas I' 

causas inopiae." False trust in the world in the present makes one I 

neglect the available sources of assistance for the future. False trust I 
in the world -that is the dominant concern in Bacon's momentous I 
exclusion of the teleological view of nature. But it is no longer the I 
hidden and incomprehensibly sovereign God of nature Who denies 11 

man insight and intervention in nature but rather the historical in-
dolence of man himself, who fails to recognize the goals ofhis interaction 
with nature and prematurely blocks the' path of progress for himself -! 

I 
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by his faith in a special favor accorded to him by nature. The positions 
of hubris and an appropriate assessment of one's worth are inter
changed in Bacon's system; men's carelessness and indolence (socordia 
et .inertia) made them accept and treat as an agreeable authority the 
self-confidence and presumption of an lanogant. spirit (of Aristode), 
qualities that saved them the trouble of' further investigations;8 

This picture of the human spirit's historical indolence and unwill
ingness to progress presupposes of course an altered concept of theory 
itself, which no longer is the reposeful and bliss-conferring contem
plation of things that present themselves-as the ancient world had 
regarded it-but rather is understood as work and a test of strength. 
It is no longer sufficient to draw the individual object into the focus 
of observation and, so to speak, expect it to give evidence about itself; 
only efforts to alter reality contrIbute to itsjexplanation. and the patience 
of reposeful contemplation is useless.1I Here also, without any notice 
being taken of the telescope and the microscope, the relevance of the 
invisible is brought into play, not, however. as the relevance of what 
is too small or too distant but rather as the way in which nature's 
constitutive elements and powers are hidden. behind the self-presen
tation of its surface. 

The novelty of the method of induction is the way in which it directs 
one's attention primarily away from the object of interest itsel£ Reason 
left to itself. the intelledus sibi permissus, is impotent because it is con
sumed in the momentariness of supposed evidence that Bacon calls 
anticipatio. This evidence penetrates the intellect in the moment and 
fills up the imagination; whereas reason that is equipped with and 
controlled by method is directed at a factual material that has not yet 
been organized, a material that does not constitute a pregiven coherent 
context but must first be brought into one and whose interpretation 
only becomes possible in such a conteXt. IO The critical side of this 
concept of knowledge is directed against the concept of reality as 
evidence in the present, and the new scheme rests entirely on the 
concept of reality as experimental consistency, a in which the true 
nature of things-like that of the citizen in the state-shows itself only 
when they are withdrawn from their naturaL condition and exposed 
to, as it were, artificial disorder: cum quis in perturbatione ponitur.1l Here 

. the turning is descnbed, from which Galileo extracted greater con
sequences than Bacon. when he twned his back. on 'natural' nature 
and out of curiosity had himself shown the arsenal of Venice, where 

--~-~ ...... ---.-
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the 'artificial' nature embodied in the :\llechanisms of the instruments 
of war gave up its secrets. Bacon's ideal of knowledge still stands closer 
to the medieval undercurrent of magic than is the case with Galileo's 
physics. On the other hand, Galileo's confidence in the demonstrative 
power of optically strengthened observation, by xneans of the telescope, 
is more ancient in its concept of reality than our mythicized version 
of the scene makes it appear. Bacon's concept of indirect experience 
indicates the new path more explicidy here. The magic habitus [manner, 
dress] is also in large part stylization,. intoxication with metaphor
and not least of all an attempt to give color and concreteness to the 
paradisaic status of Adam as the typification of man's relation to 
nature, which, while admittedly lost, guarantees his tide of right in 
history. The restitution of paradise, as the goal of history, was supposed 
to promise magical facility. Bacon's rejection of mathematics as the 
medium in which to formulate the knowledge of nature is connected 
with his definition of the paradisaic condition as mastery by means 
of the word. 12 

Bacon wrote down the clearest oudine of his justification of human 
curiosity by rearranging the biblical paradise as a utopian goal of 
human history as early as 1603 in the fragment entitled Valerius terminus, 
which, however, was only published posthumously in 1734. It is the 
earliest form of the projected systematics of his major works. The first 
chapter of the fragment carries the heading "Of the Limits" and End 
of Knowledge. " This problem is immediately traced back to two anal~ 
ogous events of theological prehistory: the fall of the angels and the 
fall of man. The relation between the two events lies in the interchang!': 
of the motivations appropriate to the behavior of e.ach species, mo~ 
tivations that thereby become culpable: The angels, destined for the 
pure contemplation of the divine truth, aspired to power; men, 
equipped in their paradisaic condition with power over nature, aspired 
to the pure and hidden knowledge. 18 

At the same time, the relation between knowledge and power is 
prefigured in this mythical reversal. The angel of light, endowed with 
pure " knowledge but destined to serve the highest power, reaches for 
the highest power itself, man, equipped with power over everything 
created, but not partaking of the deepest secrets of the divinity, confined 
as spirit in the body, succumbs to the temptation of the light and the 
liberty of knowledge. 14 Now he is endangered by both things, the lost 
sovereignty over reality and the longing for purity of knowledge. which 
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for this being is as dangerous as stumbling upon a spring whose 
torrents of water gush forth without any prepared course. But the 
sacrilegiously arrogated knowledge is not that of things and nature; 
rather it is "moral knowledge," the ability to distinguish between good 
and evil This alone is God's secret, which He wanted to reveal but 
not to expose to an autonomous grasp. By taking the biblical "tree 
of knowledge" literally, Bacon reserves the realm of morality for religion 
but gains nature as the harmless object of an inquiry that wants to 
and may regain for man his lost paradisaic dolninion. 

There is no hint of any doubt whether the regaining of the paradisaic 
power is compatible with the divine reservation in favor of revelation 
when the latter remains ·restricted to morality, since .after all the lost 
paradise evidendy had no need of morality and its discovery imme
diately entailed banlshment. Bacon is not concerned with such incon
sistency; it is enough for him that knowledge of nature was not the 
temptation that brought man to his fall. 15 If God appeared to have 
His secrets in nature as well, then that meant no prohibition but rather 
something like the divine majesty's delight in hiding His works, in the 
manner of innocent children's games, in order to let them ultimately 
be discovered nonetheless. 16 For Bacon, the great world hide-and-seek 
of the hidden God of late-medieval nominalism, which Descartes in
tensified into the suspicion of the universal deception of aDieu trompeur 
[deceiving Godl and sought to break through by grounding all certainty 
on absolute subjectivity, has exactly the innocence of a game laid out 
with the goal of eventual discovery and solution and free of any 
suggestion of jealousy of man's insight into the secret of the creation. 

The idea is foreign to Bacon that human knowledge might be an 
auxiliary construction in place of what is unknown, might be hypothesis 
and mere probability-a consideration that the seventeenth century 
used over and over again to conceal its cognitive pretension. For Bacon, 
the human spirit is a mirror capable of containing the image of the . 
universe. 11 The representation of this universe is detennined by the 
idea of natural law ("law of nature"). The intelJlretation of this expres
sion is still entirely bound to its metaphorical substratum, to the analogy 
of political law. This confines the idea within the horizon of the political 
thought of the time: The citizen does not enjoy insight into every 
aspect of the will of the ruler, but events and changes enable him to 
infer the reason that underlies the whole. 18 
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Bacon loves still another set of metaphors, those of organic growth. 
Here as elsewhere they have the function of justifying the continuation 
of a formative process, once begun, toward a totality. Knowledge is 
"a plant of God's own planting," and its development to blossom and 
fruit, laid out in its inner principle, is "appointed to -this autumn of 
the world," the harvesttime that Bacon believes has arrived in his 
century. as the time when his philosophy is 'due,' and which announces 
itself in the opening of the world by seafaring and trade and in the 
awakening of knowledge. Religion. so he argues, should support and 
promote the knowledge of nature, since its neglect is an offense to 
God's majesty, as though, perhaps, one were to judge the accom
plishments of an outstanding jeweler only by what he lays out in his 
show window. But in everything the lost paradise remains the regulative 
idea of cognition; knowledge continues to be functionalized for power, 
for "the benefit and relief of the state and society of man"; otherwise 
it degenerates and "maketh the mind of Inan to swell" Here "the 
pleasure of curiosity" appears once Inore in its Inedieval signification; 
but the expression describes not a particular variety and objective 
reference of knowledge itself but rather a standstill in the pursuit of 
knowledge, a forgetfulness of its original purpose, a refusal of its 
potential for the recovery of paradise. 19 Knowledge that only satisfies 
it,self fails to serve its organic purpose and takes on the characteristics 
of a sexual vice that produces no offspring. 20 

The voyage beyond the Pillars of Hercules has lost its adventurousness 
and no longer aiIns only into the enticing indefiniteness of the ocean; 
the certainty of fuding terra incognita on the other side of the ocean 

, justifies the departure; indeed it renders it criminal to linger in -the 
land-locked sea of what is known The extent to which we are certain 
that we do not yet know and rule nature, that we are not yet near 
the lost paradise again, guarantees the future of new diScoveries. The 
increment to the known world that had already COIne about in Bacon's 
time coritracts, in the great framework of this speculative picture of 
history, into a mere beginning, a symptom of possibilities.21 Pure 
knowledge, whose idea coincides for Bacon with the ancient idea of 
theory, appears to him as an attitude of inescapable resignation because 
it-has no motive for its -progress but rather dwells persistendy on each 
of its phenomena and loses itself in adIniration of it,22 CuriQSuas has 
become a worldly 'sin: the indolence of theory in theory itse1f, a 
failure -in the extensiveness of the cognitive pretension as a result of 
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its intensiveness. The premature assertion, in the tradition, of bOWld
aries to knowledge and capability was for Bacon the result of this 
ideal of pure theory . .2S 

This position of Bacon's entails a leveling off and homogenization 
of the world of objects. There are no preferred and no unworthy 
objects of theory. The teleological interPretation of knowledge itself 
excludes any teleological futerpretation of its objects:· ~at an object 
'imports' first emerges only when it fimctions as a source of evidence 
to be assimilated by method. that is, riot in what it is but in what it 
makes possible. Here a new concept of the 'pUrity> of theory is forming 
itself, one that no longer has anything to do with the ancient ideal 
but rather points to what we nowadays call 'basic research,' where 
we exclude only predefined purposes, but we certainly do assume that 
theoretical results themselves give rise to possible goals, open up the 
path to applications. The general goal of the reattainment of paradise 
cannot be made specific in the form of fixed goals for the individual 
component processes. Here also the image of the contemporary vo~ges 
of discovery dominates Bacon's thought. No assumption of an unknown 
goal guides the ship's voyage; rather the compass enables one to hold 
to <l path on which, in the field of the unknown, new land will eventually 
appear. Which goals are attainable is something that emerges from 
and along the paths that are found; method is the unspecific potentiality 
of knowledge, the security of holding to the chosen direction and the 
clarification of the possibilities inherent in it. 

The systematic topography of the paths guarantees that the accidents 
of things coming to light ultimately lead to a universal acquaintance 
with the world. The discovery of the compass enables one to imagine 
a net of coordinates laid over reality and independent of its structures, 
in which the unsuspected can be sought and arranged. So Inuch had 
remained concealed from the human spirit throughout many centuries 
and was discovered neither by philosophy nor by the faculty of reason 
but rather by accident and favorable opportunity, because it was all 
too different and "distant from what was familiar, so that no precon
ception (praenotio aliqua) could lead one to it. Thus one may hope that 
nature conceals in its womb still more, of greater importance, which 
lies entirely outside the familiar paths of the power of imagination 
(extra vias phantasiae) and which one can only be sure of finding through 
the systematization of accident.24 The tendency of Bacon's method is 
to set the human mind in controlled motion. Where nothing is un-
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dertaken, nothing can be achieved; and to expect representations of 
the goal where imagination and conception fail is to be misled, with 
standstill as a result. Paths must be entered upon and their "directions" 
held to in order to find what is new. 

The mythical construction of the fall of the angels ami men and of 
the immanent restoration of paradise, which serves Bacon as a jus
tification of human .curiosity with respect to nature, presupposes a 
'politomorphic' conception of the world, that is, a conception in which 
natural laws are interpreted as decreed by divine volition and the role 
of created things is defined in the plan of creation in tenus of service 
and power. What lies open and what remains hidden, what results in 
good or evil, is determined by this quasi-political state. Conunandment 
and law, which were promulgated over nature verbally and are carried 
out according to the word, also have the word as their appropriate 
medium of knowledge. The determined antithesis of this position is 
constituted by the metaphysics of the mathematization of natural sci
ence. It proceeds from the impossibility in principle of secrecy in 
nature and things withheld from knowledge, to the extent that math
ematical regularities are implemented in nature. 

The mathematically comprehensible law of nature is not a decree 
of divine volition but rather the essence of necessity. in which divine 
and human spirit possess the same evidence, which as such excludes 
the withholding that makes things inaccessible. Kepler and Galileo 
gave the most compelling expression to this idea, more compelling 
than Descartes, because Descartes had to take the indirect path of 
securing certainty by means of the divine guarantee even for math
ematics. The human spirit will correctly assess its powers, Kepler writes 
to Mastlin on April 19, 1597, only when it understands «that God, 
Who founded everything in the world according to the nOffil of quantity, 
also gave man a mind that can grasp these nonns. For like the eye 
for color, the ear for sounds, so man's mind is not meant for the 
knowledge of whatever arbitrarily chosen things, but for that of mag
nitudes; it understands something the more correctly, the more it 
approaches pure quantities, as the origin of the thing." 

The basic nominalist idea of mathematics as a constructive makeshift 
of knowledge over against the pure heterogeneousness of the world 
is thus given up and a form of justification for curiosity is found, which 
at bottom is the absence of any need for justification. Though Kepler 
may still give the idea the pious form of a derivation from man's 
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creation in God's image, this is nevertheless inessential for the stringency 
of the argument; that we "gain a share in his own thoughts," as Kepler 
writes~? Herwart on April 9110, 1599, depends on the essential 'open
ness' [0Jfentlichkeit] of these thoughts themselves in their mat;p.ematical 
structure. fu the knowledge of numbers and magnitudes., Kepler goes 
on, "our knowing, if piety permits o~e to say so, is of the same species 
as the divine knowing, at least insofar as we are able to grasp something 
of the latter in this mortal life. Only fools fear that we thereby make 
man into a god; for God's decrees are unfathomableL but not His 
corporeal works." Kepler has not yet loosed this idea from its medieval 
embedding in the idea of the preference given to man by providence; 
Leibniz was to be the first to accomplish this, by making the principle 
of sufficient 'reason into the criterion by which to verifjr the divine 
plan of creation objectively and basing on this the impossibility that 
the nature of the mathesis dtoina [divine mathematizing] should be 
arcane. 25 

This is no 'secularization' of man's having been created in God's 
image. The function of the thought emerges naked and undisguised 
and makes its historical derivation a matter of indifference: Knowledge 
has no need of justification; it justifies itself; it does not owe thanks 
for itself to God; it no longer has any tinge of illumination or graciously 
permitted participation but rests in its own evidence, from which GOd 
and man cannot escape. The Middle Ages of High Scholasticism had 
seen man's relation to reality as a triangular relation mediated by the 
divinity. Cognitive certainty was possible because God guaranteed 
man's participation in His creative rationality when He brought him 
into the fellowship of His world, idea and wanted to finnish him, 
according to the measure ofRis grace, with insight into the conception 
of nature. Any autonomous step beyond this conception strained the 
relation of dependence and the debt of thanks. This triangular relation 
is now dissolved; human knowledge is commensurable with divine 
knowledge, on the basis, in fact, of the object itself and its necessity. 
Reality has its authentic, obligatory rationality and no longer has need 
of a guarantee of its adequate accessibility. The problematic of theo
retical curiosity, which had depended on the idea of the world as' a 
demonstration of divine power, and of human stupor as the corre
sponding effect, is paralyzed by the idea that knowledge is not a 
pretension to what is unfathomable but rather the laying open of 

, necessity. 
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From the point of view of the stage that the, argument was to reach 
with Leibniz, the position that Galileo occupies in' developing it, and 
the burden that he had to bear in opposing the theological position, 
becomes clearer. At the end of the "First Day" of the Dialogue on the 
World Systems, the question of the existence of living beings on the 
moon is discussed. The human power of imagination, Shlviati decides, 
is incapable of imagining such beings, since the riches of nature and 
the omnipotence of the Creator lead one to expect that they would 
be utterly different from the ones known to us. Sagredo agrees with 
him that it would be the highest audacity (estrema temerita) to make 
the hUmah power of imagination the criterion of what can exist in 
nature. Only a complete lack of all knowledge would lead to the vain 
presumption (vana presunzione) of wanting to understand the whole. 
Docta ignorantia lleamed ignorance1 the Socratic knowledge ofignorance, 
is praised as the effect of true cognition; no state of knowledge attainable 
in fact could diminish the difference between human knowledge and 
divine knowledge in its infinity: "U saper divino esser infinite volte 
infinito" [Divine knowledge is infinitely times infinite]. So far this could 
have been taken from a medieval treatise. 

Galileo's artful dialectic, however, consists in the fact that he puts 
in the mouth of the conservative figure of the Scholastic in his dialogue, 
Simplicio, the remark that gives the argumentation its turning. If this 
were how things lay with regard to human knowledge, Simplicio says, 
one would have to admit that even nature had not understood how 
to produce an inteliect that understands.26 Salviati praises the acuteness 
of the otherwise dun mind, and this always means that he can catch 
'the Middle Ages' in an inconsistency. As a matter of fact everything 
that one had heretofore admitted to be a weakness of the human 
spirit had been related to the extent of knowledge. But if one considered 
its intensity, that is to say,' the degree of certainty of an individual 
proposition, then one would have to admit that the human inteliect 
can grasp some truths just as perfecdy, and possess certainty regarding 
them j~t as unconditional, as any that nature itself could possess. 27 

It is true that the divine spirit can .grasp infinitely many more math
ematical truths than the human spirit, namely, all of them, but knowl
edge of the few is equivalent in objective certainty (certezza obiettiva) 
to. divine knowledge, even if the species of the cognitive act may be 
different. . 
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And now follows the crucial sentence, which brings the whole train 
of thought into relief against the background of what was still medievally 
thinkable: The human knowledge of mathematical truths conceives 
them in their necessity, beyond which there can be no higher level 
of certainty.28 These statements are common property and free from 
the suspicion of presumptuousness or daring (lontane (fa ogni ombra di 
temerita 0 d' ardire). The dialogue has traversed the obligatory stretch 
of humility and earned its license to enhance the dignity and accom
plishment of the human spirit. That nullity is not so null as to prevent 
the «First Day" of the dialogue from ending with a laudatio [eulogy] 
of the human spirit's acuity and discoveries. 29 

When Galileo had completed the Dialogue on the World Systems, he 
was once again, and forcibly, confronted with the question of the 
legitimacy of the cognitive will. The Roman censor imposed on him 
the stipulation that the theses of the work-especially the explanation 
of the tides by the movement of the earth, in the "Fourth Day," a 
movement that is the physical and realistic correlate of the Coper
nicanism that was permitted only as an astronomical hypothesis
should be put under the proviso of the infinite possibilities open to 
omnipotence. One could say that this proviso of sovereignty forced 
upon Galileo did not affect the core of his epistemology because to 
all intents and purposes the whole dialogue made no use of the tech
nique of mathematical astronomy; that is, it did not even touch that 
highest intensive dignity of the intellect, for which Galileo had postulated 
an evidence common to God and man. The irony of the situation lies 
in the fact that the Pope had informed Galileo, through the inquisitor 
of Florence, that the mathematical presentation of the Copernican 
doctrine remained entirely open to him. But Galileo gathers together 
all the materials that he himself, according to his classification, would 
have to ascribe to the extensive accomplishment of knowledge and thus 
render suspect of the weakness that is proper to knowledge wherever 
it does not become mathematical. 

Admittedly, where the Copernican matter is concerned, Galileo's 
own criteria leave him in the lurch. The formula that Galileo had to 
work into the text does not contain, as has been asserted, something 
like Urban VIII's personal countertheory to Galilee's explanation of 
the tides; rather it is an 'antitheory' altogether, opposed to physical 
theory of any kind. In it the difference between the thought of the 
spent Middle Ages and the new pretension of the scientific explanation 
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of nature comes undisguisedly to light. Offense ,was to be taken at the 
fact that Galileo placed this vexatious formula in the mouth of Simplicio, 
that is, of the figure in the dialogue who is the loser in the end. There 
is, he says, always present in his mind a teaching thatwas once given 
him by a highly learned and highly placed person and that he regards 
as unshakeably well established, namely, that God can aIso produce 
a phenomenon in nature in a different way than is made to appear 
plausible by a particular explanation. Consequendy it would be in
admissible daring (,Sflverchia ardilezza) to want to narrow down and 
commit divine power and wisdom to a particular idea by asserting 
that single explanation to be true. 

This general proviso throws man back, as far as he is concerned 
with theoretical truth, to a hopeless position. For him the world would 
continue to have an unperspicuous structure, whose laws had to remain 
unknown to him and for which any theoretical exertion would stand 
under the threat of the revocation of the condition of its possibility. 
Of course for the theologian Maffeo Barberini, who sat upon the papal 
chair, God could be an uncertainty factor in knowledge, since at the 
same time He offered man His revelation as the sole salvation-bringing 
certainty and· had the right not to allow its uniqueness to be leveled 
off or supplanted by other supposed certainties . 

. It is evident that what Galileo had to deal with here was the charge
which had now reached the stage of 'taking measures' -embodied in 
the verdict against curiositos. The discipline with which Galileo makes 
Salviati answer. that this is an admirable and truly angelic doctrine 
allows him a new bit of dialectic: It is perfecdy in harmony with this 
to award us permission to investigate the construction of the world, 
even if we may not pretend fully to understand the work, as it comes 
forth from the divine hands, since otherwise the activity of the human 
spirit might perhaps grow weak and be exhausted. so Theoretical cur
iosity, it seems to be argued here, has its economy between the futility 
to which the omnipotence proviso means to relegate it and the de
finitiveness in which belief in the completed possession of knowledge 
would fix it. Galileo's resistance to the omnipotence proviso suggests 
that it is only and especially the movement of the intellect, as progress 
in its understanding and its formulation of problems, that guarantees 
conscioUsness of the finitude of knowledge over against the infinitude 
of what, though it is never irreducible, is nevertheless kept in reserve 
at any given time, whereas the mere appeal to the infinitude of the 
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4ltrinsically noncontradictory possibilities open to omnipotence destroys 
any consciousness of a relation between what is already known and 
what is still to be known and thrusts reason back into the indifference 
of resignation. The project of infinite progress does indeed direct itself 
against reason's theological resignation but not against reflection on 
its finitude, which can only be experienced precisely in the accom
plishment of its possibilities. 

The role that the progress of knowledge begins to play in the jus
tification of curiosity stands out in the negative at the clos-e of the 
Dicilogo: It is not what the progress of knowledge has already yielded 
and is yielding now that legitimates the cognitive drive that keeps it 
in motion but rather the fimction for consciousness of what lies before 
it at any given time, which gives everything that has been achieved 
the mark of finitude and provisionality. "Sir, my science is still greedy 
for knowledge!" says Bertolt Brecht's Galileo in bargaining with the 
curator of the University of Padua, who would like to divert his wish 
for income to the more lucrative provision of private tuition. The 
declaration that Brecht pl,lts in Galileo's mouth here objectivizes curiosity 
and makes it into a mark of the imperfe(::t status of his science; this. 
corresponds to the objectivity of the conflict of systems in which Gallleo 
and Urban VIII are the exponents. But Brecht does not stick consistently 
to this objectivization of curiosity. He writes in his Notes on the "Life of 
Galileo," "The inquisitive drive, a social phenomenon scarcely l~ss 
lustful or dictatorial than the procreative drive, directs Galileo into 
this dangerous territory, drives him into painful conflict with his intense 
wishes for other satisfactions. He lifts the telescope to the stars and 
delivers himself over to torture. In the end. he practices his science 
like a vice, secretly. probably with pangs of conscience. In view of 
such a situation, one can scarcely be bent on either only praising· 
Galileo or only damning him. "31 

Such a late reintroduction of theoretical curiosity into the catalog 
of vices has, of course, its new premises: Where it c,?nverts itself, as 
motive power, into science, it gives this science an imprint of 'p~ty' 
and apragmatic desregard for consequences that makes it appear just 
as questionable. from the humane or social point of view as it was 

. under the primacy of the exclusiveness assigned to the question of 
salvation by theology. Galileo, writes Brecht, "enriched astronomy 
and physics by simultaneously robbing these sciences of the greater 
part of their social meaning .... Galileo's crime can be regarded as 
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the 'original sin' of the modern natural sciences. From the new as
tronomy, which deeply interested a new class, the bomgeoisie, since 
it afforded assistance to the revolutionary social currents of the time, 
he made a sharply circumscribed specialized science, -which of course 
precisely on account of its 'purity,' that is, its indifferenc~ to the mode 
of production, could develop with relative -freedom from disturbance. 
The atom bomb, as both a technical and a social phenomenon, is the 
classical end product of his scientific accomplishment and his social 
failme." The difference between the two statements about Galileo
the one in the play and the one in the notes on the play-gives us a 
key to the new shape of the problem of theoretical curiosity in the 
seventeenth century. In my opinion, the most precise comprehension 
of the acwal state of affairs is extracted in the short statement to the 
Paduan cmator: Curiosity is not only no longer able to be one of the 
vices of the individual in need of redemption; it has already separated 
itself from the structure of personality, from the psychic motive forces, 
and has become the mark of the hectic unrest of the scientific process 
itself. 

Admittedly this corresponds neither to the picture that Galileo made 
for himself of his own type of mental eagerness nor to what his 
contemporaries saw in him. The digressiveness that dominates the 
style of both of his great dialogues and is so distant from the linear 
methodology that Descartes was to project for the new idea of science 
indulges, with emphatic unconcern for system, in the psychological 
attraction of each new curios ita [curiosity] as almost an isolated quality 
of the objects themselves. New truths are found off the side of the 
direct path of what method anticipates, by seizing accidental oppor
tunities, by being ready to drop the thread of principles already es
tablished.32 The opposite type is represented by the people who could 
not be curious enough to look through the telescope because they 
believed themselves to know _ too accurately already what one could 
not see with it. When in the "Third Day" of the Dialogue on the World 
Systems the cliscussion comes to William Gilbert's theory of magnetism, 
Galileo makes Salviati say that against the authority of the inherited 
conceptions. only a curiosity comparable to his own (una curiosita simile 
alla mia) and the suspicion of an infinite t:eserve of unknown things 
in naturF3 could maintain inner freedom and openness toward what 
is new. Martin Horky, the pamphleteer against the moons of Jupiter 
who was put forward by Magini, already placed Galilee's eye trouble, 
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which was ultimately to lead to blindness, in an infamous relation 
with his curiosity: " ... optici nervi, quia nimis curiose et pompose 
soupula circaJovem observavit, rupti ... " [ ... optical nerves, which 
haye observed Jupiter with too much curious and ostentatious scrutiny, 
broken ... ]. And Galileo's first biograpl",ler, Vincenzio Viviani, made 
filosofica curiosita [philosophical curiosity] the key tenn in his character
ization of his teacher. 

But the crucial objection -precisely because it was no longer 
medieval-against curiosity as the power !:pat was definitive for Galileo's 
style of inquiry was first raised and couid only have been raised by 
Descartes, who for his part gave the new science not indeed its aims 
and contents but certainly its fonn and agenda. He writes regarding 
Galileo to Mersenne, "His error is that he continually disgresses and 
never stops to expound his material thoroughly, which shows that he 
never examined it in an orderly fashion and that without considering 
the primary causes of nature, he merely sought the causes of some 
particular effects, so that he built without a foundation. "34 The motor 
quality of theoretical curiosity appears in Descartes to be threatened 
by objective irritations, to which it all too easily succumbs, by being 
made to forget the basic and presuppositional questions, the foundations 
and critical reinforcements, to which a thinker of the Cartesian type 
devotes himself entirely. Here there arises a sort of intrascientific 
morality, a rigorism of systematic logic, to which the unbridled appetite 
for knowledge is bound to be suspect. 

With decisiveness equal to that with which. he excluded teleology 
from the canon of possible questions directed at nature, Descartes 
gave human knowledge the teleological character of a strenuous ex
ertion, united by the Method, toward the attainment of the definitive 
morality, which as the epitome of materially appropriate behavior in 
the world presupposes the perfection offactual knowledge. Tile em
ployment of the terms curiam! and curieu:~ [curiosity and curious person] 
in Descartes has neither pathos nor specificity; the rational goal of 
knowledge excludes any other justification of the energies that must 
be expended for its achievement The curleux takes on the professional 
quality of the scholar, who is characterized more by the methodically 
secured or attainable possession of knowledge than by the elemental 
need for knowledge, even if something of the infamy of the sciences 
curieuses [curious sciences] may still adhere to the disciplines, such as 
anatomy or chemistry, that are now entering the orderly ranks of 

~~~~--.~-~-----.. ~---.-- - .-... 
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scholarship. S5 The predicate formerly attached to the solitary daring 
of indiViduals is made harmless as the designation of an interested 
public and as the characterization of the equally harmless activities of 
the collector and theama.teur, which are carried along with the great 
train of scientific progress and protected by it. 38 Part of the proct:ss 
of the legitimation of theoretical curiosity is its effort: to rediscover 
itself, or a preformation of itself, in the region where something new 
would in any case look for evidence to demonstrate that it is nothing 
new, before a consciousness that novelty is permissible had stabilized 
itself in history-namely, in antiquity. 

The early historiography of philosophy-represented in its most 
lasting form by the widely read Jakob Brucker, who defined the picture 
of the philosophical tradition for, for example, Kant-already poses 
the question of what was special about the conditions under which 
something like 'philosophy' could arise among the Greeks as the epit
ome of theoretical procedure-a question that was to be approached 
in many ways, for instance, that of expounding the disposition of the 
Greek language for the development of philosophical modes of thought. 
Here one must recognize to. what an extent the beginnings of the 
historiography of philosophy depend directly on the testimony of the 
sources themselves, since the critical thinning out of the tradition, 
which begins with Bayle, affects the anecdotal material more than the 
study of doctrine; but it affects the latter even more than it does the 
statements, withdrawn from verification, about the origin and the 
motives of the theoretical attitude .. 

In the nominally short, actually seven-volume long Kurtze Fragen 
a~ der Philosophischen Historic [Short Questions from the History 0/ Phi/vso
phy],whose first volume was published in Vim in 1731, Brucker too 
asiJ the question (formulated in the manner of a Scholastic quaestio): 
"What was the beginning of philosophy like, with. the Greeks?" Brucker 
regularly answers such questions initially with a single, and therefore 
usually not very informative, sentence, as in this case: "Rather scanty, 
and very obscure as well."37 "Wide-awake" Greeks had gone to the 
Orient, and there had seen the "establishments" of people "who were 
considered learned"; and in the reverse direction, foreigners had settled 
in Greece and given instruction. The philosophy of the barbarians js 
characterized as philosophia traditi:rJa [traditional philosophy], as a canon 
oflearned answers, handed down unthinkingly, to established questions. 
The Greeks, however, were moved to reflection by this teaching. This 
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version of the relation is important. because it does not adopt the 
dogma that philosophy was an inheritance from the East but rather 
defines a new beginning in relation to this inheritance, and not even 
as a result of unmediated wonder at nature and pressure from the 
questions that it poses. It is remarkable how litde use is made here 
of Greek philosophy's interpretation of itself, whether it be the des
ignation of wonder as its original affect or the discovery of the supposed 
allegorical hidden meaning of mythology. . 

For Brucker, neither immediacy nor tradition can be the reason for 
this beginning. What is important for him is "the curiosity of the 
Greek nation." This is in harmony with the manner of speaking that 
prevailed in his century. Fontenelle will still insert this characterization 
of the Greeks into his Cartesian schema of the difference between 
raison {reasonl and esprit [wit, intelligence}, thus atlTIbuting to the origin 
of philosophy the quality that was supposed to have prevented it, until 
Descartes, from performing its plain ftmction: '<Les Grees en general 
avoient extremement de l' esprit, mais ils etoient fort legers, curieux, 
inquiets, incapable de se moderer sur rien; et pour dire tout ce que 
j'en pense, ils avoient tant d'esprit, que leur raison en soufroit un 
peu. "38 [The Greeks in general had a great deal of wit, but they were 
very fickle, curious, agitated, incapable of restraining themselves in 
any area; and, to be frank, they had so much wit that their reason 
suffered somewhat as a result.] Brucker does not see the quality of 
curiosity in tl;rffiS of the ;mtithesis between intellectual excitement and 
controlled-rationality. Philosophy seems to him to be the result of a 
setting free of energies over against traditional doctrine. Consequendy 
it is important that the motive of curiosity appears here in what was 
an unusual, if"not a unique association for the. time: in association with 
favorable political circumstances. Under a "form of government in 
which anyone could think, say, and teach whatever he wanted to," 
the impulse of curiosity develops into science. Allegorical interpretation 
and esoteric doctrine become mere residues of the earlier traditional 
form of philosophy, "vestiges of the secret type of teaching." 

So as to make more evident the contrast between Brucker's analysis 
of the origin of curiosity and the traditional harnessing together of 
the immediate impact of nature with theoretical excitation, I want to 
quote the very conventional formulations from]. G. Sulzer's Gedanken 
uber den Ursprung und die verschiedenen Bestimmungen der WissenschaJten 
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und schiinen Kunste [Thoughts on the Origin and the Different Purposes if 
the Sciences and the Fine Arts] (I 757) on the beginillng of the sciences: 

... an innocent curiosity and the desire to gain a complete acquaintance 
with the phenomena of nature provided the occasion for their genesis; 
and no doubt this occurred later than the birth of the arts. Nature is· 
a vast theater that presents amazing objects and events on all sides. 
Could men, once they were free of their initial struggle for sustenance 
and had gained some free time, for long regard this magnificent edifice 
of the world without thinking of the unseen power that brought forth 
such a thing and the dexterous hand that organized the parts into a 
whole? Could the old inhabitants of these fortunate regions, where a 
pure and peaceful air always leaves the heavens unobscured, for long 
view this marvellous vault in which so many stars sparkle, of which 
anyone would be sufficient to fix our gaze, without asking themselves 
what all these lights may be?39 

Nevertheless, for Sulzer too the disposition to such immediate ad
miration of nature is not present in everyone: "There are entire peoples 
in whom one finds not a trace of this curiosity, whlchis a mother of 
science. The stupid Hottentot and the miserable native of Greenland 
regard the wonders of nature with an amazing indifference." 

When Brucker comes back to this topic in the second volume of 
his work, in the "Additions and Improvements, "40 . the connection 
between curiosity and democracy becomes clearer: It destroys the 
form of the philosophia traditiva [traditional philosophy] as a wisdom 
guarded by priests, which conveys only dicta but not "the cause, the 
connection of the reasons with the conclusions .... AIid just as soon 
as the ancient Greeks had laid aside bestiality and the savage state, 
they themselves began to reflect. ... " In this procesS, the politician 
took the place .of the priest: "The investigation of truth got" away from 
the priestS, and soon politiki [statesmen] applied themselves to it. . . ." 
This is very remarkable because it reverses, historically! the direction 
of the relation of foundation between philosophy and politics in the 
metaphysical tradition. This traditiori had always seen the theoretical 
attitude as depending on leisure. Theoretical curiosity did not require 
any other public conditions than the negative one of freedom from 
the pressure of need; it did not require the possibility I of satisfaction 
of th~ cognitive interest by virtue of the competence of everyone to 
inquire into everything. 
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Translator's Note 

a. For further discussion of these contrasting "concepts of reality." see the author's "Wirk
licbkeitsbegriff und Moglicbkeit des Romans," in Nachahmung und Illusion U'oerik und Henneneurik 
l);ed H. R. Jauss (2nd ed., Munkh: W. Fink, 1969},·p. 10-13. 
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Curiosity and the Claim to 
Happiness: Voltaire to .Kant 

The problematic of theoretical' curiosity seemed to Descartes to be 
exhausted. The superior power of the logic with which the idea of 
science forces its way is such that it can afford to ignore the splinter 
and reflex effects of its epochal interest. But in view of the connection 
taken for granted as existing between knowledge and usefulness in 
life, a question remains unposed that at first sight appears to bring 
forward ancient concerns again-no longer, to be sure, the question 
of the identity of theory and eudemonia, but rather the question of 
the dependence of man's happiness on knowledge, or even, taken a 
step further, the question whether man's happiness is not endangered 
by knowledge. . 

The objectivization of theoretical curiosity, its disappearance into 
the logic of the methodical process of scientific cognition, is implied 
in both of the basic demands of the Cartesian philosophy: the: postulate 
of the radically new foundation of cognitive certainty and the project 
of the regulated procedure of all cognitive acts. The elementary concern 
for the possibility of any secure knowledge at all made the traditional 
rank orderings of its objects utterly irrelevant for the realization of 
knowledge. Henceforth the theoretical dignity -of the object and its 
position in the cognitive process depend entirely on the extent to 
which man assures himself of his results in each case. The fimction 
that both the individual and his object have in the context of the 
process is regulated by reference to the idea of the whole-and Des
cartes still held to the perfectability of the totality of knowledge. 
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This model of a process transcending individuals in respect to both 
their lifetimes and their vital interests transfers the motivation of the 
movement of knowledge into the process itself and rationalizes not 
only the latter's methodology and choice of objects but also the subjects 
as its functionaries; while they do provide for the happiness of a. 
mankind that is to be brought to its definitive morality, they can never 
lay claim for themselves, or for the time in which they live. to fulfilhnent 
of life through knowledge. The equality of men is postulated as not 
the equality of their claim to justice and happiness but the reduction 
of both individual motives and individual prospects to their functional 
share in the overarching process. In this way inquiry takes on the 
characteristics of a professional office. the character of work, which 
is also always a fonn of justification as long as the suspicion of mere 
enjoyment does not fit into the picture of an obligation to serve a 
higher purpose. 

Truth is not only, as Bacon had said, the daughter of time. This 
could still involve the fundamental idea of organic growth and maturing, 
or the experience of the astronomers that very small changes in the 
heavens become observable only over very great lengths of time. Truth 
has become the result of a renunciation for the modem age also, a 
renunciation that lies in the separation between cognitive achievement 
and the production of happiness. This separation could be accepted 
as a temporary one as long as the integration of theoretical accom
plishments still seem.ed attainable or indeed insofar as one considered 
one's own present situation to be quite near to the summit of the 
ascent. But this separati_on also begins-with increasing doubt about 
the convergence of knowledge and happiness-to be set up as an 
ideal: Lack of consideration for happiness becomes the stigma of truth 
itself, a homage to its absolutism. Nietzsche was to try out the category 
of 'secularization,' without using this term, on this very characteristi(: 
of modern. science; scientific truth appeared to him to be a concealed 
fonn of the 'ascetic ideal,' a late fonn of the renunciations, inimical 
to life, that Platonism and Christianity had demanded of man. But 
the question of the compatability of scientific truth with humanity. of 
the legitimacy of theoretical curiosity as a 'reckless' effort, was already 
posed at the high point of the Enlightenment and its scientific optimism~ 

Here curiosity appears split into 1:\vo roles: It is both the original 
driviD.g power in the unlimited proceedings that mankind conducts, 
without consideration of the individual, toward the illumination and 
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mastery of reality. and also the agent that disturbs and diverges from 
this process, that makes the individual insist on access to the truth 
that will guarantee his happiness. This antithesis is the basis of not 
only what one could describe as the Enlightenment's predominantly 
indUlgent dealings with the remnants of the Middle Ages but also the 
unmediated coexistence of new science and old metaphysics. or the 
continual conversion of theoretical world models into world pictures 
useful for life. I The continuing absence of convergence between the . 
total representation of nature. on the one hand, and the determinate 
purpose of the totality of knowledge of nature, on the other, enforced 
translations and transformations; the Universe of modem physics, as 
completed. in the first instance by Newton, yielded for the eighteenth 
century a conclusive schema of leading ideas for everything from 
political theory to moral philosophy. i 

What Voltaire (1694--1778) accomplished with the philosophical 
paradigmatization of Newton is more than the popular distribution of 
esoteric scientific goods. But the same Newton who used the unan
swerability of the question regarding the cause of the direction of the 
planets' orbits around the sun as a point at which to admit theological 
voluntarism into his system of nature becomes for Voltaire the anecdotal 
prototype of an economical skepticism that is meant to reduce the 
luxury of theoretical curiosity to the magnitude serviceable for life.2 

Curiosity is the mark of a finite bein:g with infinite pretensions; its 
absurdity is demonstrated in the cosmic projection of the philosophical 
novel Micromegas. The astronaut from Sirius learns from the secretary 
of the Saturn Academy that the peopll on this planet have seventy
two senses and still complain daily that they possess so few. «We 
imagine more needs than we have, and with our seventy-two senses, 
our Saturn ring, and our five moons, we feel far too confined, since 
in spite of our curiosity and the numerous passions that result from 
our seventy-two senses, we still have plenty of time to get bored."s 
The traveler from Sirius replies that in his homeland, where one has 
almost a thousand senses, it is no different and there, also. there 

. remains an undefined yearning and unrest: ':Ie ne s(:ais quel desir 
vague, je ne s(:ais queUe inquietude" [I know not what vague desire, 
what disquiet]. When, at the end, the Saturnian wants to continue the 
journey with his friend from Sirius, his mistress, who has got wind of 
his departure, assails him with a passionate complaint, culminating in 
these words: " ... va, tu n'es qu'un curieux, tu n'a jamais eu 
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d'amour ... "[ ... go On, you are nothing but a curiosity seeker; you 
have never experienced love]. That, expressed in one of the typical 
scenes of the Contes philosophiques, is the antithesis between curiosity 
and happiness in life. 

The magnified scale of the cosmic anecdote shows that in the context 
of the infinite, approximation is impossible. and that the same problems 
repeat themselves on each level in the same proportions. The instability 
of this situation is due not to a drive to transgress limits with respect 
to a tabooed transcendence; it consists rather ill the turn toward dog
matization of what has supposedly been attained; the intolerability of 
unrest produces scholastics, leads to intolerance.4 If Fontenelle had 
still said, in the Discourse on the Plurality rgWorlds (1686), that the whole 
of philosophy rests on two things: the curiosity of the spirit and the 
shortsightedness of the eyes, then Voltaire's thesis is that even a thou
sand eyes, and eyes that were a thousand times better, would not 
improve the prospects for satisfying the unrest of the cognitive will. 
Curiosity alienates man from his true basic problem, which is a problem 
of behavior. not of knowledge: "0 homme! ce Dieu t'a donne l'en
tendement pour te bien conduire, et non pour penetrer dans l' essence 
des chases qu'il a creees" [Oh man! this Gcid gave you understanding 
so that you should behave well, and not to enable you to penetrate 
into the essence of the things He created].5 Allowing for a small, but 
crucial alteration, which is not 'secularization,' this could have been 
taken from a medieval treatise reminding us of the priority of salvation 
over knowledge. 

The abbe Galiani, in a letter to Mme. de Epinay dated August 31, 
177 I, urged in opposition to Voltaire's article on "Curlosite" that the 
feeling of happiness did not indeed result from the satisfaction of 
curiosity. but rather, conversely, curiosity is the surest symptom of 
happiness. The happier a nation, the more curious it is, and a curious 
people is a good testimonial for its government. Consequendy" Paris 
is the capital city of curiosity. It is a lime theory of the origin of culture 
from "the anthropological characteristic of curiosity, which distinguishes 
man from beast: The curious man is more a man than others are. 
The whole antithesis to Voltaire becomes clear when this' anthropology 
o£ curiosity opens into the aesthetic situation of the spectator in a 
theater, which is defined by his position's invulnerability to the danger 
and confusion of the action that he watches running its course on th~ 
stage. This comfortable private box, which is reached by neither rain 
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nor sun, this artificial maximum of the distance between reality and 
the standpoint of the spectator, for whom his inaction and the absence 
of any need for him to act are the conditions of his feeling happy, 
this Archimedean point is not available to man as Voltaire sees him. 
Hence for Voltaire aesthetics cannot be exemplary for man's relation 
to the world. Even Galiani's theater is not really the world theater, 
even when he makes Newton investigate the causes of the moon's 
motion and of the tides out of pure curiosity and concludes in summary 
that "almost all sciences are only curiosities, and the key to the whole 
is that from the beginning the curious being must be secure and in 
a comfortable condition." Mme. de Epinay, one may note in passing, 
gave this let;ter the ample answer that her dog was also curious. 6 

Pierre Louis Moreau de Maupertuis, who accomplished Newton's 
triumph in France less through literature (in the manner of Voltaire) 
than by means of painstaking labor and organizational skill, embodied 
curiosite as the energy of his century in a manner that is unique because 
in him it becomes both a capacity to imagine problems and also a 
political appeal to the powerful people of his time. and not least of 
all because he proposed a theory of its unappeased and unappeasable 
excitability and unrest. 

He himself stylizes the prototypical role of the fimctionary and hero 
of curiosite for himself when he portrays the terrible hardships that he 
had to withstand during the meridian me"asurements in Lapland, by 
means of which he wanted to furnish the definitive proof of the ob
lateness of the earth spheroid. and thus the definitive proof of the 
truth of Newton's physics. This modem martyrdom of curiosity, which 
forces the perceptual demonstration of the truth, reads as follows: 
"Moving through the snow, which was two feet deep, laden with the 
heavy measuring rods, which had continually to be laid down and 
picked up again, in a cold in which tongues and lips immediately froze 
to the cup and could only be torn away bleeding, when one wanted 
to drink brandy, which was the only fluid that remained fluid enough 
to be drinkable. . .. While our limbs were benumbed, the exertion 
made us sweat.'" " 

Maupertuis had an eye for the hitherto entirely untried type of 
research problem that required collective and int~mational cooperation 
extending across territories and oceans, and thus required a certain 
political substructure: France, he wrote, had made the greatest con
tribution that had ever been made to the sciences when it sent out 
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troops of experts to determine the shape of· the globe; in the same 
manner it should bring about a determination of the parallax of the 
moon by means of observations from distant points on the earth, and 
thus lay the foundation for an exact measurement of the universe; it 
should set in motion a systematic search for parallaxes; of fixed stars, 
by means, in fact, of an international division of the heavens into zones 
to be observed by a great number of participating astronomers. S On 
the basis of what for him is the obviously fundamental human attitude 
of curiosity, he believed he had only to offer such tasks to the nations 
and the princes of his time in order to set :in motion the instruments 
of a routine that had beco~e sluggish. He reproaches even the pha
raohs, whom he assesses, like the princes of his own times, as naturally 
"curious," with having squandered the hnmense quantities of labor 
that went into erecting the pyramids, which they should rather have 
put to work in excavating and investigating the interior of the earth. 
For this notion, too, Voltaire will ridicule him terribly in his satire on 
"Dr. Akakia." Part of the consciousness of the Enlightenment is that 
for the first time it has become aware of the fact that man lives 'only 
on the surface of [i.e., "superficially" on] the earth' and that this is 
perhaps an indication that in general he exists on and orients himself 
to what is only the surface of a hidden reality. I need only mention 
. the importance that this idea has for Lichtenberg. This suspicion is 
the impulse to accelerate the convenience of inquiry, to gather together 
forces, to develop parameters, methods, and modes of organization 
for pressing forward into the depths of the unknown. The pyramids 
too, which were apostrophized as useless, are only a model of this 
situation: " ... what a small part of such an edifice is the part that 
has been discovered! Is it not probable that many other things are 
shut up in there?"g A "Cal,ife curieux" had already had a pyramid 
opened once. That was in the ninth century. But now it would be 
possible to unveil the entire mystery: "L'usage de la poudre rendroit 
aujourd'hui facile Ie bouleversement total d'une de ces pyramides ... 
[Today the use of gunpowder would make it easy to overthrow one 
of these pyramids entirelyL Here, perhaps for the frrst time, the use 
of gunpowder for theory is recommended, as a means of laying open 
a path to the unknown within; and the political conditions ,are not 
forgotten-they are favorable: " ... Ie Grand-Seigneur les abandon
neroit sans peine a la moindre curio site d'un Roi de France" [ ... the 
Sultan would abandon them without any difficulty to the least curiosity 
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of a King of France]. Curiosity has become expansiv~, grandiose, and 
occasionally violent. 

Hardly anyone has drawn up such a complete catalog of conjectures 
that could stimulate curiosity as Maupertuis did in this "Letter on the 
Progress of the Sciences." Coniectura kOl).jecturel and curiositas converge 
here in projects sketched in the grand stYle. This curiosity still continues 
to promise the astonishment produced by what is simply monstrous, 
the nature that departs from every postulate of homogeneity: unknown 
materials in the deepest interior of the earth; hitherto unseen stars 
unveiled by new telescopes; 10 and in Patagonia things that are entirely 
different from elsewhere, to suspect which does not make one guilty 
of curiosite ridicule [ridiculous curiosity1 11 just as the interior of Africa, 
which already offers us such wonderful things in the marginal regions 
that we are acquainted with, would without doubt be bien digne de 
notre curiosite {well deserving of our curiosity]. [2 

Human curiosity still finds itself quite at the edge of reality-again 
and again this same basic idea! -in regard to the conditions that arise 
in temperatures that are higher than those accessible to our experience 
on earth. 

With our wood, our charcoal, all our most combustible materials, we 
cannot augment the effects of fire beyond a certain degree, which is 
not much compared to the degree of! heat that the earth seems to 
have undergone or that certain comets undergo in their closest ap
proaches to the sun. The most powerful fires of our chemists may be 
too feeble as agents to form and to decompose bodies. And this may 
have the result that we take for the most intimate union or the most 
complete decomposition what may be nothing but an imperfect mixture 
or a gross separation of certain parts_ The discovery of the mirror of 
Archimedes, which Monsieur de Busson has made, shows us that one 
could construct burning towers, or amphitheaters filled with mirrors, 
that would produce. a fire whose violence would, so to speak, have 
no limits but those that the sun itself has. 13 

The earth, which as our most immediate realm of experience is known 
to us only superficially and marginally, is in. its turn only a marginal 
phenomenon in the cosmos in regard to the conditions it offers for 
observation that is not technically enhanced and equipped. 

Finally man himself, in the form in which he is most immediately 
open to study-aS the civilized being of the European type-is in his 
turn only a marginal phenomenon of the total reality called man. The 

. --'- -_. __ ._.- -_ .. _----------



410 
Part m' 

experience-which had such a lasting influence ,?n the Enlightenment
of exotic men, of the noble savage, the original antitype of human 
possibilities before and outside of one's own cultural matrix, is proposed 
by Maupertuis as an experience that could be consolidated organi
zationally. The president of the Berlin Akademie would like to see <Ill 

inventory of everything possessed by man in a sort of academy of 
exotic sciences. "A college where one would find assembled men of 
these nations, well instructed in the sciences of their countries, and 
whom one could instruct in the language of our country, would un
doubtedly be a fine institution, and should not be. too difficult to 
establish. Perhaps one should not exclude from it the most savage 
nations. "14 It is consistent with Maupertuis's (still to be discussed) theory 
of curiosite that curiosity concern itself especially intensely with phe
nomena of transition, of intervening stages, where these can still be 
found in nature. Beyond the horizon of the experience of other human 
beings that is to be expanded into a balance sheet of humanity, there 
emerges the preliminary stage of man, for on islands in the southern 
oceans there are still supposed to be "shaggy men, with long tails, an 
intermediate species between us and the apes. I would rather have 
an hour of conversation with them than with the cleverest intellect in 
Europe. "15 

, This desired conversation with the ape-man stands, in Maupertuis's 
thought, on the border between learning directly from what is present 
and experimenting with induced effects, and thereby marks a 
problematic of curiosite that presents itself here, probably for the first 
time, with the offensiveness of crass formulations. To mark this tran
sition more clearly: In the section entided "Experiences metaphysiques" 
[metaphysical experinientsl Maupertuis calls for an experimental theory 
oflanguage and knowledge, which should put an end to all the current 
speculations in this field. It is the old experiment of [the pharoahJ 
Psammetichus, which is reported as early as Herodotus:· Isolated so
cieties of children of various nationalities should be brought up without 
the slightest interaction with other people, so as to see how they invent 
a language, and what languages they invent, and to compare them 
with those that are already known. The extension of this experiment 
to numerous groups of children of nationalities differing extremely in 
language would be necessary because there is no pure case of lan
guagelessness, no pure prelinguistic condition, since "birth is already 
a sort of education. .,. . The value of this experiment would not be 
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limited to its instructing us regarding the origin of languages; it could 
teach us many other things, even about the origin of ideas and about 
the fundamental notions in the human rillnd. We have listened long 
enough to philosophers, whose science is nothing but a use and a 
certain bending of the mind, without having become any cleverer .... "16 

Experiments on living people here appear as the logical consequence 
of a curioJite that posits itself as absolute. 

The curiositj" that is no. longer a revolt against a reservation -unless 
it is against the reservation constituted by human indolence vis-a-vis 
what has not been investigated, the excess of what is supposedly 
inaccessible, or against princely reluctance to finance the necessary 
large-scale organized attack on what are now becoming the 'public' 
tasks of theory- this c.uriosity cannot produce from itself any criterion 
for its restriction. In Maupertuis it becomes evident that curiosity 
understands even the limits of its pretension at any given time as only 
'factual' [that is, not necessaryl conditioned perhaps by historical cir
cumstances not yet understood. Thus Maupertuis projects experiments 
with living subjects. The curiosUe that developed out of the later· Re
naissance's enjoyment of the 'curiosity cabinet' presupposed that nattIre 
performs experiments, as it were, for man and in his place; think of 
Bacon's rule that one should register monstra [monstrosities] as indi
cations of nattIre's scope for variation, of the difference between its 
positive law (lex naturae) and common law (cursus communis). The results 
of such experimentation are gathered together in the museum, which 
now becomes important; and man himself does nothing more than 
to exercise care in housing and increasing this stock. 

Maupertuis calls for experiments with animals. 11 The traditional 
bioloeical morphology offers nothing more than "pictures that are 
pleasant to look at." If natural history is to become a "true science," 
it cannot accept as given the forms of the organisms that are present 
but must rather uncover "the general proceedings of nature in their 
production and conservation." And again the appeal to the princes: 
Hitherto they had constructed menageries for amusement, now they 
had only to entrust "expert naturalists" with carrying out the correct 
experiments on these collections. And "experiments" (experiences) here 
means the breeding of the kind of curiosities that previously were 
only collected -intentional, methodical, artful breeding, by means of 
"artificial unions" (for example, of the bull with the she-ass, of which 
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it is said that it happens even in nature, if only the spa.ce at the watering 
place is narrow enough). 

Curiositas is no longer only the interest in discoverable curiosa [cu
riosities~ it generates them itself That is what.is new. "Rien ne seroit 
plus curleux que ces experiences: cependent la negligence sur cela .est 
si grande ... " [Nothing would be more curious than these experiments, 
though the negligence in these matters is so great ... ]. The appeal 
to princely munificence is strengthened by the flattering prospect of 
being able to exhibit "monstrous beasts" as unica and rarissima [unique 
speciesl as long as that diligence and skill are at work, creating occasions 
for mating, nor shrinking from ''forced procreations." 

What license does the program of cUriosi(e, as the motor of the 
progress of the sciences, give itself? Maupertuis proposes experiments 
not only with living men but on a living man. He appeals to the penal 
theory ofhis century, which sees the "good of society" as the purpose 
of the punishment of criminals; this goal can be achieved to an even 
greater degree if the convict contnbutes to the progress of the sciences. 
The risk, which, to be sure, he does not freely chobse, should· bring 
about the pardon of the convict who survives it. For what purpose? 
For the testing of "the possibility or impossibility of various operations 
that Art does not dare to undertake" -in other words, a dear break. 

. with the traditional ethos of medicine. Maupertuis will listen to no 
objections; what passes itself off as humanity is only the professional 
indolence of the established art: "On aime mieux croue l' Art parfait, 
que de travailler a Ie perfectiOllller" [People would rather consider 
their art to be perfect than work to perfect id l8 What is not in the 
books should be possible; but in medicine too, as already in experi
mental zoology, nature must be forced if it is to submit. In this con
nection, in spite of this violence, the teleological background 
characteristic of Maupertuis still shows through-a teleology, admit
tedly, that no longer seems to function 'of itself' for man's benefit but 
must, as it were, be set free by· him: "La Nature par des moyens qu'ils 
ignorent travaillera toujours de concert avec eux" [Nature, by means 
uDknown to them, will always work in concert with them]. In· these 
circumstances curiosite appears as the very power that drives through 
the barriers to setting free the shared activity of nature and man. 

This universal promise. which is held .out to such mllnhibited ex
perimentation, is made precise by mention of the most audacious 
problem that could be posed, and perhaps solved, in this· connection. 

! , 
! 
\ 

.--1 



413 

chapter 10 

This most extreme object that medical curiosity could hope to hit 
upon here would be'-believe it or not-the clarification of the con
nections between body and soul, «if one dared to seek these bonds 
in ctIe brain of a living man." He who shrinks from this proposal 
succumbs to the mere "appearance of cruelty." This humanity pemrits 
itself a high degree of abstraction; manhlnd justifies: putting a man's 
life in the balance: "Un homme n' est rien, compare a l' espece humaine; 
un crim.inel est encore moins que rienn LA man is nothing, compared 
to the human species; a criminal is even less than nothingJ. We rightly 
made fun, says Maupertuis at the end of this section, of some peoples 
who, out of a misconceived respect for humanity. denied themselves 
the knowledge they could have arrived at through the dissection of 
cadavers; but we ourselves are perhaps even less reasonable when we 
do not turn to account a punishment from which the public could 
draw great "P!nefit and that could prove advantageous even to him 
who has to undergo it. 

Having read this, one is amazed at the title of the final section of 
the "Letter on the Progress of the Sciences.," the "Recherches a in
terdire" [investigations that should be prohibited]. What could possibly 
remain to be prohibited? It is startling to find that Maupertuis wishes 
three problems to be excluded from this point onward because he 
considers it certain that they are "chimeras of the sciences": the phi
losopher's stone, the squaring of the circle, and perpetual motion: The 
reason for having such comparatively harmless hobbies prohibited lies 
in the squandering of energy and funds that could be devoted to other 
undertakings that are deemed deserving; this holds especially for those 
who, while they do not chase after such illusions themselves, do lose 
their time in examining the supposed results of those illusions. One 
final time: It is the princes to wl;tom such economy is supposed to 
appear useful. What a remnant of the judgment againstcuriositas, a 
judgment whose tradition seems comparatively noble in comparison 
to this! 

If one now keeps in mind what Maupertuis's «Letter on the Progress 
of the Sciences" really contains, one is struck. by the superficiality of 
Voltaire's argument with the ideas of this self-same letter ill his Diatribe 
du Docteur Akakia. One becomes inclined to agree with the interpretation 
according to which this feud with the president of the Berlin Academy 
was only a convenient means for Voltaire to extort permission to 
depart from Berlin or, as the case might be, to make it unnecessaxy 
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by provoking the king three times in succession. l9 Whatever the issue 
was that was being decided, nothing was 'setded in relation to the 
subject of the dispute. Voltaire was not able to define the point at 
which Maupertuis's faculty of projecting problems goes too far, the 
point where it begins to threaten humanity. Instead he sticks tq su
perficial effects, like the dimensions of the hole by which his opponent
now reduced to the level of a charlatan -wanted to gain access to the 
inside of the earth. 

The focus of Voltaire's ridicule, however, was above all on the Essai 
de Cosmologie that Maupertuis had published in Berlin in 1750. This 
treatise also contains Maupertuis's distinctive theory of curiosite. Toward 
the end of the third part, he discusses a state of affairs that one could 
describe as the 'ruined condition' of nature in the present day. Leibniz's 
thesis of the continuum of beings stands in the background, combined 
here with -a sort of catastrophe theory. Productive nature seeks to 
produce every kind of being, but the actual or changing conditions 
of existence mercilessly separate out the fonns that cannot stand up 
to them. What we see before us today in nature is already the result 
of such breaches in the chain of beings, a chain that exhibits gaps 
and interruptions everywhere. This theory of nature's infinite capacity 
for variation and of the selective effect of actual and changing external 
conditions, as a theory, need not conCen1 us_further here.20 But the 
conclusion that follows, for the possibility and the urgency of knowledge, 
from this actual state of nature as it presents itself to us, has a decisive 
effect on the concept of curiositi. 

If nature were complete, present to us in the totality of its productions 
and transitions, it would at the same time be a nature that is intelligible 
through perception. Insofar as reason is the faculty of representing a 
totality in space _ and time, a reality that has become fragmentary 
through a process of selection must lack immediacy of access for 
reason but must at ,the same time stimulate it to undertake the re
construction that sums up the process of a kind of knowledge that in 
any case is still possible. Our curiosity is the measure of our back
wardness vis-a.-vis the ideal of a knowledge that, in relation to a nature 
that had not yet become fragmentary~ would have to adopt an un
mediated and intuitive/perceptual approach-the form of knowledge 
of paradise, so to speak. One can observe the shock effect of the early 
findings of biology, which had uncovered the "marques incontestables 
des changemens arrives a notre planete .... Ces terres fracassees, ces 
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lits de differentes sortes de matieres interrompus et sans ordre ... " 
[incontestable marks of changes that have affected our planet. , , . 
These shattered soils, these layers of different types of material, in
terrupted and without order ... 1.21 The isolated fonns, as re!Il)"lallts 
of the continuum of nattlre, can neither delight us nor convey knowl
edge of what has been lost. A building struck by lightning nb longer 
offers us the aspect of anything but a ruin, in which one can recognize 
neither the symmetry of the parts nor the architect's plan. Monstrosity, 
which attracted the curiosity of early modern times, is no longer the 
rare and sensational special case in nature; rather it is the stigma of 
the entire actual stock of remnants of nature: ..... la plupart des etres 
ne nous paroissent que COITIIne des monstres, et nous ne trolIVOns 
qu'obscurite dans nos connoissances" [ ... the majority of beings appear 
to us as nothing but monsters, and we find nothing but obscurity in 
our knowledge of things], 

But it is not only the objects of our knowledge of nature that are 
isolated and broken loose from their original con~~xt; the subject of 
this knowledge is also isolated and pushed out into uncomiectedness. 
Leibniz's world, after its destruction, becomes a sphere of unappeasable 
curiosity. "Between the beings that we are still able to perceive, there 
are interruptions that deprive us of most of the aid they could have 
afforded us. For the interval between us and the last beings below us 
is no less an invincible obstacle for our knowledge than is the distance 
that separates us from beings superior to us." What holds for the 
spatial order of simultaneously existing kinds holds also for man's 
orientation and position in time. At the beginning of the infamous 
Venus physique (I 745), Maupertuis discussed this position of curiosite in 
time as well. The de facto finite temporal extent of the life of the 
individual does not induce man to fill this period in the best way he 
can but rather to extend his will to knowledge over the time periods 
in which he did not yet exist or will no longer exiSt: « ••. l' amour 
propre et la curiosite veulent y suppleer, en nous appropriant les temps 
qui viendront lorsque nous ne serons plus, et ceux qui s' ecouloient 
lorsque nous n' etions pas encore" [ ... self-love and curiosity want to 
supplement it, by appropriating for us the times to come, when we 
will no longer exist, and the past times when we were not present 

. either]. 22 Curiosity is the constitutional condition of a being that is no 
longer able to see its original connections, that collides with its de 
facto locatedness in space and time. It is the stigma of a nature that 
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no longer :fulfills the requirements of harmony, whose history is a 
function precisely of this "no longer." Maupertuis "summed up in a 
single sentence the elements of his theory of theoretical curiosity as 
"the will to restore a genetic totality: "When I consider the narrow 
limits within which our knowledge is confined, the extreme desire 
that we have for knowledge, and our incapacity to instrUct ourselves, 
I could be tempted to believe that this disproportion, which exists 
today between our knowledge and our ruriosity, could be the result 
of a corresponding disordering [event]."28 

If Voltaire had agreed with Pascal that man was made for infinity 
("qui n'est produit que pour l'infinite',) but had drawn from this the 
opposite conclusion-namely, that this was his weakness, not his dignity 
and opportunity- then Rousseau (I 712-17 7 8) denies that there was 
in man an original tension with his given state of nature, that he got 
onto the track of the progress of the arts and sciences as a result of 
his essence and genuine need. He praises the happy ignorance (l'heureuse 
igncrrance) in which an eternal wisdom submerged men and out of 
which only ambitious violence (ifJorts orgueilleux) made them emerge. 
Nature wanted to protect man from science, as a mother protects her 
child from the misuse of a dangerous weapon. The obscurity with 
which she keeps her secrets hidden is not to be ascribed to jealousy 
of man's shared knowledge of them but rather was meant as a warning 
of the fruidessness of the exertion of theory.24 

The picture that Rousseau gives of man's original state is charac
terized by the idyllic absence of tension -and by concealed teleological 
implications. The original man is not tempted to alter his state and 
to take in hand the conditions of his situation; nor has he the means 
to do so. His existence is restricted to proximity and inunediacy, and 
the satisfaction ofhis needs to the zone of the accessible. He does not 
wonder at what is present, and for what is not present he lacks the 
power of imagination. Forethought and curiosity are foreign to him 
because they already presuppose the quantity of knowledge necessary 
for producing the questions corresponding to further cognitive steps: 
" ... "nor is it in his mind that we can expect to find that philosophy 
man needs, if he is to know how to notice for once what he sees every 
day. His soul, which nothing disturbs, is wholly wrapped up in the 
feeling of its present existence, without any idea of the future, however 
near at hand .... »25 The logical circle implicit in the idea that the 
cognitive will already presupposes knowledge, that curiosity arises only 
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out of curiosity, can of course only be broken by the assertion of a 
unique mythical act of aberration. But the critical principle that Rous~ 
seau gains from his picture of the beginnirig of human history becomes 
ineffective as a aiterion for all subsequent steps because i~ assigns all 
the responsibility to the mysterious first step; his indictment of culture 
finds no guilty parties who would have to ascribe it to themselves. It 
is a philosophy from which no conSequences can be derived. 

So much the more logically does Rousseau establish the principle 
of the irreversibility of history, and thus of the inapplicability of his 
critique to the social conditions of the time; and ultimately he finds 
himself again with the postulate of the total execution of the law that 
is operative in the process of culture. Replying to hls critic, Diderot, 
he calls for' not the return. to nature that is ascnbed to him but the 
consistent and thorough execution of the turning away from nature 
that determines human socialization, the perfection of technicity: 
"Montrons-lui, dans I'art perfectionne, la reparation des maux que 
l'art commence fit a la nature ... " [Let us make aIIlends, in the 
perfection of art, for the wrongs that art in the beginning did to 
nature].26 Here becomes evident a conception of history that combines 
insight into the irreversibility of history with cultural and social criticism 
but through this combination can only confirm, and thereby intensify, 
the dynamics of the inner tendencies of the modem age. For the agent 
of its scientific aspect, for theoretical oiriosity, this means that each 
of its results strengthens its motivating power, that each situation 
conditioned by science can only be compensated, in its deficiency, by 
more science, that history finally remains possible only as the contin
uation of what it already is. The same Schema holds for the process 
of technicization: The problems posed by technology at any given 
time. and the dangers that it brings with it, can only be parried by a 
higher degree of technicization. The truth about history is a matter of 
indifferencejOr history-and this is only a partial working out of the 
implications of doubt about the essentiality of the human need for 
truth. 

Rousseau sees man as bent over the edge of a well, in which-in 
;ill image originating in Democritus-the truth has withdrawn. 
"Sommes-nous done faits pour mourir attaches sur les bords du puit 
ou la verite s'est retiree?" [Were we made, then, to live and to die 
on the brink of that well at the bottom of which truth lies hid?] This 
consideration- alone, he thinks, should be enough to discourage any 
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man who seriously endeavors to instruct ~elfby the study of phi
losophy. According to an old tradition that the Greeks had from the 
Egyptians, the inventor of the sciences was a god whose intention was 
hostile to man's repose ("un dieu ennemi du repos des hommes"). 
And that is only an allegory for the principle that the sciences arose 
from man's vices: astronomy from superstition; rhetoric;from ambition, 
hatred, flattery, and lying; geometry from avarice; physics from idle 
curiosity ("la physique d'un vain curiosite"); and even ethics from 
human ambition. He who seeks the truth is obviously at a disadvantage, 
since what is false can be combined in an infinite number of ways, 
whereas the truth is present in only one way. The path of knowledge 
leads through an abundance of error, whose damage the truth cannot 
make up for by its usefulness. 27 In that case, can one believe that 
anyone seriously seeks it? And finally: On the assumption that by a 
lucky accident we do find it, which one of us will be able to make 
proper use of it? Rousseau's pragmatic version of the simile of the 
truth in the well is, briefly, that we should let it stay there. But he 
himself, for his own truth, did not want to abide by this advice. 

For the German Enlightenment, the earthquake at Lisbon (1755) 
was distant and Leibniz was nearer. The metaphysically guaranteed 
correspondence between curiosity about the world and the sufficient 
.reason for th~e world seemd to exclude any problematic ill regard to 
the human need for happiness. Hermann Samuel Reimarus 
(1694-1768)-the author of the Schutz..schriJt for dill verniinJtigen Verehrer 
Gattes [Apology for the Rational Worshippers of God], the masterpiece of the 
German Enlightenment, which was first printed in full in 1972 and 
from which Lessing drew the explosive material of the Wolfenbiittel 
fragmentsa

- Reimarus wrote, already a year before Rousseau's First 
Discourse, the anticipatory German counter-Rousseau, in which he 
rejects "Lucretius's groundless complaint aJ5ainst nature," that it does 
not offer itself so as to make the satisfaction of man's needs effortless. 
"How badly Lucretius knows human nature, after all! How poorly he 
appreciates the value of work! If every fruit grew in our mouths 
without any effort, then a general laziness and a universal idleness 
would have developed because no one would have had to concern 
himself about his necessities. Such a mode of life w:ould put to sleep 
and stifle all men's nobler powers, so that they would think of no arts 
and sciences because they would not receive even the first impulse in 
that direction from necessity. . . . "28 In this apology for 'industriousness,' 
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man's natural motives are detached from their points of reference to 
reality and retracted into an inner economr- Man's powers must be 
activated. . 
. In the case of curiosity, David Hume had already developed this 

point of view in the Treatise on Human Nature of 1739/1740, in a special 
chapter "Of curiosity, or the Love of Truth." There he compared the 
role of truth to the quarry in the passion for hunting and to winnings 
in the passion for games-that is, to goals that do indeed induce these 
activities but by no means give them their sense and justification: 
"The pleasure of study consists chiefly in the action of the mind .... " 
The structural analogy common to hunting, philosophy, and gam
bling-actions without consequences-is a consequence of a basic 
human situation that no longer is definable in terms of the riches or 
deficiency of the world but rather presents itself as the inner quality 
of "uneasiness." Human life is laid claim to by neither what it needs 
nor what it admires; it can be made happy by neither usefulness nor 
truth; it is monotony and lack of spontaneity, and every impulse that 
sets it in motion provides pleasure even, and ·especially, if it involves 
effort. 29 . 

The German 'Enlightener' Reimarus puts warkin place of "pleasure" 
and providence in place of the immemorially melancholy basic situation 
"If his lively powers do not occupy themselves with anything, then 
he is a burden to himself, then time seems long to him, then he 
declines into a dumb ignorance, into a lazy and base voluptuousness. 
and all sorts of other vices. A task. on the other hand, is suitable to 
his natural exertion and gives him pleasure if it is successful and useful; 
indeed all the more so, the more difficulties have to be overcome in 
the process and the more art, wit, reflection, foresight, and science 
are applied in it." In Reimarus, the Stoicizing formulas of world ad
miration enter into a peculiar mixture with the suspicion that pure 
theoretical wonder at the world order could all too readily be accom
panied by idleness. To fit even the world's &fi.ciency in easily accessible 
goods and enjoyments into a teleology that protects man from be
coming burdensome to himself and from vice fulfills the highest sys
tematic pretension of this philosophy. 

But ·truth as the .fruit of knowledge itself remains peculiarly unat
tractive in comparison to the work of knowledge. The solid pleasure 
of knowledge, based on work, has its justification in itself, in the 
manner of its acquisition, as it were, and cannot become problematical 
on account of its consequences: " ... who can say of true knowledge 
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that it is too much, that it is immoderate, tha,t it is harmful? On the 
contrary it makes us ever more perl'ect. and never cau_ses us to repent 
of our efforts .... The pleasure found in truths and the desire for 
knowledge accompany us until death; indeed they extend far beyond 
the limit of our life and our present capacity."w On the basis of this 
position, Reimarus conducts in the later editions of his philosophy of 
religion his explicit critique of Rousseau, in whose picture of the 'animal
man' he points out a whole catalog of contradictions, among them 
the following: "The original man is supposed to have a freedom above 
all other animals, and yet he has no reason or reflection, which is the 
basis of a free choice .... He is supposed to try to make himself more 
perfect, and yet' his circumstances are such that he cannot make himself 
more perfect by any means .... His principal natural gifts are supposed 
to be freedom and perfectability, and these very prerogatives serve 
for nothing else, in his opinion, than to make each person and the 
entire species unhappy. What contradictions!"31 

From this perspective one may be able to insert Lessing's great 
saying, "Wenn Gott in seiner Rechten ... ,"b more intelligibly into the 
Enlightenment context. One should also read the preparatory argument 
that precedes t4e much quoted passage: "The worth of a man does 
not consist in the truth he possesses but in the sincere effort he has 
applied in order to attain that truth. For his powers are extended not 
through possession but through the search for truth. In this alone his 
ever growing perfection consists. Possession makes him lazy, indolent, 
and proud."32 The dominant concept in these sentences is not truth 
but the "worth of a man." The extent to which truth should have 
been given to man is not determined by the inner value of this truth 
in itself but by its moving and intensifYing function for man's powers 
of self-development and self-realization. The 'work' characteristic of 
truth-the "sincere effort" to be applied to it-is fully apprehended 
here and appropriated, so much so that the process compensates for 
the inaccessibility of the result: "Absolute truth is for thee alone!" 
Lessing makes himself say to God finally in the same passage. 

The problem of the human relation to truth occupied Lessing 
throughout his life. This is already very explicidy declared in the early 
comedy Der Freigeist [The Freethinker] of 1749, in the dialogue between 
Adrastus and Juliane. Adrastus defends himself against the reproach 
that he wants to infect other people with his ideas: "If I have often 
defended them loudly and with a certain vehemence, then I did it 
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with the intention of justi.fYing myself, not of persuading others." In 
libertinism he seeks the taste of the extraordinary, not for the sake 
of the quality.of the 'interesting' as such, but rather because he believes 
that the truth simply cannot become a universal possession, and con
cludes from this that where an opinion has become generally accepted, 
one should abandon it and adopt the opposite: 

JULIANE: So you seek only what is strange? 
ADRAS11JS: No, not what is strange, but merely what is true; and there 
is nothing I can do about it if the former characteristic-unfortu
nately!-follows from the latter. It is impossible for me to believe that 
the truth could be common -just as impossible as it is to believe that 
it could be daytime in the whole world at once. That which worms 
its way around among all peoples in the guise of the truth and is 
accepted, even by the most idiotic among them is surely no truth, and 
one need only confidently lay one's hand upon it to unclothe it, to 
see the most atrocious error stand naked before one. 
JULIANE: How miserable are men and how unjust their Creator if you 
are right, Adrastus! There should either be no truth at all or it should 
be of such a nature that it can be perceived by most, indeed by all, 
at least in essential respects. 
ADRASTUS; It is not the fault of the truth that it cannot be perceived 
thus but rather of man. - We are meant to live happily in the world; 
it is for this that we were created, for this and this alone. Whenever 
the truth is a hindrance to this great final purpose, _ one is bound to 
set it aside, for only a few spirits can find their happiness in the truth 
itself. ... " 

In the final version of the Education of the Human Race (17 SO), this 
controversy has become philosophy of history. But one should not 
allow oneself to be deceived by the title; the humanity whose paideutic 
process is reduced to theses is not the functional unity of the equal 
rational subjects that Descartes had projected in his method. For Less
ing, 'humanity' is an aggregate of diachronic, individual longitudinal 
sections, in which the relation between external divine educational 
aids and the inner logic of the process of reason can reach entirely 
different stages at the same times. This is the basis of the deficiency 
of rational intersubjectivity in history; it is not the case that anyone 
can reach agreement with anyone else about anything at any time. 
If everything depends on the inner soundness of the process itself, 
then philosophy, no differently from religion, can be only a formal 
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auxiliary but cannot itself be the. substance of a truth to be 
comm.unicated. 

Missionary and didactic pathos are forbidden to this German 'En
·lightener.' He sees himself "placed upon a hill, from which he thinks 
he can sUIvey something more than the allotted path of his pres~nt 
day's journey." But he also sees people on their paths and does not 
trust himself to call to them and correct their directions of travel 
according to a unified sense: " ... he does not call away from his path 
any wanderer who in his haste wishes only to reach his night's lodging 
quickly. He does not demand that the view that delights him should 
also delight every other eye." In this diversity of paths and points of 
view, there is no longer any valid general criterion of the boundary 
transgressions of cognition; paths, not regions, detennine what befits 
the individual and what, when integrated, can be precisely the "ed
ucation of the human race." The image at the end, of the great, slow 
wheel and the smaller, faster wheels, is meant, even if with some 
unclarity, to illustrate that fact: "The very route by which the species 
reaches its perfection must first be traversed by each individual man 
(this one sooner, that one later)." The man is an enthusiast who looks 
into the future but cannot await this future. The consequence is that 
it is only as an individual process, not as an epochal total breakthrough 
of reason, that enlightenment can be accomplished and the discord 
of the truth that is untimely for an individual be avoided: " ... take 
care that you do not let your weaker fellow students notice what you 
scent or have already begun to see." The point is to awaken impulses 
and powers to that "sincere effort," also to tempt them with the truth 
that is carefully concealed and held back; and here curiosity is reason's 
capacity for stimulation, to which appeal must be made: "What I 
mean by an 'allusion' is something intended merely to excite curiosity 
and give rise to a question .... ". . 

"Wisdom itselfhas obtained most of its admirers through curiosity," 
Lessing writes to Moses Mendelssohn on December 8, 1755, ll? con
nection with the news that people at court had become curious to 
make Mendelssohn's acquaintance. Mendelssohn for his part writes 
on the importance of curiosity in the process of education, "Children's 
appetite for knowledge must be excited either by fame or curiosity; 
fOJ: the love of truth operates very weakly in youthful minds, and 
knowledge of it still gives them all too little pleasure for them to 
subject themselves to troublesome labor for its sake. One sees from 
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this how little one gains with children when one teaches them easily 
what others have brought out by means of painful investigations. One 
stifles their curiosity by satisfying it too early .... "83 A strong influence 
on Mendelssohn was exercised by Edmund Burke's youthful work of 
1 756, A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime 
and Beautiful (translated into Gennan by Garve in 1773), in which a 
little study of the psychology of curiosity in children was to be found. 34 

In the eleventh of his Briqe, die neueste Literatur betrifJend [Letters 
Concerning Recent Literature], Lessing discusses Wieland's programmatic 
work entitled Plan einer Akademie 7.ur Bildung des Verstandes und Herzens 
junger Leute [plan of an Academy for the Formation of the Understanding 
and Heart of Young People! Here the subjective form of "sincere effort" 
combines with a fonnal definition of the object of curiosity in such a 
way that it turns away from Leibniz's principle of sufficient reason as 
summing up the justification of all 'Why?' questioning and approaches 
the 'How?' of the Kantian Critiques: 

The great mystery of making the human soul perfect through exer
cise ... consists solely in keeping it constantly striving after the truth 
through its own reflection. The motives for this are ambition and 
curiosity; and the reward is the pleasure of knowledge of the truth. 
But if one imparts historical knowledge to youth right away at the 
beginning, then one puts their minds to sleep; curiosity is satisfied 
prematurely, and the path to finding the truth through one's own 
reflection is closed all at once. By nature we are far more desirous to 
know How than Why .... The truths themselves lose in our eyes all 
attraction unless perhaps we are driven by ourselves, at a more mature 
age, to investigate the causes of the truths we apprehend. 

What is shattered with Lessing is philosophical knowledge's ideal of 
definitiveness, the idea that-of course not here and now, tomorrow 
or the day after, but still potentially-knowledge "exhausts itself with 
the evidence of its objects and the truth is definitively obtained. It is 
the ideal of the absolute truth as a given quality, oriented toward the 
limiting case of divine knowledge. This idea had its basis in the ancient 
concept of reality; but it no longer corresponded to the reality concept 
of the open context, which anticipates reality as the always incomplete 
result of a realization, as dependability constituting itself successively, 
"as never definitive and absolutely granted consistency. This concept 
of reality, which legitimizes the quality of the new, of the smprising 
and unfamiliar element, as both a theoretical and an aesthetic quality, 
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for the first time makes intelligible the linguistic preference for Neugterde 
[curiosity; literally: desire for the new] over Wissbegterde [curiosity; lit
erally: desire for knowledge]. 

A connnnation, verging on the anecdotal but no less instructive for 
that reason, of this profound alteration in the basis· of the hurpan 
relation to reality is given by the peculiar change in the idea of im
mortality, which in the eighteenth century-with clear traces even in 
Kant-once again takes up the mythical schema of the transmigration 
of souls. The repose of the dead in the finality of contemplation of 
the truth, whcih was part of the status gloriae {state of glory] for the 
Middle Ages, is transformed into ·a continuation of the movement of 
life, a striving from· condition to condition, from star to star. 

Queen Sophie Charlotte of Prussia, who stood in a close sphitual 
relation to Leibniz, died in 1705 with these words: "Do not pity me, 
for I go noW to satisfY my curiosity .about things that Leibniz was 
never able to explain to me, about space, the infinite, being and 
nothingness .... " That is curiosity in its modern form, in the guise of 
an expectation of finality that is still medieval. 

When Lessing published the Vermischte SchriJten of his friend Chrisdob 
Mylius in 1754, he wrote in the first of the six letters that are attached 
to the preface, 

. It is true that he was interrupted in the middle of a great project but 
not ill such a way that he should have had to give it up entirely. His 
eagerness to become more closely acquainted with the works of om
nipotence drove him from his native country. And this very eagerness 
now conducts his liberated soul from one planet to another, from one 
world structure to another. He gains in his loss, an.d is perhaps busy 
even now in investigating, with his eyes alight, whether Newton hit 
upon the right idea and whether Bradley measured accurately. An 
instantaneous. change has perhaps made him equal to men whom he 
could not admire sufficiendy when he was here. Without doubt he 
already knows more than he could ever have conceived on earth. 

To ~ less of happiness than of "sincere effort" and the inaccessible 
truth and always to wrest more winnings from the latter's inexhaustible 
reserve is not a preliminary, merely earthly, suspendable. smpassable 
idea of existential fulfillment. Lessing can conceive no other bliss for 
,man than this. In the letter describing Lessing's Faust plan. published 
by the councilor von Blankenburg in 1784, the nrst scene is depicted 
as a conference of the spirits of hell, in which it is reported to the 

.--.----~---
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supreme devil regarding Doctor Faust. «He has only one instinct, only 
one inclination, an unquenchable thirst for sciences and for experience. 
- Ha! exclaims the supreme devil .. then he is mine, and for ever mine 
and more securely mine than with any other passionl" In the trium
phant songs of the .hellish hosts in the fifth act, the apparition of an 
angel was supposed to break in and cry, "Do not celebrate your 
triumph, you have not conquered mankind and science; the Divinity 
did not give man the noblest of instincts so as to make him eternally 
unhappy .... " 

The Faustian element became a questionable attribute of curiosity 
of not so much the human as the German stamp. The intervention 
of the deus ex machina in the end releases it from the demonic entan
glement, but fundamentally it answers the question of human existential 
fulfillment in the negative. The salvation of Faust is no solution to the 
questions that the Education ofthc Human Race had left open. Faust's 
salvation still has the medieval premises of the answerability of curiosity 
before a transcendent authority and of the possibility of an act of 
grace on the part of this authority. If the Faustian grasp at knowledge 
and power by means of magic and a pact with the devil does not 
fulfill the condition of "sincere effort" that Lessing had posed, then 
the heavenly veto against hell's enforcement of its legal title just is 
not the centmy's last word on the 'trial' of theoretical curiosity. Friedrich 
Theador Vischer, whom dissatisfaction with the conclusion of Goethe's 
Faust was to move, in the nineteenth century, to a new unavailing 
effort, c had recourse to another name when in 1832 he spoke of the 
"Lichtenbergian curiosity of a brooding self-consciousness" in char
acterizing the nature common to himself and Marike. 35 

Lichtenberg, in fact, is a figure of reflected curiosity on the threshold 
of an age that was to turn resolutely away from the problem of the 
justification of the pretension to knowledge, in order to be consumed 
entirely in the indifference and unwaveringness of cognitive success. 
Between experiment and diary, he takes up and reexamines what are 
soon to be the matters of course of cognition as it passes into the 
fann of industry. The «great nioral aim" of all knowledge of nature 
is his. subject. Between the necessity of his needs and the excess of 
his pretensions, he sees man. altering the surface of the earth. What 
man brings about in the process still appears small to him in comparison 
with the powers of nature. "We cannot establish volcanoes; we lack 
the power, and if we had the power, we would still lack the under-

-------------------- - . __ .... __ ..... 
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standing to put it in obedient operation. (If only we always lacked the 
power, where the understanding is lacking!) If we finally had the power 
and the understanding at once, then we would no longer be the men 
of whom alone we are speaking here and of whom,· unhappily, one 
knows that activities in which their power is in step with their un
derstanding simply are not always their favorite pursuitS."s6 Work, as 
the alteration of nature, is the characteristic mark of a being that does 
not and will not know the purposes into which it may be dovetailed. 
"What then can man do here, where he recognizes so clearly that the 
whole plan does not lie before him? Answer: Nothing mote than 
faithfully and actively work up the part of the plan that he has before 
him. What an idea, to try to assist an unknown plan by means of 
laziness!" To be scientific is to deal with this situation of the hidden 
universe and its unknown total idea. But just this inability to plumb 
the depths-the abjlity only, after the analogy of "plough, spade, and 
axe," to scratch at the surface-points us to the moral task of syn
chronizing understanding and power.51 

It is in this dimension of the surface, measured against the volume 
of nature, that the task of science and its coordination with the "great 
moral aim" must be seen. The cognitive drive as such has the innocence 
of a biological characteristic; it makes man into the "causal animal": 
"If other animals are equipped only with instincts and powers that 
aim merely at the maintenance and propagation of the species, this 
peculiar creature possesses beyond all that some more, whose real 
aims are not quite so clear. AInong these is an instinct to seek out 
relations that it enticles causes, and to concern itself with a multitude . 
of things that appear not to affect it at all in God's wide world, as 
though perhaps because there are causes there for the causal animal 
to hunt, to which it is continually spurred on by .a sort of spiritual 
hunger, by curiosity."38 This state of affairs, the restriction to the 
'surface' of nature that is imposed on man, can be expressed by 
Lichtenberg in the language of the old prohibition of curil.Jsitas, but 
with an explicit barring of the inward path -the path of self-knowledge 
and salvation of the soUl-as the alternative: "To us mortals, Nature 
seems as it were to prohibit profound investigations and to draw our 
attention forcibly to this prohibition; for what else could she have 
meant when she fonned us in such a way that we do not even know 
whether we possess a soul, except that since it is not even necessary 
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for us to know ourselves, it is much less necessary to know what the 
unreasoning animals, the stones, and the stars are. "89 

The double fruidessness of theoretical exertion-with regard to 
knowledge of nature and with regard to self-knowledge-nowhere 
imprints on Lichtenberg the trait of resignation. The retraction of 
knowledge's forward positions, the return from the depths to the 
surface, already has for him-even before he encounters Kant-the 
critical function not of dictating boundaries but of discovering theIn, 
of establishing why it is that we cannot know more. To want to find 
the truth continues for him to be a "source of merit, even if one goes 
astray from the path. "40 But Lichtenberg ironically dissolves just this 
idea of the '<path" to the truth. and thus deprives "going astray" of 
its contingent status, its correctability: "That so many people seek the 
truth and do not find it surely follows from the fact that the paths to 
the truth, like those from one place to another in the Nogaic steppes, 
are just as broad as they are long. Likewise on the sea."41 The error 
that in this topography has become the norm of human cognitive 
movement still has its economy, its antidogmatic effect: "Even our 
frequent errors are useful in that in the end they accustom us to 
believing that everything could be otherwise than we conceive it to 
be ... . "4Z 

Doubt about the possibility of arriving at the truth-to the extent 
that we do not remain on that "surface," the environment of the 
"seeker of causes," but instead pose the larger and the largest ques
tions- is due not only to the uncertainty of the paths but also to the 
impossibility of imagining the arrival itsel£ Not even revelation could 
help us here because it would have to be accomplished in the languagt; 
of the ideas we have gained from -the surface of nature. Lichtenber.g 
tries this thought experiment: "If one day a higher being told us how 
the world came into existence, I really wonder whether we would be 
in a position to understand it. "48 In the case of one of the other great 
questions, that of the origin of motion, Lichtenberg tries to demonstrate 
not only that we· know nothing but also why we know nothing; and 
he thinks that "this could be an accurate criterion of where one should 
beginoi- desist. . .. There is here a more definite boundary than 
elsewhere because it seems to be not so much a lack of experience 
as rather an absolute dividing wall,. or at least a suggestion of where 
that wall should be sought." And the consequence: "It is a shame that 
the best miUds venture so eagerly into what is unfathomable and are 
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glad to hear when the crowd is amazed aU.p.eir daring, and would 
rather be called daredevils than peaceful cultivators' of a ground whose 
solidity the whole world admits."H 

Lichtenberg's metaphor of the "peaceful cultivator," of "cultivation 
of the surface," is, in opposition to Bacon's images of seafaring into 
the uncertain, a metaphor of terra firma, of cultivating labor, with 
the idea of organic growth and spatially restricted economy in the 
background. But also the hunt. by which man keeps active without 
having to reckon up the expense and the return, still belongs to this 
metaphorical world: "Since the middle of the year 1791 something 
has been stirring in my whole thought economy that 1 cannot describe 
properly yet. I intend only to bring up some of it and in future to 
pay more attention to it. It is an extraordinary mistrust, almost pro
ceeding to literary acts of violence, of all human knowledge. with the 
exception of mathematics. What still binds me to (the) study of physics 
is the hope of discovering something useful to the human species. For 
we must concern ourselves with causes and explanations, because I 
see no other means at all, without this exertion,' of keeping us in 
action. Of course someone can go hunting for weeks at a time and 
shoot nothing; but so much is certain: He would not have shot anything 
at home either, and that with certainty, since after all it is ollly in the 
field that he has probability on his side, however litde it may be .... "45 

What lies beneath the surface, the hidden depth· of nature, is for 
Lichtenberg always also man in his role as an enigma to himsel£ The 
scornful critic of the fashionable physiognomics had arrived by his 
own path at Kant's doctrine of the phenomenality even of inner ex
perience, and here the paradox held for him, just as much as with 
outer experience, that drawing closer to reality can suddenly tunYinto 
a withdrawal from it. Regarding Sommering's book tiber das Organ der 
Seele [On the Organ oj the Soul], he notes in 1796, 

Is it not strange that when, for example, one reads about the organ 
of the soul in Sommering's excellent work, one does not feel more at 
home than one does in a work on the purposes of Sa tum's rings. And 
yet if one can speak here of place, that is what lies nearest to us. But 
nearness is no help, since the thing which we can approach is not the 
one that we want to approach. When, while watching the sun go 
down, I take a step in its direction, then I approach it, even if only 
by a litde. In the case of the organ of the soul it is entirely otherwise. 
Indeed it is possible that by an all too close approach, for example. 

-----------------------~-.--.. ".---.-~--.. --- ... _---_ .. 
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with the microscope, one would remove oneself even from what one 
can approach. For example, I see in the distance. on a mountalil, a 
strange mass; I come nearer and find that it is a castle; still nearer I 
discover windows; and so forth. That would be enough; if I were 
unfamiliar with the purpose of the whole, and sought still further, 
then I would end up in analysis of the stones, which would lead me 
further away.46 

In sum, "all study of nature" does indeed lead " ... unnoticed, to a 
great moral end,"47 but this end no longer results from knowledge 
itself, nor is it reached. of its own accord, as a side effect of the striving 
for knowledge; rather it lies precisdy, in what knowledge denies to 
man. The world that is no longer made for man's knowledge. and 
the human nature that no longer fulfills itself in its striving for knowl
edge, enter into a new relation, reversing the direction of the claim. 
It is this, the turning of the human interest to itself, that Lichtenberg 
thinks he has learned from Kant: "The world is there not to be known 
by us but rather to form us in it. That is a Kantian idea."48 

The boundary of knowledge, which knowledge finds and acknowl
edges, had become the object of the appetite for theoretical knowledge 
itself in Kant's 'critique.' The autonomy of reason meant even - indeed 
particularly-here to carry out the restriction of the pretension to 
knowledge as a result of understanding instead of submitting to the 
de facto forbiddenness of boundary transgressions. For Kant, the hy
pertrophy of the appetite for knowledge is the root of all the spiritual 
phenomena whose negation is called "enlightenment." 'Passive reason,' 
in its instinct to go beyond what has been achieved ·without regard 
to what can be achieved, must be hdplessly inclined toward prejudice 
and superstition. Enlightenment, as not a private but a public postulate, 
one that defines the condition of an age and a society, is more than 
'thinking for oneself'; it is the removal, as it were, of the opportunities 
for the passivity and thus the seduceability of reason. 

In the determination of the "public mode of thought" lies the ne
cessity of the perfected, the irreversible, Enlightenment. but also its 
intrinsic difficulty. On the relation between the appetite for knowledge 
and enlightenment, Kant made the decisive point in a note to section 
40 of the Critique of Judgment (1790): 

We readily see that enlightenment, while easy, no doubt, in thesi, in 
hypothesi is difficult and slow of realization. For not to be passive with 
one's reason, but always to be self-legislative, is doubtless quite an 
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easy matter for a man who only desires to be adapted to his essential 
end and does not seek to know what is beyond his understanding. 
But as the tendency in the latter direction is hardly avoidable, and 
others are always coming and promising with full assurance that they 
are able to satisfY one's appetite for knowledge, it must be very difficult 
to preserve or restore in the mode of thought (and particularly in the 
public mode of thought) that merely negative attitude (which constitutes 
enlightenment proper). d 

With this annotation to the Critique if Judgment, Kant revises the 
philosophical 'immediate expectation' of the completion of his critical 
enlightenment, as he had projected it at the end of the Critique if Pure 
Reason (1781), in the fourth chapter of the "Doctrine of Method," as 
the extrapolation of a "History of Pure Reason." Here he had more 
than suggested to his readers that they draw from his result, that the 
"critical path ... alone is still open," the conclusion of cooperating 
toward the end of "making this footpath into a highway." The problem 
of accomplishing enlightenment does not yet have the weight of having 
to bring about the transformation of the "public mode of thought," 
and thus to withhold from the passivity of reason the conditions con
tributing to an overhasty s.atisfaction of its appetite for knowledge. 
The judgment ofhis readers seems to him sufficient to achieve ''before 
.the end of the present century what many centuries have not been 
able to accomplish, namely, to secure for human reason complete 
satisfaction in regard to that with which its appetite for knowledge 
has occupied itself at all times, though hitherto in vain." Here the 
appetite for knowledge is still the organ of enlightenment itself, the 
unrest that needs only to be brought onto the correct and sole path 
remaining open in order to find in the near future its adequate and 
definitive fu1fillment. There is no apparent suspicion that the appetite 
for knowledge could be an' excessive impetus, that it could disturb 
and endanger the critical business of the self-limitation of reason by 
its claims to the solution of the too great questions and to the inaccessible 
certainties-that is, that it could be the agent of reason's seduceability. 

What Kant published in the Berliner Monatsschnfl in 1784, "An Answer 
to the Question: What Is Enlightenment?," is already at a skeptical 
distance from such immediate expectation of the pamusia fpresence, 
arrivall of critical reason. The conflict between the requirement of a 
transformation of the "public mode of thought" and the requirement 
of obedience to public authority, in his political philosophy, has become 
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noticeable. What he had expected in 1781 from the rapid judgment 
and agreement of the reader to the author's purpose has passed over 
into the resigned conclusion that "a public can only slowly arrive at 
enlightenment" and that this depends in the last analysis on the pre
condition of freedom in the state "to make public use of one's reason 
in every respect." Such public use of reason is defined by the manner 
in which "someone, as a man of learning," exercises it as his calling 
" ... before the whole reading public." But to this publicity in the use 
of reason there is opposed its "private use," such as has to be practiced 
by teachers who are public employees and who, in their paid office, 
represent and disseminate doctrines that, as persons of learning, they 
would be qualified and entided to criticize. Thus the use of reason in 
the service of public purposes, or in preventing the disruption of those 
purposes, can paradoxically be called a private use.· 

The character of slowness that enlightenment assumes in the force 
field between these two agencies has become a reassuring guarantee 
that excludes the suddenness or even violence of revolution, through 
which "true reform in ways of thinking will never come about," but 

"rather "new prejudices will serve quite as well as the old ones as a 
leash to control the great unthinking mass." On the other hand Kant 
convinces himself. equally reassuringly, that the slowing down of en
lightenment cannot pass over into a complete standstill, or better, that 
one factor cannot have any right to slow down or halt the other: "A 
man may for his own person, and even then only for a limited period, 
postpone enlightening himself in matters he" ought to know about. But 
to renounce such enlightenment completely, whether for his own person 
or even more so for later generations, means violating and trampling 
underfoot the sacred rights of mankind." The laborious argumen.t for 
the right to enlightenment has taken the place of the'"assurance of its 
early imminence. His contesting the permissibility of a conspiracy to 
perpetuate "self-incurred tutelage" reveals that Kant saw before him 
a more dangerous problematic than that of the cognitive appetite of 
a 'passive reason' and sought to ward it off with the ceremonious 
gesture of appeal to inalienable rights: "One age cannot enter into an 
alliance on oath to put the "next age in a position where it would be 
impossible for it to extend and correct its knowledge, particularly on 
such important matters, or to make any progress whatsoever in en
lightenment. This would be a crime against human nature, whose 
original destiny lies precisely in such progress. Later generations are 
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thus perfectly entitled to dismiss these agreements as unauthorized 
and criminal. "r . 

In such a projection of the problem into the huge dimensions of 
forces struggling over man, the fact becomes lost from view that the 
Dialectic of the Critique of Pure Reason had exhibited the endogeno~ 
pathology of the cognitive appetite of reason itself: 49 Only in the • light 
of the idea that reason, as a result of one onts own instinctive elements, 
degenerates, so to speak., and falls into self-loss does it become un
derstandable that reason's critique of itself, as acknowledgment of its 
restriction, does, not become humble resignation or, a disillusioned 
tarnishing of its image, but rather can be presented as the final and 
definitive discovery of its own dignity. 50 But Kant conforms more 
accurately to the severity of the historical situation of reason in which 
he intervenes when he speaks of the self-preservation of reason rather 
than its dignity. The platitude of "healthy reason" then acquires a 
precise character: The reason that is capable on its own of preserving 
itself is healthy. . 

In the last footnote of the essay of 1786 entitled "Was heisst, sich 
Un Denken orientieren?" [What Does It Mean to Orient Oneself in 
Thought?], Kant formulates the "Maxims of the Self-Preservation of 
Reason," in accordance, in fact, with the logical structure of the cat
egorical imperative: "To make use'of one's own reason means nothing 
more than to ask oneself, in the case of anything that one is' asked 
to assume, whether one would indeed find it practicable to make the 
reason why one assumes something or the rule that folloWs from what 
one assumes into the general principle of one's use of reason." If 
enlightenment is nothing other than this very self~preservation of rea
son, then the freedom of cognition that it demands is not an arbitrary 
but a lawful freedom. In this analogy to moral philosophy, with its 
doctrine of the inability of practical reason to move itself to action
in spite of its capacity to determine the action lawfully-theoretical 
curiosity is put in its definitive systematic place. Need sets in motion, 
but it does not orient; it is legitimate, but it does not legitimize. 

Kant's strict separation of theoretical from practical reason did indeed 
lead him to analogies between the two, but not to a morality of theory 
itself-except insofar as the self-criticism of pure reason was supposed 
to make. room for morality. The analogy is expressed as follows: 
"Reason does not feel; it understands its lack and produces through 
the cognitive drive the feeling of need. Here the matter stands as it 

_______ c ____________ c, .. ______ _ 
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does with moral feeling, which no moral law brings about (for the 
moral laws arise entirely from reason) but which is nevertheless caused 
and produced by moral laws, and consequently by reason, since the 
active and yet free will needs definite reasons." The freedom of reason, 
insofar as it does not subject itself to its own law but rather surrenders 
itself to its cognitive drive, is anarchic, so that in consequence "it must 
bend under the yoke of the laws that another gives it; for without 
some law or other, nothing, not even thT greatest nonsense, can play 
its game for long." The cognitive drive can stand in opposition to the 
interest of reason, can degenerate into "maxims of the independence 
of reason from its own need." 

Here the, expression "self-incurred tutelage" acqures its political 
coloring; what is meant is not only the comfortableness of being in
competent, the lack of resolution and courage of which Kant had 
spoken at the beginning of the essay "\'\(hat Is Enlightenment?," but 
also the provocation that the reason that has become 'noopathic' ex
ercises on the external forces of order. One sees how Kant's char
acteristic concept of the state is systematically entwined with the 
problematic he saw in the cognitive drive and how the regression of 
his faith in the imminence of enlightenment takes political recourse 
to emergency measures into its calculations: "Here the authorities 
enter the game, so that civil concerns themselves do not get into the 
greatest disorder; and since the handiest but also the most vigorous 
means is precisely the best for them, they suspend even the freedom 
to think and subject this, like other trades, to goverplIlent regulations. 
And thus freedom of thought, if it wants to operate independendy 
even of laws of reason, finally destroys itse1£" . 

In the same year, 1786, in the concluding sentences of the Metaphysische 
A-rifangsgrilnde der Naturwissenschaft {Metaphysical Elements of Natural Sci
encel Kant brought the 'trial' of theoretical curiosity to a close that, 
as a systematic explication, was not to be superseded or revised again. 
Augustine, who had provided the motiv.,es and the rhetoric for dis
criminating against curiosity, had gone no further than the requirement 
that one renounce the curiosity that turns outward and instead direct 
one's spiritual attentiveness mward. That is, he 'had constructed a 
disjunction of self-knowledge and curiosity, a disjunction that was 
largely taken over by the Middle Ages. When the modern age rejected 
the medieval discrimination against the appetite for knowledge~ its 
Teedom was limited by these prepared alternatives to the extent that 
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all that it could do was to avail itself of the opposite. Kant now shows 
that these are not alternatives at all but inStead· that the m?tive of 
curiosity itself, consistendy pursued, by reaching for the totalit:Vof the 
conditions of objectivity finally makes self-knowledge its necessary 
subject. The metaphysical doctrine of bodies that Kant develop~ in 
the Arifangsgriinde inevitably ends with the subject of empty space, 
and thus with an object as inconceivable as it is unavoidable. The 
discussion shows that the denial of absolute empty space is just as 
hypothetical as its assertion. Reason's effort to grasp the conditi9ned 
through its conditions, and thus finally to reach the unconditioned, 
ends in an absolute embarrassment: being expected to comprehend 
something that is not subject to the conditions of comprehensibility 
and nevertheless not being able to leave off at some arbitrarily chosen 
earlier stage with an object that, because conditioned, is in fact com
prehensible. Nothing remains for reason "when curiosity calls upon 
it to grasp the absolute totality of all conditions except ... to return 
from the objects to itself, in order to investigate and define, instead 
of the ultimate limits of things, the ultimate limit of its own capacity, 
when left to its own resources." That is no longer Augustine's pre
scription, since it legitimates resolutely carrying out the theoretical 
pretension right up to its final consequence and justifies turning away 
.from the objects only through evidence of dialectical indecidability. 

Translator~s Notes 

a. These were selections from Reimarus critical of orthodox Christianity that Lessing published 
as the writings of an "unknown" author. together with his own oornrne:rnaries. in his Contributums 
to Literature and History frl)m the Ducal Library at Woifenbilttel (of which he was the llbrarian), in 
1774 and 1777. They generated a protracted storm ofoontroversy. 

b. "If God held all trutli in his right hand and in his left the everlasting striving after truth, 
so that I should always and everlastirigly be mistaken, and said to me, 'Choose,' With humility 
I would pick on the left hand and say, 'Father, grant me that. Absolute truth is for thee alone: " 
From Eim Duplik (see author's note 32). The passage is translated by Henry Chadwick in 
Lessing's Theological Writingl (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1956), p. 43. 

c. V.isd1er published a Dritte Tril t:W Faust [TIIiTd Part I(Faust}-a sequel to Goethe's two pans-
in 1 S62 and a revised version in 1886, 

d. Kant, The Critique I( Judgement, trans. J. C. Meredith (Oxford University Press, 1952), "Part 
I: Critique of Aesthetic Judgement," p. 152. The translation is slightly revised. 
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e. The author requested the substitution of the last two sentences in this paragraph for the 
last sentence in the text as published in Dcr Prozess der theCJ7etischen Neugierde (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 
1978), P. 249, stating that the same change would be made in future German editions. 

£ '"An Answer to the Q}lestion: 'What ls Enlightenment?',» in Kant'. Political Writings, trans. 
Ii. B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), pp. 57,58. 
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The Integration into 
Anthropology:a Feuerbach and 
Freud 

In the process of the 'trial' through which it was legitimated, the 
concept of theoretical curiosity was concentrated, in terms of its objects, 
on nature, and especially on the areas of nature whose natural in
accessibility and difficulty of objectification had become 'canonical.' 
One of the indications of the fact that this 'trial' was concluded and 
won is the diffusion of the term to other realms, ultimately to any 
realm whatever, a process in which consciousness of the daring· of 
such employment-which after all was the impression that the linguistic 
transfer was originally intended to convey-:-:-gt!,i04.y disappears. The 
pluralism of curiosity calls for specifications - in language, for adjectives. 
The plural fonn of the term, as used quite as a matter of course by 
Paul Valery to characterize the contemporary age, "curiosites de toute 
espece" [every kind of curiosity], is uncommon. 1 

As an extreme case let me mention "military curiosity." Alexander 
von Humboldt used this term in 1848 to criticize the participation of 
the Prussian prince Waldemar in the conflict of the English with the 
Sikhs in 1845, in which enterprise the prince's escort, Hofmeister, had 
been killed. The prince's participation in this battle in distant Asia was 
praised as a heroic deed in military circles and at court in Berlin. 
"Humboldt's opinion was different. He called Prince Waldemar's be
havior on this occasi~n imprudent; to stake one's life out of pure 
military curiosity was no heroism. : . ."2 What the term "curiosity" 
means in this context is pointed up when it is compared to a text half 
a century older; it comes from the Abhandlung von dem EiriflUsse der 
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theoretischen Philosophie in die Gesellschqft [Treatisf em the Influence 0/ Theo
retical Philosophy in Society] of the Gottingen mathematician Abraham 
Gotthelf Kastner, published in 1742: "And if Pliny's manner of life 
seems to us somewhat too tranquiL then think. of the duke of Marsigli, 
who gathered the material for his description of the. Danube River 
not by any curious travels but rather in the course of a bloody campaign. 
How often did he exchange the sword for the anatomist's scalpel! 
How often did he venture, in order to observe the circumstances of 
a place or a remarkable natural feature, into regions where the phi
losopher would not have penetrated if he had not been accompanied 
by a hero! How many discoveries did he make that, now that he has 
made them., are still unknown to many a scholar who, in his study, 
considers that he is acquainted with the whole of nature. "3 The curiosity 
that is no longer subject to disparagement is indeed pennitted to 
undertake any journey, but frivolity is not becoming to it; it does 
better as a form of rigorous work or as the digression of a hero in 
the course of a campaign. 

Delight in monstrosities stands on the threshold of a new form of 
seriousness-even if it is a seriousness of enjoyment-for which it sets 
up an initial aesthetic: "An object of an unknown kind that has some
thing peculiar and unusual about it is therefore new, but only to a 

. modest degree- unless its peculiarity almost turns it into another 
kind of thing, in which case its novelty is very great. A child' born 
with teeth and long hair is an object worthy of our curiosity [Neubegicrde 
(eighteenth-century term) = Neugierde <Contemporary) = appetite for 
novelty, curiosity], but still more so is a monster of which one knows 
not whether it is a man or beast and that seems to have an equal 
claim to membership in both categories."4 But there is still another 
reason why theoretical curiosity shifts its location rather than becoming 
differentiated as, for instance, also· an aesthetic involvement: The in
creasing institutionalization of theoretical activity in the form of science, 
of workings that are carried forward by an immanent lOgic, allows 
the theoretical process less and less to appear as conditioned by motives. 

There are excepti9llS, as long as there are still the great solitary 
figures embodying initiation into theory like that same Alexander von 
Humboldt, who most nearly typifies curiosity for the first half of the 
nineteenth century. As such a figure, he was treated with respect even 
when he was interrupted. at work on his Kosmos (like Archimedes at 
the stonning of Syracuse), by the Berlin barricade fighters of March 
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1848.5 Humboldt had to deal with a new form of curiosity, a species
all too often journalistically stimulated and then satisfied by unsu
pervised means-that he called "popular ~riosity." A false table of 
geographical altitudes had appeared in the Leipziger Illustrierte Zeitung 
[Leipzig Illustrated News] and Humboldt writes to Heinrich Berghaus on 
December 18, 184:9, "Is it not eno].lgh to drive one to despair, dear 
professor, to have to see how all of our efforts to disseminate accurate 
geographical data among. the people ~e in vain? How an object of 
popular curiosity is botched, you can see from the issue of the Illustrated 
News that I have enclosed. I brought the paper home with me this 
evening from a royal reception .... "6 The energy of curiosity has 
turned out ~o be also a potential for being led astray by new media. 
And it is just this double aspect that Humboldt expresses by his dis
tinction between curiosity [Neugier] and the appetite for knowledge 
[WissbegierdeJ in a spoken remark from the year 1850 reported by 
Berghaus: "r am, as you know and as everyone knows, an advocate 
of the free movement of talent and intellectual gifts, wherever they 
appear; I am an opponent of all the preliminary and repeated tests 
that the state considers necessary in order to serve it or society in 
general, a ·mania for examinations that extends, no doubt, all. the way 
to field watchmen and night watchmen-with the ridiculous aim of 
ascertaining (at least) their political convictions. Thus I am anything 
but a friend of the tutelage that the state assumes to such a terrible 
extent over us poor fellows; but if it cannot or will. not desist from its 
examination system, then it should direct its attention to the people 
who,· as editors of the sort of unfactual, imaginative publication of 
which the Illustrated News is one, take on the office of insnuctor of the 
people. What does this newspaper aim at? The momentary satisfaction 
of curiosity, not of the appetite for knowledge, and of course deeper 
learning is entirely out of the question."1 The huge impression produced 
by his Kosmos confronted Humboldt with the potential that was present 

. here. Here I cannot even touch on the history of the influence of this 
work; Humboldt himself ~poke of the "Kosmos mania" that spread 
from the court, tlu-ough the society of the capitol, all the way to the 
countryside and the parsonages.8 The echo came in the form of whole 
piles of speculative manuscripts on constellations, planetary disturb
ances, and general world views: "Everyone wanted to be pregnant 
with a Kosmos at once .... "9 Just as the author of the Kosmos felt no 
afflation from the stars when he regarded the cosmos itself, so also 
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the curiosity of his readers was directed nQt at the cosmos directly 
but rather at his Kosmos: " •.. in the salons of fashionable ladies, Kosmos 
lay uppennost on the coffee table, and opened, so as to show visitors 
that one had actually read in the learn.ed work of the great philosopher!" 

The modem age's initial passage beyond the Pillars. of Hercules, its 
breaking through the Nee plus ultra, was supposed to 'open once and 
for all the borders of a hitherto unknown reality. But was the terra 
incognita that was aimed at there-that of a nature that was finally 
to be dominated-the final reserve of the unknown? Was Francis 
Bacon's interpretation of curiositas as a spatial or spatially metaphorizable 
motivational syndrome the only one possible? It was to become evident 
that there could be other systematic orientations toward the unknown 
and the undisclosed, and thus other possible ways of going beyond 
boundaries. The beginning of the modern age turned out to be a 
repeatable, or at least an imitable, paradigm. 

Ludwig Feuerbach's concept of the "knowledge drive" [Wissen.strteb] 
reminds one, in its diagnosis of the situation to which it relates, of 
Bacon's curiosity, but with the difference that its bad:.ground metaphor 
is temporal rather than spatial. Ilke Bacon, Feuerbach, too, charac
teristically resists the definitive status of a preexisting 'ancient world' 

. and demands that we imagine what lies beyond its limits. But this 
time the definitiveness cannot be surpassed 'geographically' or inte
grated into an overall conception, a globus intellectualis. The definitiveness 
at which Feuerbach takes offense is that of the Hegelian philosophy 
as the consolidation that, according to Rudolf Haym's formulation. 
compelled the Hegelians at the beginning of the decade of the 1830s 
to discuss "in complete and bitter earnest" the question "what the 
further content of world history could very well be, now that, in Hegel's 
philosophy, the world spirit had penetrated to its goal, to knowledge 
of itsel£" This reminds one of the doubt with which Bacon had to 
deal, whether. after the achievements of the ancients anything at all 
was left to be discovered or. invented. 

The motive of curiosity, for Feuerbach, can be described by one of 
his favorite terms as an aggregate of acts of "anticipation." Even where 
the knowledge drive seems to be an interest in hi.story, it relates to 
history as n<?t a; dimension of Illen10ry and preservation but rather 
an arsenal and onset of anticipations and projections. At bottom the 
interest in history is essentially metaphorical, or, Illore precisely, di
rected at making accessible what is still metaphorical. The model is 
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theology as the historical form of a metaphorical, and therefore still 
withheld, anthropology-the metaphor of an anthropology that evi
dendy was able neither to express itself nor to operate as such, that 
needed projection into a foreign medium, into the exaggerated di
mensions of transcendence, in order to articulate itself. The divinity 
of this theology is, unbeknownst to it, "only the logically consistent 
soul," the "unashamed" human will. lo Theology is "the true, the ob
jective, the manifest, the complete psychology,"ll a "hyperbolical 
psychology. "12 

But the treasures squandered in heavenb are not only brought back 
as what they were and have remained. One could say that the whole 
great episode of projection was like a phase of incubation, that the 
original idea was, as it were, propagated in vitro [in the laboratory]. 
Hyperbole makes knowledge possible: The possibility and necessity 
of magnification, of making the invisible visible, is not restricted to 
optics-consciousness too has a ne_ed for exaggeration as a means of 
articulation. Theology was a magnifying lense; without it we would 
have learned less about ourselves. The ancient efforts to understand 
the infinite, the absolute, the self-sufficient, the self-enjoying, the end 
in itself, turn out to be necessarily roundabout attempts by man to 
grasp himself as absolute, to conceive of himself as an end in himself, 
as having a right to self-enjoyment, and to experience his own sensuality 
in "purposeless looking at the stars" as the '<living superlative of sen
sualism. "18 As the retraction of the unique transfer of ununderstood 
self-understanding, the "realization of Christianity ... [is] its negation."H 

True to this fundaIllental conception, Feuerbach's temporalization 
of curiosity was 'learned' early on from the assertion, classified as 
Platonic and Christian, that man has a "knowledge drive" by which, 
on teleological premises, his immortality is guaranteed and given 
meaning. IS Feuerhach's counterthesis is the critical extraction of the 
anthropological core hidden in the projection of immortality: The 
immortality extrapolated as the fulfilhnent of theory is the product 
of the difference, which is still not understood, between the «knowledge 
drive," which relates to the species man, and its unsatisfied actual 
state in the individual man. Here the spatial metaphor of curiositas is 
not only set aside but decisively contradicted; and this applies even 
to Kant's 'setting of limits' for reason over against its resdess impulse 
toward hypertrophy, and thus toward self-delusion. 

- ---- ------------------~-------- -. ------.-----------~ 
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Man, according to his species, simply does .not want to know what 
he cannot know; rather he wants to know what is ill fact not yet known 
by himself and men ill general but can be known. The knowledge 
drive does not want to push forward into the illaccessible, which is 
anthropologically irrelevant, but rather to anticipate what is possi1;>le 
for man, which is the future. "There is nothing that man is further 
from possessing than a supernatural knowledge drive, such as Chris
tianity or Platonism attributes to him; he has no drive that exceeds 
the measure of human nature, which admittedly is not a measure that 
can be gauged by the compasses of a philosophical system, a finite 
measure; his knowledge drive extends only to things that are knowable 
by man, ill other words, to human objects, which find their completion 
in the course of history." . 

The 'beyond' of religion and metaphysical systems is therefore an 
elementary, though not a fruidess, misunderstanding. The idea of 
immortality is curiosity that does not yt!t understand itselfin its rational 
economy; it is the negation of history, insofar as history withholds 
things from every present time. Man only wants to know what man 
can know. "What lies beyond this region has no existence whatever 
for him; so for him it is also the object of no drive or wish whatso
ever .... What man does not occupy himself with and know here, he 
does not want to know anything about in the 'beyond' either." hn
mortality is the uncomprehended aspect of temporality, which trans
lates the externality of the future into the quasi-spatial externality of 
a nonworldly fulfillment, the utopia in which the totality of human 
experience falls to the illdividual. "What man desires to know in the 
'beyond' is not something that in itself cannot be known in this world; 
it is only what he does not know now. He only wants to see the 
boundaries, the difficulties that he has encountered ill his province, 
set aside." 

Thus curiosity is anticipation, not arrogation. The idea of immortality 
is the mythical representative of such anticipation, the placeholder for 
an ~ yet undeveloped consciousness. Here it would not be very helpful 
to speak of "secularization," to say, for instance, that the explosive 
expans~on of repabilitated theoretical curiosity in the form of science 
was the secularization of the idea of immortality,. of the energies that 
were directed at and attracted by that idea. hrunortality is undeniably 
brought into a worldly context as its future, not, however, as the 
extraction of an idea from its 'genuine' source, but rather as the 
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retraction of a projection, which was not understood, into its origin. 
into the ground of the need that is involved in it. Admittedly this is 
expressed, at the moment of the retraction, in a language that is 
remarkably 'secularized' precisely because it has to point out the identity 
of the need whose position is being reoccupied: «Thus the foolish 
Christian, fixed on the heaven in the 'beyond,' overlooks the heaven 
on earth, the heaven of the historical future, in which all doubts, all 
obscurities and difficulties that affiicted the short-sighted present and 
past, are to dissolve in light." 

But the decisive fact is that the idea of immortality that Feuerbach 
supposedly secularizes is not the Christian one at all but rather the 
one belonging to the Enlightenment and German Classicism, which 
is already historicized, that is, set in relation to the understanding of 
history as the progress of the species, as a human unity. The idea of 
irrnnortality that is 'prepared' in this way is what gives Feuerbach the 
right to speak of anticipation. It is true that the scholastic visio beatifica 
[beatific vision] is also a combination of theory and eudemonia, but 
the «vision" is a static possession of the absolute, more its glorification 
than its penetration, a static infinity of the saturating presence of the 
truth. Here the Enlightenment and Classicism fastened much more 
concretely on knowledge experienced as movement, and of course 
also, especially in Kant, with the practical problematic that is unraveled 
as progress. The important thing here is that it is no longer God Who 
is the primary 'object' of one's attention in the 'beyond.' On the 
contra.ry, that attention continues the theoretical interests and moral
obligations of this world; that is, it loses its quasi-worshipful character 
so as to satisry> instead, what one's finite individual life denies to one. 
The basic idea that is emerging here and that underlies the Enlight
enment's retention of the idea of immortality could be formulated as 
follows: It is precisely the asserted and confirmed possibility of the 
progress of knowledge that makes the contingency of the .individual's 
share in this progress Wlbearable. One should not water down this 
connection, in order to make it serve a supposedly higher purpose, 
by means of the secularization thesis. Hennann Samuel Reimarus gave 
it the following formulation: "What help are truth and science to us 
in relation to the kind -of contentment that we wish for, when with 

-every litde increase in them we only perceive all the more how much 
we do not know, or disturb ourselves with that much more doubt, 
and -in any case in this life we can never satisfy our appetite for 
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acquaintance with and certainty about the J!lultifarious things in the 
world? But if this earth. this first house that we· inhabit, is only a 
school in which we grasp the dementary principles of the sciences, 
so as subsequendy to be led to higher things, then this knowledge 
lays the foundation for further insight, and from this slight fore~te 
of truth we can already conjure up the sweet image of the way in 
which, in days to come in the realm of light, we shall behold the . 
whole of nature, and all the divine secrets that are still hidden. with 
more enlightened eyes."16 Perfection in the scope provided by im
mortality is pushed forward by Lessing. Kant, and Herder to the point 
of the idea of reincarnation; but at the same time it is moralized, in 
fact for the simple reason that for the perfection of theory, the identity 
of anamnesis would be necessary, whereas for moral perfection, an 
unconscious, self-forgetful identity is sufficient. 11 

Feuerbach's "knowledge drive" reflects what, since Descartes, has 
been the essence of 'method': In the progress of knowledge, individuals 
are only functionaries, who .operate within the totality of the process 
as transmitters, without ever partaking of this totality. Not immortality 
but rather the finality of death is the real catalyst for that concentration 
of existence that at least resists the quality of a mere episode, refuses 
to be consumed in its functional role. "Away with lamentations over 

. the brevity of life! It is a trick. of the deity to make an inroad into our. 
minds and hearts in order to tap the best of our sap for the benefit 
of others .... The shorter our lives, and the less time there is at our 
disposal, the more time we really have; for the lack. of time doubles 
our powers, makes us concentrate only on what is necessary and 
essential, and gives us presence· of mind, initiative, tact. and deter
mination. There is, therefore, no excuse worse than that of lack. of 
time. There is nothing over which man has greater disposition than 
he has over time.m8 The -"knowledge drive" is the energy of this 
concentration of disposition over time. It supports the structure of 
'methodical' cooperation in history; but it also resists it as something 
non.-sensical and beyond what can be expected of the iridividual. 

F euerbach biologizes curiosity as a «drive," and consequendy also 
teleologizes it into a sort of temporal instinct by which the interests 
of the species are imposed on the individual as an obligation but 
through which at the same time the individual lays claim to a coun~ 
terinterest. The knowing subject, the individual, "experiences only 
those lacks and gaps in his knowledge-and 'these are the ones he 
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experiences most painfully-that are demonstrated by the existence 
and the necessity of an earthly, but not a heavenly. 'beyond'; for he 
only wants those boundaries of his knowledge done away with that 
the future generations who pursue his subject really do away with .... 
What mankind desires in· the youth that is the ·past, it possesses in 
abundance in the old age that is the future."l9 

It is not by accident that at this point Copernicus appears as the 
prototype of this knowledge drive as it begins to actualize itself in its 
temporal dimension. The triumph and the melancholy of pretension 
and resignation lie immediately alongside one another when Feuerbach 
makes Galileo call after Copernicus, "Ob, if you ... could have lived 
to see the new additions to and conflnnations of your system, what 
delight you would have derived from them! Thus speaks the man 
from the real 'next world: the man of the future. to the man of the 
past." While legend, since the beginning of the eighteenth century, 
had ascribed to Copernicus the prediction ofVenus's changes of phase. 
F eue.bach knows of still another utterance, pressing forward, as it 
were, toward the telescope, about the deficiency of the unaided human 
eye-an utterance whose derivation is unknown to me: "Copernicus 
is supposed to have mourned, on his very deathbed, that in his entire 
life he had never once seen Mercury, despite all his efforts to do so. 
Today the astronomers, with their excellent telescopes, see Mercury 
at broad noon." And here Feuerbach adds the sentence that is central 
to his theory of anticipatory curiosity: ''Thus the future heals the pains 
of the past's unsatisfied knowledge drive." 

The Copernicus anecdote is so fertile for F euerbach because it de
termines the relation between thought. and sense perception teleo
logically, in a way that is not self-evident. Vision and touch are not 
reason's 'raw material,' its substrate, but rather the essence of the 
fully realized human relation to reality. Only to have reflected on the 
planet Mercury constructively, but never to have seen it, is supposed 
to have filled the dying astronomer with sorrow, with the consciousness 
of a deficiency that only the telescope would have been able to remove. 
Reason is not the perfection of sensuality but only its anticipation and 
prelude, the instrument of its 'conjectures.' "Thought is only an ex
panded feeling, extended to distant or absent things, a feeling of 
something unseen." And appended to this is a question that, under 
the premises of this anthropological teleology, would have to be an
swered in the negative: "Is there anything absolutely invisible?"20 The 
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unwritten history of the invisible, as the reservoir rather than the 
futility of reason, reaches one of its culmination points in this question. 

For Feuerbach, the simple negation of theology's reservations vis
a-vis the will to knowledge leads logically to the philosophical position 
of pantheism as "the essence of the modem era and its philosophy. 
We owe all the great discoveries and achievements of the modem era 
in arts and science only to the pantheistic view of the world. For how 
can it be possible for man to be enthusiastic about the world if the 
world is an entity different and excluded from God-an ungodly 
entity? For all enthusiasm is deification. "2l Only if history is not at an 
end, if the termination of history by the Hegelian philosophy is in
validated, can the knowledge drive fulfill its anthropological function, 
can the kind of significance that Galileo's telescope had for the un
appeased curiosity of the dying Copernicus be continually repeated. 

The theory of the knowledge drive is integrated into a more general 
theory of needs as the'indicators of objective possibilities in history. 
"It is precisely the concept of need that raises a creature above the 
limits of its subjectivity."22 The elementary misconception in the the
ology of a God without needs Who is supposed to be a God of love 
was the denial of its anthropological involvement, a denial that had 
negated the reference to history involved in 'needs.' "However self
supporting and independent you consider God to be, if you endow 
Him with love, then you endow Him with need. Love that derives 
from the superabundance of perfection is a luxury-love is true and 
deep only when a being makes up its own deficiency through it." 
Need is the index of the way in which history becomes the dimension 
of the fulfillment of the human claim to happiness. Only here does 
the knowledge drive have its ultimate anthropological fOlmdation: 
"The happiness drive [Gliickseligkeitstrieb1 is the drive of drives. Every 
drive is an anonymous form. of the happiness drive, anonymous because 
it is named only by reference to the object in which man locates his 
happiness. Even the knowledge drive is only the happiness drive, at 
first satisfying itself by means of the mind, and later in the course of 
the development of culture, where the knowledge drive becomes a 
separate drive, satisfying itself in the rnind."zg 

The expression "knowledge drive," with the implication of antici
patory certainty of something attainable; is already found in Novalis
"The combination of will and knowledge drive-is faith"24-but under 
the entirely different premises of "creative observation," of the verum/ 
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factum principle:' "We know something only insofar as we make it." 
The pantheistic premise that there is no longer a reserve of truth 
withheld from human knowledge is preempted here by a principle 
of equivalence pushed beyond Galileo's identification of the evidence 
of mathematics for God and man to a universalized 'poetics':d "God 
creates in a way no different from qur own-He merely combines ... '. 
We can come to know the Creation, as His work, only to the extent 
that we ourselves are God-we do not know it, to the extent that we 
ourselves are 'world' -our knowledge advances, the more we become 
God. ... "25 For Feuerbach, the anticipatory character of the knowledge 
drive is absolute, so that 'making' is only imitative: "Man wants to 
know how something happens or is made so as, if possible, to be -able 
to make it with his own hands-the knowledge drive is originally an 
imitation drive-or, if that is not possible, at least to mimic it in ideas. 
But power and ownership-and to own, to be master of what cannot 
be possessed in bodily form, is, precisely, to know-are objects of the 
happiness drive. "26 Here the knowledge drive does not 'complete' the 
making of the object; rather it 'intends' the tide to its physically com
pleted possession, or at least to an imaginative surrogate for such 
possession. Truth is the unfulfi.lled 'intention' of having the object in 
one's hands. 

From Feuerbach's "knowledge drive" [WissenstriebJ to Freud's [Wiss
trieb1 is not merely an associative leap. They have a common element 
in the secondary and derivative character assigned to the forms that 
they take in reality. For Feuerbach, the force that propels the species 
toward the totality of experience in time, in history, manifests itself 
in indefinite forms in the individual; for Freud, the model of the psychic 
mechanism makes an unspecific curiosity result from a central libidinal 
potency. As a motive for psychoanalysis too, the knowledge appetite 
has, as it did for Feuerbach, a protective function approaching that 
of instinct, a function due to the subject's deception by the unconscious, 
which the knowledge appetite exposes. What is novel in Fr~ud is the 
combination of theory and therapy in a simultaneous functioning that 
could hardly be kept free from conflict. This problematic was already 
present.iIi Breuer's hypnotism, from which Freud inherited it: "Thus 
one and the same procedure served simultaneously the purposes of 
investigating and of getting rid of the ailment; and this unusual con
junction was later retained in psychoanalysis."27 In comparison with 
the physical therapy of nervous disturbances, the hypnotic therapy 
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was «incomparably more attractive" because it ~'combined an automatic 
mode of operation with the satisfaction of scientific curiosity [Wissbe
gierde]. "28 Freud characterizes the peculiarly 'unintentional' genesis of 
the Interpretation of Dreams (which agrees with his methodology) neg
atively: "My desire for knowledge [WiJsbegierde] had not at the start 
been directed toward understanding dreams. I do not know of any 
outside influence which drew my interest to them or inspired me with 
any helpful expectations. "Z9 We will begin with such self-ascriptions 
of knowledge appetite before we come to its theory. 

A significant example is found in a transitional passage in Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle: "What follows is speculation. often far-fetched 
speculation, which the reader will consider or dismiss according to his 
individual predilectiofl- It is further an attempt to follow out an idea 
consistendy, out of curiosity to see where it will lead. "so Such com
binations of warnings to the reader not to overstrain the credit that 
he has,accorded to the author, while admitting his curiosity, are fre
quendy f~und in Freud. Here is one further. very clear, example, 
which accompanies the assertion of the regressive nature of instincts 
and indicates a cool distance from the demonic connotations of curiosity: 
"It may be asked whether and how far I am myself convinced of the 
hypotheses that have been set out in these pages. My answer would 
-be that I am not convinced myself and that I do not seek to persuade 
other people to believe in them. Or, more precisely, t.hat I do not 
know how far I believe in them. There is no reason,. as it seems to 
me, why the emotional factor of conviction should enter into this 
question at all. It is surely possible to throw oneself into a line of 
thought and to follow it wherever it leads out of simple scientific 
curiosity, or, if the reader prefers, as an advocatus diaboli [devil's ad
vocate], "Y'ho is not on that account himself sold to the devil. "81 Such 
sentences ought to be placed alongside the positivistic formulas for
bidding the taking of speculative liberties, such as were set up by, for 
example, Auguste Comte. . 

The distance inherent in a curiosity that expands in the space between 
introspection and speculation, and the proximity inherent in therapeutic 
engagement [involvement1 do not compete in Freud because rational 
insight and self-appropriation [Selbstgewinn] converge. «Freud does not 
describe the unconscious side of oW" nature from any simple intellectual 
curiosity: he wishes us to become aware of it, to control it, to' be as 
self-aware as possible. "32 But this convergence of goals does not prevent 
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it from being the case that the original motivation passes over into 
the therapeuti,c attitude only second4rily: "After the analyst's curiosity 
[Wissbegierde] had, as it were, been gratified by the elaboration of the 
technique of interpretation, it was inevitable that interest should turn 
to the problem of discovering the most effective way of influencing 
the patient. "3S The model of the UncoPscious allows one to ascribe 
to an agent actions of which he knows nothing and things undergone 
of which he has no experience. One may think of the schema of 
Plato's allegory of the cave as the elementary typification of all processes 
of 'enlightenment': Those who are ch~ed inside knew nothing of 
the deceptive character and shadow quality of the reality present to 
them-first one of them has to be set free and forcibly brought from 
the cave into the open air of authentic reality. But the allegory leaves 
unclear and unstated what motive it is th<J.t leads to the accomplishment 
of liberation and undeceiving- the first event is the return of the one 
'undeceived' person into the cave, in order to disenchant the others. 
This transition from theory (pure contemplation) to practice (teaching) 
is indirectly made intelligible by the political context of the Republic 
but at the same time falls under the suspicion that accompanies the 
acquisition of a relation of power. Psychoanalysis is profoundly involved 
with this same problem. What motive takes the place of curiosity 
when it has been satisfied? 

Theoretical curiosity is a topic and a problem in psychoanalysis in 
two ways. On th~ one hand, in relation to the definition of psycho
analysis as therapy, its origin from a 'cathartic procedure': "Psycho
analysis is a medical procedure which aims at the cure of certain forms 
of nervous disease (the neuroses) by a psychological technique. "34 How
ever, a therapy based to such a large extent on extracting"from con
cealment material that withdraws and hides itself through a mechanism 
of camouflages falls easily into the danger-and the suspicion-of 
regression into what is nothing more than a theoretical interest. This 
is especially so if-and that is the second aspect-it itself provides a 
theory of this kind of interest as a transformation of what is by nature 
an unspecific energy, the libido. 

It is the infantile active sexual curiosity to see, from which "curiosity 
branches off later on. "35 If the "pregenital sexual organization" pre
pared dispositions toward both sublimation and neurotic compensation 
for repression, then it is understandable that what Freud entitled the 
"Wirstrieb" [knowledge drive] is, on the one hand, "at bottom a sub-
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lirnated offshoot of the instinct of mastery exalted into something 
intellectual," while on the other hand, it can'''actually take the place 
of sadism in the mechanism of obsessional neurosis" {because in this 
mechanism the genetic "forerunner" becomes the compensatory 
"representative").36 The unsuccessful sublimation can be replaced, by 
regressions of an infantile character; Freud exhibited this impressively, 
in connection with theoretical curiosity, in the (ase of Leonardo da 
Vmci, who became an investigator "at first still in the service of his 
art, but later independently ofit and away from it":37 "The investigator 
in him never in the course of his development left the artist entirely 
free, but often made severe encroachments on him and perhaps in 
the end suppressed him," This interpretation takes seriously the leg
endary verdict of the dying Leonardo, reported in Vasari's Life of 
Leonardo, that he had done wrong to God and man, "non' avendo 
operato nell'arte come si converua" [not having worked in his art as 
he oughtl. Conflict between the artist and the investigator in Leonardo 
appears first as inlubition, in the slowness ofrus work, and the frequent 
resignation that left it fragmentary. Freud refuses to believe Leonardo's 
statement in the Trattato [Trattato della Pittura: Treatise on Painting) that 
in order to be able to love the Inventor of the world, he had first 
wanted to get to know His works. The affective energy, he believes, 

. stands at the beginning and is already involved in the <intellectual 
interest.' Here the metaphor of a hydraulic machine is characteristic, 
a metaphor showing that for Freud the cognitive craving can only be 
a secondary diversion of an original unspecific energy: "He had merely 
converted his passion into a thirst for knowledge; he then applied 
himself to investigation with the persistence, constancy and penetration 
which is derived from passion, and at the climax [aUf der Hiike] of 
intellectual labor, when knowledge had been won, he allowed the long 
restrained affect to break loose and to flow away freely, as a stream 
of water drawn from a river is allowed to flow away when its work 
is done."38 But the metaphor has to be kept at the highest level [atif 
der Ho'ke} of the writer's own understanding: In the psychic, as in the 
physical process of conversion, losses take place in the energy accoun~ 
that cannot be made up: "A conversion of psychical instinctual force 
into various fonns of activity can perhaps no more be achieved withol,lt 
loss than a conversion of physical forces." What this means for the 
comprehension of Leonardo is that "the postponement of loving until 
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full knowledge is acquired ends in a substitution of the latter for the 
former." 

It is important to see that this evaluation of the relation between 
the drive directed at theoretical knowledge and the artist's productivity 
still contains, or renews, something of the old conflict between pure 
theory and the practice that promotes salvation. Theoretical curiosity 
is already a regression of the highest sublimation -which is not, or is 
no longer, successful-in the aesthetic work, a regression announced 
by those symptoms of inhibition and difficulty in creation. Curiosity 
is an escape from the failure of full maturity: "Investigating has also 
been known to take the place of acting and creating." The work is 
finite; theory is infinite-the detour to practice by way of theory leaves 
the work in the lurch, as a fragment: "He was no longer able to limit 
his demands, to see the work of art in isolation and to tear it from 
the wide context to which he knew it belonged." The relation of 
serviceability between the knowledge appetite and the production of 
works had become perverted; and in the process, it had become ap-

. parent that theory could not be instrumentalized. Of course for Freud, 
that is an indication of the establishment of this dominance in infancy, 
and of "reinforcement" by sexual instinctual forces, so that the knowl
edge appetite becomes a surrogate: "Thus a person of this sort would, 
for example, pursue research with the same passionate devotion that 
another would give to his love, and he would be able to investigate 
instead of loving." When the "forerunner" can become the "repre
sentative" in this way, in the knowledge appetite, there has to be a 
'story' connecting the infantile attitude and the later dominance. On 
the one hand, Freud typifies this story as inhibition by repression or 
as fixation into compulsive behavior; on the other hand, he typifies 
it as successful sublimation and substitution, where the libidinal energy 
evades repression "by being sublimated from the very beginning into 
curiosity and by becoming attached to the powerful instinct for research 
as a reinforcement. "39 Only this latter type spares itself the constraints 
of inhibition and compulsion, of repression and the eruption of the 
unconscious, through continuity in the process of sublimation. Leonardo 
is a representative of this 'story: which Freud reconstructs from the 
analysis of a childhood memory, the fantasy of the vulture. 

We need not deal with that here. But the hypothesis that the relation 
between the knowledge appetite and rejection of authority originates 
in the infantile bond to the mother and rivalry with the father is 
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important. The rehabilitation of curiositas means two things for Leonardo 
and his time: overcoming the divine reservanon' and rtjecting the 
authority of antiquily. With his decision in favor of the exploration 
of nature and against the ~austive prior accomplishment of knowl
edge by the 'ancients: "he was merely repeating-in the high<;!st 
sublimation attainable by man-the one-sided point of view which 
had forced itself on the litde boy as he gazed in wonder on the world," 
namely, the illegitimate child's forgoing of a father and his recourse 
to the tenderness of his mother (nature).40 His early sexual curiosity. 
uninhibited by any paternal bond (authority), stabilizes itself and asserts 
itself against the religious preserve as well, which after all is only a 
higher-level father complex, and becomes, as it were, abstract in the 
adult's sublimation: "His later scientific research, with all its boldness 
and independence, presupposed the existence of infantile sexual re
searches uninhibited by his father, and was a prolongation of them 
with the sexual element excluded." 

This account of the pathology of Leonardo's knowledge appetite. 
however hypothetical its historical content may be and despite the 
slight attention it pays to the historical conditions affecting the individual 
biography, nevertheless in an indirect manner makes the problematic 
of the strained relation between theory and therapy in psychoanalysis 
itself clearer than is permitted by the first-person declarations-intent 
on convergence-of its founder, with his devotion to "scientific cur
iosily." The curiosity that? in both Leonardo and his analyst, has 
become an insttument rests on a powerfUl energetic basis of acquired 
autarky. The artist, in any case, with his commitment to his work, 
seems, judging by the analysis of his resignations, to be on a wrong 
path rather than a: detour. 

Translator's Notes 

a. By "anthropology," here as elsewhere in the book. the author means not the social-scientific 
cfu6pline that studies mainly primitive peoples but more literally the-study of 1II4n as such. 
It is thus similar to what is sometimes nowadays c:alled "philosophical anthropology." but to 
avoid the overnarrow connotations of that term (which nright or might not cover the work of 
Freud, fur instanre), it seemed best to use the teun "anthropology" simpliciter, as in the original. 

b. A phrase from Hegel's T/u!ologi;dze Jugendschriften that the author quoted in part I, chapter 
9. 

----------------------- -------.--------
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c. Giambattista Vico's principle that verum etfadum convertuntur, truth and fact are interchangeable 
("fact," here, being what is 'done' or 'm.ade'-factum is derived fromjiu;ere). 

d, "Poetics" here must be understood broadly, as creativity or construetive activity. PoidJis, its 
Greek root, means '~mak.ing't or "creating .. ;'" 
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Th~ Epochs of the Concept: of 
an Epoch 

That at some particular time, here and now, a 'new epoch' of world 
history begins, and one could have been present at the event-as 
Goethe wanted to make the disappointed combatants believe on the 
evening of the cannonade of Valmy-is never a secure historical fact. 
Perhaps that was not really such big talk as it sounds to our ears, even 
as the ironic exaggeration that it may have been intended to be. We 
acknowledge as an 'epoch' only what has been summoned up by the 
rhetorical hyperbole that speaks of the "epoch maker." 

Philologians' and historians' doubts whether the Goethe who in 1820 
conjured up The Campaign in France had enough of the historian's 
attitude to want to report a statement that was actually made or 
whether, with poetic freedom, he projected onto the evening of the 
lost batde what he had learned and thought in the meantime about 
the Revolution and its consequences-these doubts alone are enough 
to make evident how, since Goethe's time, a scarcely paralleled ac
cretion of significance has become attached to the term "epoch." A 
"new epoch"-one is almost inclined to ask, how many does that 
make? How many fewer in the year 1792, or even in 1820, than after 
the inflation of the concept by historicism, with its need to create 
historical individualities by means of the great phrase divisions of the 
course of history? When Goethe had first written to Knebel about 
Valmy, on September 17, 1792, he still had to add the word "im
portant" to the term "epoch" in order to make something of his having 
been an eyewitness. 

----~ --~~~--~-~-.------ ----- -_._---------
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Count Corti, in his history of the House of Rothschild, cites an item 
from the Vienna State Archive that provides a nice illustration of the 
carefree manner in which, for a long time, "epoch" could still be used 
It is a letter of the senior partner Amsel Meyer to Metternich, who 
was arriving in Frankfurt on November 3, 1821, for the meeting of 
the Bundestag, inviting him to take his midday repast- at the House 
of Rothschild: "This happiness would constitute an epoch of my 
life .... "1 There is not as much fawning exaggeration involved here 
as we read into the sentence. The term "epoch" had only begun to 
have an effect. 

Between 1792 and 1820 and Goethe's two uses of the term for the 
batde of Valmy lies his historical experience with the rise and fall of 
the Napoleonic 'demon: with an 'epoch' that was supposed to have 
resulted from the 'epoch' of the Revolution. For a contemporary of 
these events, there was an incomparable historical observation in the 
fact that, and the way in which, this revolution -whose approach 
Goethe had felt, and whose outbreak. he had seen, as though it were 
a phenomenon of nature [rather than historyl-could be ended ten 
years later by an action, by a gesture, when the First Consul proclaimed 
on December 15, 1799, "Citoyens, la Revolution est fixee aux principes 
qui l'ont commencee. Elle est fini." [Citizens, the Revolution is fixed 
to the principles that began it. It is finished.l. It seemed that history 
had reduced its temporal dimensions to those of the 'life-world' and 
had begun to submit to distinct time limits. Goethe writes to Schiller 
on July 13, 1796, that on this day he experiences "an epoch of his 
own too": His married state is eight years, and the French Revolution 
seven years old. Such parallelisms between his personal condition ana 
the general condition may have been intended as wit more than 
presumption-the personal epoch is, after all, already a carried-over 
version of the historical one. 2 

What is more important is that periods of time have taken the place 
of points in time. In the letter written to Knebel from the army's 
encampment, nothing but the event of the campaign itself had been 
the "important epoch," of which Goethe writes that he is "very glad 
that I saw all this with my own eyes." When, almost three decades 
later, he presents his account of the night of September 19, 1792-
under the motto "I, too, in Champagne!" -what is now entided the 
"new epoch of world history" has become a period of time, which 
according to the consolation offered to the distressed losers is to "begin" 
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precisely here and now.s One will have to assume that the connection 
of ideas in the consolation as it was communicated to Knebel lies 
closer to the probable truth than what was written down nearly three 
decades later. For the history of concepts, which seeks to comprehend 
the change that took·place between the Enlightenment and historiQgm, 
it is only the difference between the two examples that is important. 

As regards its linguistic derivation, "epoch" is better suited to des
ignate a punctiform event whose importance is being stressed than 
the period of time that is, say, introduced by this event and is to be 
characterized in tenns of it.4 The Greek word "epoche" signifies a 
pause [Innehalten] in a movement, and then also the point at which a 
halt is made [angehalten wirdJ or a reversal of direction takes place. 
For ancient Skepticism, this root meaning gave rise to the application 
that commanded restraint fEinhalt: literally, holding in] in the movement· 
of cognition and judgment and at the same time enjoined one to 
refrain [sick enthalten: literally, hold off], so as to avoid all risk of error 
once and for all. For the technical language of astronomy, the "epoche" 
was a special point at which to observe a heavenly body, its transit 
through the zenith or its greatest proximity to or distance from another 
star; astrologically, it was a position or constellation traditionally re
garded as significant. The distances from definable points could be 
made useful in the determination of temporal periods; however, it 
was not these time periods but rather their initial points that were to 
be entitled "epochs" in the strict sense. Those points retain that status 
in the application of the concept to historical chronology. which pre
supposes a schema of discrete event-points and neglects the circum
stances that lie between them as 'lowlands'· destitute of events. 

The individualization of historical periods as complex unities of 
events and their consequences, and the preference given to states 
rather than actions,. to configurations rather than figures, in modern 
historiography-these reverse the relation that was originally implied 
in the concept of an epoch; the event becomes a historical magnitude 
by virtue of the state of affairs that it gives rise to and defines. When 
Goethe compares the duration of his sharing of a household with 
Christiane to that of the French Revolution, then to our smprise "epoch" 
here means not what began with those datable initial events but rather 
the length of the distance in time between.those events and the present. 
Here nothing could be more natural than to take the further step of 
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contrasting the circumstances that commenced then with previous 
ones and comparing them with one another across this discontinuity. 

We find this further step. taken only at a late date. In his diary of 
1831, Goethe notes "with the greatest wonderment," after reading in 
the works of Galileo, the difference that separates his own world from 
the early times in which knowledge was left simply to cornmon sense 
and "philosophy [which was] at variance with itself" Galileo had died 
in the same year in which Newton was born. One would have expected 
Goethe, following his earlier usage, to define this year as the sharp 
demarcation point, as the "epoch." The fact that dlls expectation is 
disappointed makes clear the change that has taken place when the 
entry goes on: "Here lies the Christmas Day of our modern times. 
Only now do I begin to be able to conceptualize the contrast between 
these two epochs .... "5 Only the secularizing metaphor of "Christmas 
Day" continues to relate the strict datability of the original events of 
modern science to the prototype of the most decisive partition of 
historical time as it was preformed by Christian chronology. But when 
the talk is of the "contrast" of the epochs, what is at issue can no 
longer be the demarcation that separates but only the character and 
individuality of the time periods separated by it. 

This concept of an epoch leaves historiography's chronological needs 
·behind it. Epochs are not only, and not primarily, divided from one 
another; they are seen as comparable. The difference between them 
can be conceptualized. Bishop Bossuet, whose universal history Voltaire 
was opposing when he invented the philosophy of history, had still 
related the concept of an epoch to the privileged standpoint of the 
contemplator of history for whom the comparison of ages was to be 
possible. It is not history but this contemplator of history who halts 
at a resting place so as to survey what happens before and after and 
thus to avoid anachronisms; the errors that consist in confusing one 
age with another.6 This point cannot be subject to arbitrary, subjective 
choice; otherwise it would not accord with the distinction between the 
ages. For what it opens up to the observer must contain the objective 
criteria to be used in avoiding anachronisms. One can gather what 
kind of harm the bishop of Meaux has in mind; but what matters is 
not that but the fungibility of the concept of an epoch. The quality 
of the 'epoch' presents itself, to begin with, as the summation of those 
features that protect the historian from leveling off the course of 
history into the monotony of what is always the same, and thus from 
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the error of thinking that anything can happen at any time. Inde
pendently of the clerical universal historian's actual intentions, this 
would perhaps in fact be the most comprehensive definition of the 
possibilities of error in historical cognition. 

Rather than the point in time, the periods of time that are separated 
by it begin to determine the concept of an epoch. As a result. the 
question of the dates of the turnillg points is overlaid by that of the 
circumstances and features of the fonnations that are merely contiguous 
at those points. And this «preValence of a specific condition of things'" 
has, in the long run, its methodological consequences. They are as
sociated, superficially, with the question of the real or merely nominal 
validity of the epochal concepts. The decision between these episte
mological alternatives has been made to depend almost exclusively 
on the condition that it should be possible to provide clear datings 
for the points of demarcation beteen the epochs. Those who espouse 
realism with regard to the epochal concepts have· always failed as a 
result of their willingness to accept this demand. For of course it is a 
rather external view that leads to the emphatic preference for the 
year in which Galileo died and Newton was born, since after all these 
events are as far as possible from what one would call "epoch making" 
in each of their lives. 

Nevertheless, the coincidence on which Goethe relies as the epiphany 
of the modern age continues to have the mythical suggestiveness that 
seems at least occasionally to satisfy our need to find meaning in 
history. That all historical research is influenced by the weight we 
attach to the possibility of not only adopting an attitude toward or 
determined by history but also (to whatever minimal extent. be it only 
by one's birth or death) having some impact on it-this becomes 
palpable in our need to find distinctness in the factors that bring history 
about. The tangible markings in time that continue to be associated 
with the concept of an epoch, even if they are no longer its sole 
constituents. give one confrdence that effective actions, clear decisions, 
vigorous summonings up of energy and insight have led, and therefore 
still can lead, to those changes in the Hcondition of things." One 
imagines one perceives that history happens neither automatically nor 
by chance when Luther lifts the hammer to nail up his theses. 

Admittedly it is never possible to do enough to satisfy the need for 
'significance' of everyone who would like to be a subject of history; 
the images produced there have always been all too vigorously en-
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graved. A science that easily becomes embarra:ssed about its 'relevance' 
quickly turnS to obligingness. That should not prevent us from 
unearthing the roots of the discontent with history that such science 
would like to help remedy. Boredom with the classical concept of 
progress also has to do with the homogeneous unbrokenness of the 
picture of history that it offers, with its process definition, which-to 
remain in the language of "epochs" -admits no stopping and turning 
points that are perceptible and attainable within the 'life-world.' This 
is what Goethe again expressed, with the aid of a very original use 
of the concept of an epoch, at the beginning of his introduction to 
the Materials for the History if the Theory if Color. This, he says, will be 
"more irkSome than pleasing to aspiring youth because they would 
like to begin a new epoch, in fact a regular primeval epoch, them
selves .... " To a large extent, the ill repute of historicism has to do 
with this. It had forced itself, in spite of all its individualization of the 
characteristic forms of epochs, to reduce these continually to what 
preceded them, in that-simply through the accumulated concentration 
of its material-it continually produced new transitions and levelings 
off, quite automatically and without any plan. One need only think. 
of what has become of the heroic zero-point figures of the speculative 
history of philosophy as a result of historians' assiduity-what medieval 
-qualities have been brought to light in Copernicus, Bacon, and Des
cartes, in spite of their posture of turning away from tradition. 

By its very success in setting the process of historical cognition in 
motion, historicism worked against its own intention of demonstrating 
the reality of epochs as authentic formations of the historical process. 
The dismantling of the mythicized roles assigned to historical actions 
and events threw doubt on the admissibility of the 'epoch' as a means 
of historical ordering. What matters here is not primarily the self
understanding expressed in the original sources. A consciousness of 
decisive separation from its past similar to the one developed by the 
early modem age cannot be required of any other epoch. It is not 
even characteristic of the formation of the Middle Ages, which sought 
their legitimacy direedy by annexing .themselves to the intellectual 
system of the ancient world and constructing a continuous identity 
with that world. That the modern age defined and wanted to realize 
its~1f as a distinct era in world history should not in itself give it 
precedence over the Middle Ages, which sought rather to conceal 
their distinctness by seeing anticipations of Christianity in the ancient 
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world. Thus even jf the "modern age" itself explicidy wanted to be 
a new age, and to distance itself from the preceding age by identifying 
it as the "Middle Ages" falling between itself and the "ancient world," 
historical cognition does not require that there be a reality corre
sponding to such a pretension. While the way in which ancient materials 
were received in the emerging Middle Ages was meant to conceal 
what underlay this reception. the emerging modeITI age behaved as 
if it was determined to make a historical break-behavior that was 
calculated to mask the process of 'reoccupation,' with its relation to 
a constant matrix of needs. 

The Enlightenment's conscio].lSIless of itself as representing the new 
epoch, in accordance with its rational intention and in its pure form, 
was contradicted by Romanticism, which reached back to what Petrarch 
had been the first to call the "dark centuries." And when the category 
of 'secularization' was used to sum up the processes that constituted 
the modem age, the Enlightenment's consciousness of itself was con
tradicted once again. The secularization thesis admitted the existence 
of a break between the epochs, but it demanded, not without at least 
a suggestion of restitution and reunion with the underlying identical 
substance, that the new age admit retrospectively that it had reached 
back, illegitimately, to what went before it. Romanticism and historicism 
had begun to bring the centuries from the end of the Roman Empire 
to the end of the Byzantine Empire back into the unity of the historical 
conception. In this way, at bottom, they fulfilled Renaissance hu
manism's secret longing to narrow more and more the distance between 
the ancient world and its renewal and to display the medieval interim 
as an incidental failure of librarians hip; but they also fulfilled the 
equally unavowed need of every rationalism to recover reason, after 
the Enlig~terunent's polemical black-and-white delineation, as an 
agency that is present throughout the greater -part of human history. 
The transformation of the Middle Ages into a 'renaissance' that con
tinually expands further backward in time not only dissolved the reality 
of the epochal differentiation but also helped the always plausible 
postulate of human 'constants' in history to attain a success that extends 
all the way to " 'topos' research."b The whole of European history 
began to look the way that at first only the modem age had wanted 
itself to look. If a unified history of European literature existed, then 
why should not Europe also possess the totality of its unbroken world 
history? 
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Would not the situation of the 'epo4Is' then be the one described 
in a saying of Heine's, that every age is a sphllx, "which plunges into 
the abyss the moment one has solved its riddle"?8 Or did this formula, 
from the year 1835, four years after Hegel's death, :refer precisely to 
the epochal concept of the 'fullness of time,' insofar as that concept 
had not withstood the disappointments of idealism's :confidence in 
history? For unless all the appearances are misleading, the phenomenon 
of the historical 'epoch' should rather be described by the reverse of 
Heine's dictum: Eras exhaust themselves more in the transformation 
of their certainties and unquestionable axioms into riddles and in
consistencies than in their solution. Plunges into the abyss are indeed 
part of the image of the sphinx, which sees its riddle solved and thus 
its reason for existence destroyed; but historiCal life, even when it 
passes through breakdowns and new fo:tmations, can only be under
stood in terms of the principle of self-preservation, as long as one 
does not want to ascribe to it mysterious death wishes and longings 
for downfall. Even the change of epochs, as the sharpest caesura of 
all, has a function of identity maintenance, in that the alteration that 
it must allow is only the correlate of the constancy of the requirements 
that it has to satisfy. Thus after the great conception of each epochal 
project, the historical process produces its 'reoccupations' as restorations 
of its continuity. 

This is, to begin with, only a heuristic principle. It provides a criterion 
for what can still be understood at all in history, when that history 
contains deep radical changes, revaluations, turnings, which affect the 
entire structure of life. The application of this conception will be suc
cessful, more than anywhere else, where the admittedly outmoded 
ideal of a 'history of ideas' [Geistesgeschichte] can be realized. That is 
undoubtedly the case when the topic of the theory of history is, pre
cisely, the history of theory-in other words, what can nowadays, 
without contemptuousness, be called "history of science." 

Here I am not making a belated plunge into the dispute about 
Thomas Kuhn's The Structure <!IScienti.fic RCVfJlutions. Nor is that necessary, 
when what is at stake is only the type of theory of the history of 
science that it represents, insofar as it presents a process form of 
singular significance. Not only does it make the logical development 
and the concentration of the historical movement into factors· con
tributing to the inevitability of the radical changes in that movement, 
but at the same time it also exhibits these changes as serving the self-
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preservation and self-confirmation of theoretical pretensions and at
titudes that remain below the level of the process being discussed. 
The historiography of science, which is useful at first in hunting out 
and ordering facts, simply cannot carry out its anticipatory integration 
of these results in any other way, whatever case studies of actual 
influencing factors may produce, whether they be of illumination 
through dreams or of the influence of social circumstances. 'Scientific 
revolutions; if one were to choose to take their radicalness literally, 
simply cannot be the ultimate concept of a rational conception of 
history; otherwise that conception would "have denied to its object the 
very same rationality it wanted to assert for itself. 

In the progress of a science, the same thing takes place-in ex
emplary faShion, almost as though in a test tube, with greater clarity- " 
that in more diffuse manifestations keeps the general historical process 
in motion: An established system produces for itself the instruments 
with which to secure itself thoroughly and to extend the sphere of 
objects that it comprehends, and in the process continually refines the 
forms in which it is justified and applied, with the result that in this 
way the system itself brings to light and accentuates the data that go 
beyond what it is able to master and to enclose within the prescribed 
frame of the accepted assumptions. This is the description of a logical 
situation that Aristotle had already put under the heading of aporia 
[difficulty of passage, lack of resources] and that Kant had discussed 
as the fundamental "transcendental dialectic." In both cases the process 
of cognition itself forces the abandonment of its presuppositions and 
the introduction of new elementary assumptions, which, while they 
do remove me situation from which there was no way out, do not 
require the shattering of the identity of the overall movement that 
gave rise to that situation. 

The theory of 'scientific revolutions' describes, for the most part 
correctly, the breakdown of dominant systems as a result of their 
immanent rigorism, the 'pedantic' disposition of every schoollike mode 
of thought, which leads with fateful inevitability to the self-uncovering 
of the marginal inconsistencies from which doubt and opposition break 
into the consolidated field. This conception of what historians have 
been pleased to call "downfalls" may be capable of generalization to 
a high level in relation to historical phenomena. But in relation to the 
new foundations called for afterward, to the preference given to the 
new "paradigm," this schema has no explanation whatever to offer. 



466 
Part tv 

<Decisionisms'< may describe practical concl:usions drawn from the 
embarrassments of theories. but on the plane of the history of theories 
they do not give access to any analogous insights into the process by 
which one system is replaced by another. I think that there is a con
nection here with Kant's first "analogy of experience,"d against whjch 
no experience, the experience of history included, can "be adduced as 
an argument. 

For the problem of epochs must be approached from the perspective 
of the question of the possibility of experiencing them. All change, 
all succession from the old to the new, is accessible to us only in that 
it can be related -instead of to the "substance" of which Kant speaks
to a constant fram.e of reference, by whose means the requirements 
can be defined that have to be satisfied in an identical 'position.' That 
what is new in history cannot be arbitrary in each case, but rather is 
subject to a rigor of expectations and needs, is the condition of our 
being able to have such a thing as 'cognition' [Erkenntnis] of history at 
all. The concept of'reoccupation' designates, by implication, the min
imum of identity that it must be possible to discover, or at least to 
presuppose and to search for, in even the most agitated movement 
of history. In the case of systems of "notions of man and the world" 
[Welt- und Menschenansicht: Goethe], 'reoccupation' means that different 

. statements can be understood as answers to identical questions. 
Here we are not dealing with the classical constants of philosophical 

anthropology, still less with the 'eternal truths' of metaphysics. The 
term "substance" was to be avoided in this context because every 
type of historical substantialism - such as is involved in, for instance, 
the theorem of secularization -relates. precisely, to the contents, which 
are shown in the process of'reoccupation' to be incapable of this very 
permanence. It is enough that the reference-frame conditions have 
greater inertia for consciousness than do the contents associated with 
them, that is, that the questions are relatively constant in comparison 
to the answers. The suspicion that what is being practiced here is the 
implicative metaphysics of a metasystem is easy to dispel; it is sufficient 
for that which assigns the functional fram.ework to the reoccupations 
to have a durability that is very great in relation to both our capacity 

" to perceive historical events and the rate of change involved in them. 
"During the phases in which the function of this fram.e of reference 

is latent-in the periods, that is, that we assign to the epochs as their 
'classic' fonnations-we must expect, above all, gains by extension 
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and losses by shrinkage; in the new reorganization, certain questions 
are no longer posed, and the answers that were once provided for 
them have the appearance of pure dogma, of fanciful redundancy. A 
striking example is the fact that people have not always inquired about 
immortality and apparendy will not always be inquiring about it in 
the future; from its entry into th~ biblical text after the Babylonian 
exile all the way to Kant's postulate of immortality, it was a position 
that, while it could be changed in many ways, every new system had 
to occupy. It is only the actual lengthening of lifetimes and the less 
unpleasant ways in which this additional time is spent that have caused 
the interest in immortality to flag and its systematic position to dis
appear. It 3iPpears that even contemporary Christianity, around the 
world, scarcely mentions immortality in its rhetoric any longer, and 
thus unintentionally has abandoned a principal element of its historical 
identity. 

Even if the concept of an epoch, as used by the historian, were 
only a nominal means of defense against the lack of order in his 
material, and if, for instance, the unity of the Baroque had not existed, 
or had existed only in special departments of culture, then such nom
inalism would nevertheless only be a way of avoiding the burden of 
proo£ That burden will, of course, always lie on one's opponent. In 
the case of the beginning of the modem age, the conditions could be 
unique. And they are unique. This is not only a result of the fact that 
the conceptual presuppositions to which the historian is subject when 
he operates with the concept of an epoch are already, to a large extent, 
implicit in the self-understanding of this epoch. More than that, the 
program of the modern age cannot be assumed as a contingent 'spon
taneous generation'; the unfolding of its conceptual presuppositions 
already reflects the singular structure of the needs that had emerged, 
compellingly, in the self-dissolution of the Middle Ages.9 

That the conditions of a realistic [i.e., nonnominalistic1 use of the 
concept of an epoch cannot be satisfied in the same manner in every 
case can be gathered from the lack of comparability between the 
change of epoch that led from the ancient world to the Christian 
Middle Ages and the change that led from the Middle Ages to the 
modem age. The delay ill the development of the medieval system 
in relation to its central 'factor,' the original type of Christianity, exhibits 
this system as not the authentic and adequate' interpretation of a 
historical turning point but rather-at most-its belated elaboration. 
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Christianity laid claim only very late to having initiated a new phase 
of history. Initially this was totally out of the question for it because 
of its eschatological opposition to history and the unhistorical quality 
that was (at least) implied by it. Late antiquity, although it was suffering 
from the contradictions of its great schools of metaphysics, had also 
felt no challenge to a new inclusive conception but rather had developed 
a sort of worldly resignation tht could just as well take the form of 
openness to transcendent offers of salvation as its opposite, skepticism, 
or of a private heroism of invulnerability. To that extent, the dissolution 
of the contradictions oflate antiquity was the opposite of the overcoming 
of the difficulties on which the medieval/Scholastic system was to ron 
aground a millennium later. In the latter case, a program of self
assertion against transcendent uncertainties, rejecting every kind of 
resignation., had become necessary. The modern age, then, in contrast 
to the Middle Ages, is not present in advance of its self-interpretation, 
and while its self-interpretation is not what propelled the emergence 
of the modem age, it is something that the age has continually needed 
in order to give itself form. Its self-understanding is one of the con
stitutive phenomena of this historical phase in its initial stages. This 
makes the concept of an epoch itself a significant element of the epoch. 

What does one expect to see when the question of a change of 
epoch is posed? Since all history is composed of changes, the 'epoch
making' movements must be assumed to be both copious and rapid 
but also to move in a single, unambiguous direction and to be .struc
turally interconnected, mutually dependent. He who speaks of the 
reality of a change of epoch takes on the burden of demonstrating 
that something is definitively decided It must be possible to show 
that something is present that cannot be disposed of again, that an 
irreversible change has been produced. 

Jacob Burckhardt asked himself the question in connection with the 
Middle Ages when and in what way it was determined ·that the new 
factor had gained the upper hand, that the decision had been made. 
Here it becomes apparent that it is easier to answer this question 
negatively than positively in relation to particular points and states of 
affairs. To illustrate this by an example: Around the middle of the 
fourth century A.D., between the reign of Constantine and the conquest 
of Rome by the Western Goths, the Emperor Julian, the so-called 
Apostate, could still have turned everything back with his pagan in
spiration, or at least made Christianity and the old cults coexist side 
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by side, 'if one "imagines him without the Persian war and with, 
perhaps, a ten-year reign." Then probably paganism would have "at 
least established itself firmly enough to resist any further dismantling 
and would then have held out, as a religion inaccessible to any rai
sonnement [argument]; alongside Christia.rpty for who knows how long. "10 

But also if Arianism had been victorious, there would have been "no 
Middle Ages at all, or [they would have been] totally different."l1 It 
is not an accident that Burckhardt sees the issue of the Middle Ages 
as decided along with that of the uneqtrivocal Incarnation.ofthe Son 
of God - and consequendy it can be no' more accidental that the issue 
of the modem age was to find one of its indexes in the most decisive 
contradiction of the Incarnation: the beginning of pantheistic .inspiration 
in Giordano Bruno. 

There are no witnesses to changes df epoch. The epochal tuIning 
is an imperceptible frontier, bound to no crucial date or event. But 
viewed differentially, a threshold marks itself off, which can be as
certained as something either not yet arrived at or already crossed. 
Hence it is necessary; as will be done here for the epOchal threshold 
leading to the modeITI age, to exanline at least two witnesses: the 
Cusan [Nicholas of Cusa1 who still stands before this threshold, and 
the Nolan [Giordano Bruno of Nola], who has already left it behind; 
the Cardinal, who relates to the threshold through his concern for the 
endangered continuance ofhis system, and the heretic, who is certain, 
in his triumphant backward glance, of having crossed it_ However, 
these examinations could not become <experience' of history if they 
did not satisfY the transcendental principle according to which the 
alteration of appearances refers us to something persistent {das Be
harrliche: Kant's requirement], which, to be sure, in the case of historical 
consideration only needs to be somethiflg relatively longer lasting, as 
described earlier. This is why one of the preconditions for attaining 
clarity in relating docnines to one another, and thus in differentiating 
them, is the possibility of demonstrating, through dissection, an identical 
fundamental system of elementary assertion needs, notions of the 
world and the self, on both sides of the threshold. 

The Cusan, the highly speculative metaphysician of the fifteenth 
century, who tries to grasp reality one more time in a consistently 
medieval fashion, and the Nolan, the escaped monk., wandering scholar, 
and failed Master of Arts of the latter part of the sixteenth century, 
who postulates and celebrates the new reality more than he grasps 

---~~~--~.-------~---~ 
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it-they can only be brought into confrontation to the extent that 
they allow us to recognize congruent position frames for their reality. 
to the extent that they pose homologous questions to which their 
answers, in spite of their mutual opposition, still relate. Only this 
differential analysis makes visible what it is that separates the positions 
on either side of the epochal threshold; it discloses what must have 
happened in order to force their incompatibility. 

Of course the admission of this assumption that the epochal threshold 
could live below the surface of chronology and the events datable by 
reference to it is irreconcilable with everything that could be useful 
to the self-consciousness of the modern age. For to grant the existence 
of this cryptic border between the ages would nevertheless mean that 
the Middle Ages and the modern age existed for a good bit of history 
intenneshed or side by side, or at any rate without phenotypical 
distinction. The demand for an identifiable point where the sheep are 
separated from the goats and the age of sheep from the age of goats 
is one that an epoch that wants to have willed itself as an epoch can 
only see fulfilled by an embodiment of this will, by a widely visible 
and effective boundary figure. Columbus and Luther, Copernicus and 
Descartes appeared to offer such a tangible quality, without finally 
meeting the need. For what the consciousness of the time had seen 
as fulfilling this inaugurative function was to be rejected by historio
graphical reason. HistOriographical cognition-how could it be other
wise? -is ill-disposed toward the notion of absolute beginnings: To 
understand history as a result of history means that every phenomenon 
has to be traced back to what 'was there all along.' The founder figures 
succumbed to the erosion inflicted on them by historiographical dil
igence. What may have seemed like the self-production of the modem 
age finally proved to be the mere point of convergence of lines of 
influence coming from the distant past. 

What finally is still there becomes the nonn of what was there all 
along. Precursors of the present are found even in the presentiments 
of the Presocratics. European history turns into a lengthy preparation 
for the modern age, exhibited, perhaps, in Pierre Duhem's monumental 
work Le syste~ne du monde [The World System] or in Edmund Busserl's 
final outline, The Crisis 0/ the European Sciences, where he has the early 
Greeks already unknowingly take the turning and set out in the direction 
that was merely to re<;eive its final definition from Descartes. Such a 
view of history, despite its consistency in the construction of its object, 
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deprives itself of the possibility of allowing validity to, and exhibiting, 
the modem age as a 'final' and unique epoch. From the point of view 
of his need for a defiant and monmnental gesture directed against 
the Middle Ages, Nietzsche was right to blame the Germans for having 
it "on their conscience that they deprived the last great age of history, 
the Renaissance, of its meaning."12. 

For under the pressure of historiographical objectification, the Re
naissance had in fact been pushed back deeper and deeper into the 
Middle Ages, had amalgamitted itself more and more with the Middle 
Ages, while a growing nmnber of 'precursors' of the supposedly specific 
accomplishments of the modern age were fOlllld in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries, indeed even in Alexandrian late antiquity. Thus 
the dark lacuna of the Middle Ages was narrowed from both sides. 
The originally two-winged symmetry of the schema of the 'story of 
salvation' [Heilsgeschichte; "tWo winged" as before. and after Christ] 
seemed to set itself up once again, on worldly premises this time. 

If, for purposes of object definition in historiography, the name of 
the modern age [die Neuzeit: the new age] contained what now was 
only a great prejudgment, then there was an irreversible contradiction 
between the self-consciousness of the epoch, especially in its explicit 
form as philosophy, and its leveling off by theory. That the figure of 
Nicholas of Cusa has attracted to itself such a degree of analytical and 
descriptive ~ttention in the half century since the editors of Friedrich 
Ueberweg's Grundriss der Geschichte der Philosophie [Outline of the History 
rgPhiwsophy] called the Cusan the "most important middle term between 
Eckhart and Leibniz" has to do with this insolvency .. 

It is not only that here was a new founder figure, one who might 
seem to correspond better to the tendency. to shift the beginning of 
the age to earlier periods; it is also that here was a different type of 
initiating gesture, one stamped by not so much the pathos of beginning 
anew and opposition to what is past as concern for what already exists, 
humility before what has already been said, and perhaps also the 
cunning of intervention through transformation, which would then 
have taken, unnoticed, its own unauthorized direction. This prototype 
had to be able to satisfy the diverging requirements of the continuity 
projected by historiography, on the one hand, and the marking off 
of epochs, on the other hand, so far as this could be done at all. The 
Cusan combines traits of medieval piety with criticism of Scholasticism 
and a new power of disposition over the tradition of antiquity. He is 
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unquestionably marked by the emerging interest in nature, and at 
the same time by anticipation of new methods by which to satisfy 
this interest. Such onsets of the new have been dissected out eagerly 
and not without overestimation of their originality and their historical 
influence. 

The attempt to localize in history the moment of the original be
ginning. the larval stage of what is to come, is ambivalent. It does 
always contain an element of justification of the final transformation, 
the upshot of things that terminates With ourselves; but at the same 
time it also contains an element of mistrust of dle reliability of a 
rationality ·that could ever have engaged in such detours and dead 
ends, and that consequendy does not escape the suspicion that its 
latest certainty of itself will have to submit to the 'epoche' and the 
future retrospective vision of a reason that has come to itself anew. 

In relation to the reason that .believes that it can make history, the 
proceedings under the heading of "epoch" become acquiescence in 
contingency. Reason's critique of itself, to the extent that it is the 
reason of past epochs, includes the expectation of repetition. While 
it is fascinating to see man liberated from the domination of inherited 
and unexamined accepted nuths, at the same time it equally endangers 
the fragile consciousness of a rationality that now can no longer admit 

. that what is elementarily rational could also be the old accepted truth. 
If the modem age was supposed to have been ushered in by a radical 
break with its past, then this always implies the admission that· it was 
only from this new beginning onward that one could think and recognize 
what should have been the real issue all along. It appears, unavoidably, 
that reason owes man no guarantee of its always being present. and 
this fact puts every present moment in a difficult situation in relation 
to what it takes to be certain. 

But a difference becomes evident in the strengths of the epochal 
systems. The strength of the medieval system lay in its not being 
oriented toward confi~ations; no 'life-worldly' success that depended 
on medieval presuppositions could ever have reinforced what made 
the medieval system strong. At the same time, however, its sensitivity 
lay in the self-contained character of its logic, which had to make 
every difficulty appear immediately as a contradiction as soon as the 
formulation of the difficulty as a question had been sufficiendysharp
ened in the continual refinement of the ·systematic structure through 
the untiring arbitration of the differences between schools and the 
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obligatory work of interpreting the canonic authors. To put it differently: 
The possibility of refutation was inhibited, was long deferred-by, for 
instance, the great effort of the Paris decree of 1277; but in return 
for that it was tied to acute liability to crisis by its daring auxiliary 
constructions. The strength of the system of the modem age, on the 
other hand, lay in its being oriented tOward continued, almost daily 
confirmations and 'life-worldly' suCcesses of its 'method.' In that way, 
it also had an amazing capacity for correction; its weakness was its 
uncertainty what 'totality' this untiring success could ever bring forth, 
and its doubt whether a disposition over its process, the possibility of 
'making history: still existed for its legitimate subject or had already 
disappeared. 

This description of the indicators of epochal thresholds is the ap
propriate context for a phenomenon that I would like to desoibe as 
that of the "seriousness that is always 'new.' " Here again Goethe is 
helpful, with his entirely uncomprehending amazement at the use of 
the term "seriousness" in the speech of the youthful contemporaries 
of the old man, who could find in them "no cheerfulness," and who 
blamed the "new age" for this: "What is more, artists and friends of 
the arts have become accustomed to the word 'seriousness'; they say 
these artists are serious, but here that means nothing more than a 
dogged persistence on the wrong path."13 The other side of the coin 
is that he who was displeased by this in tum was no longer taken 
seriously: this "Goethe with his lullaby. "14 The consciousness of a new 
seriousness puts the totality of the preceding attitudes, sympathies. 
and actions under the suspicion of frivolity; one had not yet found it 
necessary to take things so to heart, to be so particular. to want real 
knowledge. 

Where did this relativization of the seriousness of what has gone 
before one begin? Perhaps as early as Thales of Miletus's statement 
that everything is full of gods. That may have been a description 
precisely of the end state of the epoch of myth, in which the conversion 
of numinous indefiniteness into nominal definiteness seemed complete, 
everything that was unknown had been named, everything that was 
uncanny had become addressable and now had its position in the 
genealogical ordering of the things that bear names; no doubt at the 
same time it was an abbreviated way ()f expressing satiation with an 
all too cursory way of apprehending the world, with the:fruitful ease 
with which things were assumed to be explained because they had 
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names. Taken altogether, the dictum was a summing up that had to 
serve as a challenge to approach reality finany with more serious 
means, that is, with that 'theory' that caused its nocturnal executor 
to fall into the well. That it was possible to give Thales credit for the 
first prediction of an eclipse of the sun at least makes evident wh;:t.t 
was thought to have been important for the 'new seriousness' following 
on a world of names and stories-namely, to deal with the prior 
indications of what was to be feared or hoped for in such a way that 
they in turn became something indicated in advance. One consequence 
is that-according to the anecdote related by Plato-from the other 
side, from the still mythical sphere of the Tbracian maid, the astron
omer's 'new seriousness,' which he pays for with the fall into the well, 
calls forth only resounding laughter. 15 The beglnning of the postmythical 
attitude to the world has the form of a seriousness that is full of effort, 
and that throws into relief the loss of sleep and the danger to life and 
limb that it involves. The laughter of the Thracian maid must, for its 
part, have seemed comical to the philosopher, even after his fall, as 
an attitude that was all too superficial and carefree in comparison 
with the seriousness that reality seemed to him to call for. 

Comparable evidence for the change of epoch from antiquity to 
the Middle Ages would be easy to produce. Here, unexpectedly, a 
lack of concern about one's own happiness [or salvation: ReilJ appears 
as characteristic of ancient life: a frivolous credulity toward the world, 
insofar as, through a failure to recognize its stigmata of unhappiness 
[Unheil}, it has been trusted as the 'cosmos.' The early Christian literature 
is saturated with scorn for the false serenity of this trust in the world 
and of its forgetfulness with regard to transcendence. 

And this same basic pattern of contrasting one's 'new seriousness' 
with the past is repea~d when the modern age, at its commencement, 
reproaches prior ages with the credulity of prejudice, with being ob
livious to the world and neglectful of the experiences nearest at hand. 
To have relied on the world management of a hidden God looks like 
a sheer lack of prudence and care in an existence that is brief but 
correspondingly all the more in need of being secured. The nature 
that had been left uninvestigated emerges as not only a previously 
exposed flank of the art of living but also an inexhaustible source of 
material, subject to man's demiurgic power, to which no attention 
had been paid. The laboriosa vigilia llaborious wakefulness] that Descartes 
recommends in the last paragraph of the first of his Meditations is. 
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once agam., the tension of an extreIIle seriousness, which resolutely 
leaves behind it the past sleepiness and negligence in perceiving pos
sibilities and in overcoming precipitateness of both judgment and action. 
To Bacon, the bygone interest in extraordinary phenomena in nature 
seems misguided to the extent that extraordinariness is supposed to 
be indicative of a transcendent violation of nature's regularity
misguided, then, as a form of the inquisitive industriousness (curiosa 

industria) that had amused itself with nature's unseriousness, with its 
supposed playfulness (lusus naturae), instead of showing itself to be 
capable of dealing with nature's serious usefulness (seria utilitas) by 
relying on the thoroughgoing lawfulness of its phenomena. The im
putation of a voluntaristic background to nature becomes the equivalent 
of the conjecture, characteristic of all magic, that it is possible to 
intervene cunningly in the way that things happen. Now, just as it 
came to be intolerable to think that man could be a plaything, it 
became equally intolerable that he should be able to play. Part of 
Bacon's program is to reduce the miracula naturae {marvels of nature] 
to the strictness of forma and lex [pattern and lawl in that, in their 
oddness, they merely represent the uncommon coincidence (concursus 
rarns) of regularities. These extreme cases were there only for the 
sharpening and invigoration of the mind, not for its gratification.16 

A stigma like that of the epoch-making 'new seriousness' is not 
only available for rhetorical employment; it is also capable of simulation. 
The attitude with which 'history' seems to tum away from what is 
definitively a thing of the past, as its former frivolity, can be 'fabricated.' 
It can provide itself with anachronistic opposition figures to be aban
doned to ridicule solely for the purpose of self-validation, of rendering 
new pretensions serious. People had to make the 'bourgeois' ridiculous, 
as philistine, 'irrelevant: and narrow-minded, in order to obtain as
surance, in support of aesthetic or political projects, of the end of his 
epoch - at the same time that, as the 'late bourgeois,' he was busy 
assimilating everything that till then had been. unbourgeois and ac
complishing, under the cover of his 'downfalls,'· a stupendous feat of 
integration. The imperturbability that had been drawn as one feature 
of his image was not only a weakness; the ay that now everything 
is at stake, the final decision is at hand, quickly makes deaf the people 
whom it is meant to rouse. 

The perspective of the epoch-making setting off of the 'new seri
ousness' against its contrasting background perhaps most nearly enables 
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us to understand what it is in the figure of the Cusan that has irritated 
his interpreters. He actualizes for the last time'the basic feature of the 
medieval system: the freely self-supporting speculative construction 
derived from the attributes of the divinity-no longer, however; with 
the full confidence of Scholasticism but rather with concern about ,its 
decline. This is why this thought structure is impervious to the con
tradictions that it elevates into its own distinguishing feature, that, in 
a. mystical gesture, it anticipates. 

Hans-Georg Gadamer has opposed my characterization of the Cusan 
as a figure of "concern about the Middle Ages"; he says that I"fail, 
to some extent, to appreciate the magnificent ease [or carefree manner: 
Leichtigkeitl with which the Cusan newly appropriates and transforms 
the entire heritage of Scholastic and ancient thought. "11 I take this 
reproach very seriously because it touches the fimdamental subject of 
the change of epoch, since there is no way to eliminate an ultimate 
doubt whether this "ease" is the final and classical intensification of 
the principle on which the medieval, system was constructed or whether 
it is only in a final and almost desperate effort that it demonstrates 
this ability, thus exposing itself without any defense against the coming 
'new seriousness.' 

It is not only that the Cusan is attractive to a consciousness disturbed 
by the questionable aspects of its own epoch that allows us to gather 
what changes have occurred in the need for an epochal boundary 
figure. His new inclinations too, which all too often are already taken 
as belonging to the modern age, and which at least prepare its way, 
after all do belong to a man who, in not only his external position as 
a prince of the Church but also the unbrokenness ofhis piety, is entirely 
rooted in the Middle Ages and seems bound by their safeguards. As 
soon as it was possible for the question to arise whether precisely 
what was new in the modern age should not be held responsible for 
the epoch's later experiences of internal and external human destruc
tion, something like a soothing proof of genealogical extraction could 
present itself: If a medieval mind already showed itself capable of 
such' conceptions, perhaps no great revision would' be necessary in 
order to bring the epoch back to its legitimate dimensions. 

It is not a 'result' of the research that has centered on the CUSail 
for, more than half a century that it was possible for him to 'turn out' 
to be a protagonist of the ITIOdern age. The interest in him is itself 
guided by the need to relate this phase of history' more readily to 
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what preceded it and to make it less accessible to the reproach, which 
draws strength from the supposed consequences of the age, that it 
abandoned a proven model of the European style of existence wantonly 
and for the sake of problematic gains. A motive of unsecured legiti
mation is involved in this interest. It pT0pels the search for a sphere 
of origin that lies far from the historical break and from the posture 
accompanying that break. The question of the Cusan's 'modernity' 
promises to open up access to the problem of the legitimacy of the 
modern age as well. The solution that suggests itself is, with the help 
of this early ancestor, to find in the wrong the consciousness of the 
modern age, which arose from the will to break with tradition and 
formed itself in opposition to the Middle Ages, but at the same time 
to find a new sort of legitimacy in the continuity and substantial 
constancy that the modem age concealed frOIn itself and is now, un
covered. It would be the kind of legitimacy that is always longed for, 
the legitimacy of ingenuousness, of the matter of course that has no 
need of justification. It is not the historicial 'substance,' then, but only 
the special epochal consciousness that was imposed upon it that would 
have to be revised-and that woul~ indeed already be revised by the 
historical demonstration. 

These implications of the choice of the Cusan as the precursor of 
the modern age will have to be opposed here- What I object to is not 
the failure to choose the 'correct' founder figure. Rather it is the 
assumption (which has brought about the need or expectation) that 
there can or must be such an 'epoch-making' thinker or actor. It is 
true that we must proceed from the assumption that man makes 
history-who else should make it for him?-but what we can discover 
in history is not identical with what haS been 'made' to ocCUr at any 
given t4ne. For in relation to actions that could have 'made history'
whether of the discredited 'great men' or, more recently, of the masses 
that are defuied by their economic conditions-the element of inter
ference always supervenes. In the realm of ideas, this has brought 
historians to the resigned confirmation of the 'misunderstandings' that 
dominate histories of the reception of ideas and that occasionally can 
be described as "fruitful." The principle that man makes history cer
tainly does not mean that what is made depends solely on the intentions 
and the precepts as a result of and according to which it was produced_ 

As long as history was only what can be found in annals and chron
icles, in treaties and proclamations, there was no need to deny that 

_.,._-' .... ---~ ....• ---- ---_.---- -------_ .. _----
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legal instruments and public papers do.cument. hew histery was 'made.' 
It is net the change in the agents to' whem the responsibility far histary 
cauld and shauld be assigned that altered aur assumptiens here. What 
cut deeper was a change in the cancept bf histary that no. langer 
allawed an unambiguous ceordinatian af intentians with effects,.af 
matives with transfarmations. As lang as such a caordIDatian seemed 
passible, it cauld be said that with the Revolutiones Capernicus braught 
abaut the changed view cf the werld that was impcrtant to' him; that 
Descartes produced from the mative af absalute daubt the effect ef 
absolute certainty; and that the Cusan, too, by drawing up the pregram 
af 'imprecisian,' became the evercemer af the Middle Ages that he 
shauld have understead himself to be. Our picture of histary is being 
emptied ef 'events' that can be dated and attributed to. agents in this 
way, like the event af Navember 5, 1937, recerded in the fateful 
"Hassbach minutes""-and even here the precisely dated, tangible 
event turns out to. be an eppartunity to' observe rhetorical preparatians 
fer a surprise attack with respect to. which everything decisive stretched 
eut ahead ef it in a ramified system ef cenditiening and cenditiened 
factars. The artificial datability ef the fateful 'actien af a century' is 
an exetic case in which reality is hermetically sealed aff. 

The distinctien between the subject of histary, who. is supposed to. 
. be able to. 'make' it, and his ebject, which is supposed to. be 'made' 
by him, can new be braught to a peint in the fallawing way as well: 
Man dees indeed make histery, but he daes nat make epechs. This 
is a deductien net from the admirable principle that the whale is 
greater than the sum of its parts but more nearly frem the reverse, 
that it is less than them; that is to. say, it is nat the equivalent ef actien. 
Actien takes place within the herizon ef the histerically pessible; but 
its effect is net the arbitrarily, accidentally 'totally ether,' either. The 
effect also. eccurs in a centext ef the reciprocal interactien ef syn
chrenicity and ncnsynchrcnicity, cf integrative and destructive inter
dependence. An epech is the sum tctal ef all the interferences between 
actions and what they 'make.' In this sense-that actions and outcomes 
are nat capable afunambigueus caardinatian-we have to recognize 
that histary 'makes itself.' What we grasp in the patterns of history 
is mere the outcomes than the agents. 

So. also. in this case af the Cusan and the Nolan. Neither 'made an 
epoch'; neither is a faunder figure. Hewever, both are distinguished 
by their relatian to the epachal threshold. That threshald is campre-

i 
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hended not with.them or in them but by interpolation between them. 
That is the difference between the guiding method here and the trusty 
procedure of weighing and playing off philosophical systems against 
one another. The familiar comparison of systems is symmetrical across 
its axis: the location of the systems in time remains contingent. If one 
mentally places the Cusan and the Nolan side by side, it immediately 
becomes evident that they cannot have stood side by side in reality. 
The impossibility of substituting one system for the other is due to 
their respective relations to the epochal threshold. The comparison 
between the systems of the Cusan and the Nolan that was presented, 
in one of the earliest documents of research on the Cusan, by F. J. 

, Clemens, a lecturer at Bonn, could not grasp this fact. 18 In spite of 
this work's keen ear for the 'linguistic kinship' between the two thinkers, 
we can no longer follow the path of that treatise because it sought to 
make the Nolan into the somewhat dusky foil for the luminous form 
of the Cusano To that extent, this treatise from the middle of the 
nineteenth century is a piece of late Romanticism. 

The most instructive point of difference between the Cusan's relation 
to the epochal threshold and the Nolan's can be gathered from the 
attitudes of the two speculative metaphysicians to the questions as
sociated with the Copernican reform. The pre-Copernican character 
of Nicholas of Cusa is just as specific to his thought system, insofar 
as it is 'not yet' modern, as is the post-Copernican character of Giordano 
Bruno, insofar as it is not a mere assent to an astronomical theory 
but rather an elevation of it into the guiding principle of cosmological 
and anthropological metaphysics. The Copernican reform' represents 
a systematic point of reference for both thought systems that at the 
same time makes obvious the impossibility of exchanging their historical 
positions. 

The Cusan neither anticipated the Copernican turning as an event 
in the realm of theory nor even had a presentiment of it. But he had 
a sensitivity for those presuppositions that, while they did not make 
a change like the Copernican one a historical necessity, could indeed 
define the meaning, for man's understanding of himself and the world, 
of its entry into history. One probably does not miss Nicholas of Cusa's 
intention if one describes him as wanting to equip the spiritual substance 
'by and for which he lived with flexibility so as to enable it to deal 
with what had not been foreseen and could not be foreseen in such 
an alteration of the view of the world. For the Nolan, the Copernican 
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reform has indeed been accomplished and counts for him as an un
questionable truth, but it has not yet been made ·to speak for man; 
it is still confined in the technicallanguage-w4at was to him the 
monstrous technical language-of mathematical astronomy, which 
could only veil the necessity for radically rethinking the premises. of 
man's existence and for destroying the system in whiCh he believed 
himself to be secure. 

Both of them, the Cusan as much as the Nolan, have their unex
pressed 'reserved thoughts.' They differ in the degree not to which 
these thoughts were unspoken but to which they could not be spoken, 
or, still more clearly, in their relations to the possible ways of 'putting 
something into words.' If it was said of the Cusan that he kept, "so 
to speak, an index of forbidden innermost thoughts,"19 then the strict
ness with which these ideas were excluded is certainly disproportion
ately greater for him than for Giordano Bruno, whose way of life, as 
a vagabond "outcast" from Church and society, not only offers the 
appearance of intimacy with forbidden things but: also delights in 
propagating what is intellectually shocking. It is not enough to make 
this a matter of national temperament, to see the one as Iilade to 
seek "not radical impact, but harmonizing synthesis, ":10 and the other 
as abandoned to the dismemberment of life and thought. That some
-thing was still possible for. the one that was to become unaccomplishable 
for the other-namely the compatibility of contradictions as a world 
principle, represented in the saving datum of the Incarnation-was 
not a matter of differing degrees of readiness for faith or of dHfering 
talents for fate but of what was still or was no longer historically 
possible. 

My attempt to comprehend anew the basis and the background of 
Giordano Bruno's annihilating fate and of his influence21 may at the 
same time bring out more clearly what Nicholas of Cusa may have 
been minded to overcome, or at least to allay. 

Translator's Notes 

a. The eUSaIl is Nicholas of (;usa; the Nolan is Giordano Brono (of Nola), It should' also be 
noteo;i that "aspect" includes, among its various senses, the astronomical (and astrological) idea 
of the configuration of various heavenly bodies at a particular time. 

b. On "'topos' research," see translator's note b to part I, chapter 3. 

c. On "decisionism," see translator's note f to part I, chapter 8. 
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d. Kant's "first analogy" argues for the "principle of the permanence of substance" as a 
condition of the possibility of the experience of time; Critique 0/ Pure Reason, trans. Norman 
Kemp Smith (Loudon: Macmillan; New York: St. Martin's, 1929). pp. 212-217. 

e. The "Hossbach minutes" record a meeting in which Hider and his mirllsters of war and 
foreign affairs and heads of the armed forces discussed plans for forcibly annexing Austria 
and Czechoslovakia by (at the latestl1943/45. 
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The Cusan: The World as God's 
Self-Restriction 

All too often we miss in the figures of history the consciousness and 
explicitness of the crises in which we see them and in whose tenns 
we have to understand their behavior. It is also in vain that we search 
the Cusan's work for explicit evidence of his knowledge of the critical 
situation of the epoch to which he still wholly belongs. Yet the motives 
behind the effort of this work can be tmderstood only if one perceives 
in it a concern for the continuance of the medieval world. Concretely 
this means that one has to comprehend each element of this work as 
an attempt to answer those unformulated questions, whose totality 
would have defined the critical tensions in the structure of the epoch. 
The fact that it would not have been possible to formulate these 
questions, that-not accidentally-they are absent from the texts, 
constitutes our hermeneutic task. That task, here as elsewhere, consists 
in relating assertions, doctrines and dogmas, speculations and pos
tulates, as answers to questions whose projection into the background 
of what is documented is what constitutes our understanding. 

The Cusan did not formulate his concern for the continuance of 
the age. But the l.Ulity of his thought can be understood precisely and 
only on the basis of such a concern. The most definite indication of 
this fact lies in the 'systematic' effort of his work, which no longer 
has the almost naive serial unity of the Scholastic texts of the Middle 
Ages, the commentaries on the sentences, collections of questions, and 
summas. The endeavor to hold together a threatened structure leads 
directly to this 'systematic' consistency, unknown to the ancient world 
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and the Middle Ages. The three exponents of medieval reality-God, 
the universe, and man-are not set above one another in a tbree
storied structure but rather fastened together in such an inner and 
mutual dependence that we might best use the model of a 'feedback. 
system' to clarify the reaction of any change .in one element on ~e 
others. Here the treatment is not motivated only by a: desire to lay 
claim to completeness; rather the substantial reference to one another 
of the aspects of theology, anthropology, and cosmology under dis
cussion determines the thought process. ill this system of correlatedness, 
the classical hierarchical ordering of objects no longer exists. Instead, 
anyone of the threee aspects can be taken as the point of departure 
for the understanding of the whole. 

The crisis-laden self-dissolution of the Middle Ages can be linked 
to the systematic relations in the metaphysical triangle: man, God, 
world. This presupposes an ambivalence in Christian theology. On the 
one hand, theology's theme is anthropocentric: The biblical God's concern, 
within history and beyond its eschatological invalidation, for man's 
salvation is transformed with the help of the received Stoic idea of 
pronoia [providence] into an idea of world government and the coor
diriation of nature, history. and man, which is fully unfolded in the 
Scholastic system of pure rationality. On the other hand, there is the 
theocentric motive: the dissolution of Scholastic rationality through the 
exaggeration of the transcendence, sovereignty, hiddenness, fear
someness· of its God. The first motive holds the metaphysical triangle 
of theology, anthropology, and cosmology together; the second tears 
it apart. The ability of the second motive to prevail shows at the same 
time that the systematic consistency of the structure constituted by 
the first motive is insufficient, that it is superficially harmonized 
heterogeneity. 

It is here that the Cusan appears to lay hold; he attempts to yoke 
the basic theological motives, both of them recognized as legitimate, 
into a structure that is tenable on its own account. It is just this that 
one can only characterize as the attempt, arising from or at least 
corresponding to the situation, to save the Middle Ages out of the 
substance and with the spiritual means of the epoch itseI£ 

The Cusan's intellectual accomplishment can be developed entirely 
from the urgency of this starting point: the maintenance, indeed in
tensification, of the element of divine transcendence, but at the same 
time the advancement both of man and the cosmos toward the qualities 

---------------
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of this transcendence. From this follows his holding fast to the over
coming of the Aristotelian epistemology with its idea of a conceptuality 
'taken from' the objects themselves-that is, his holding fast to the 
critical achievements of nominalism, as he had no doubt become 
acquainted with them in the school of the Brethren of the Common 
Life at Deventer-but at the saxne time his removal of the new theory 
of concepts from the mere functionality of an economic expedient in 
favor of acknowledging the authentic and specific dignity of the human 
systematic comprehension of reality. And also from this follows his 
holding fast to the destruction of the Scholastic cosmos of levels
indeed his resolutely pushing forward beyond that to the suspension 
of that Platonic remainder in the Aristotelian cosmology, which had 
consisted iIi the separation between the. supralunar and the sublunar 
worlds. l At the same time. however, in: and in spite of this leveling 
off, there follows his enrichment of the object called "the world" with 
new significance, with interrogatability, with a metaphysical dignity 
that in many ways anticipates the tone of Giordano Bruno. 

If one wanted to formulate as a tendency the Cusan's concem
which appears in the form described and sustains the whole work, 
though it is never expressed therein -one would have to say in a 
modernized vocabulary that this tendency is conservative without hav
ing any inclination toward restoration. The Cusan does not want to 
go back to the level of organization, whiCh today is again occasionally 
attractive, of the High Scholasticism of the thirteenth century; he must 
have seen and acknowledged the inevitableness of the subsequent 
critique of that formation. But he had evidendy taken exception to 
the merely reductive Character of this process; he did not believe that 
his age could exist on the mere 'remnants' of the 'high' phase that 
preceded it. The constructive effort, even violence, is palpable in the 
very language; but the importaticin of new vividness, after the SCholastic 
centuries of continuously increasing abstraction. was not successful. 
On the contrary, the wealth of neologisms conceals for the most part 
only the iteration and involution of the degree of abstraction already 
arrived at But that in itself is an index of the insolubility of the 
imagined problem, that of saving the Middle Ages. From the point 
of view of our formulations, everything depends on seeing that thls 
failure was not accidental. 

To define more closely the spiritual situation-and thus the task
with which the Cusan was confronted, it is necessary to remember 
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the close proximity of intensification of metaphysical transcendence 
to skeptical resignation with respect to immanence. In the history of 
philosophy, this had become tmexpectedly evident for the :first time
and, even today, it is often still not understood-when within one 
school generation, dogmatic Skepticism 'broke out' in the Platonic 
Academy. But the transition from the assertion that the Ideas are 
unreachably transcendent, that only mystical! esoteric access to them 
is possible, to the dogmatic assertion that true knowledge or knowledge 
of the truth is impossible is a tiny and, moreover, a thoroughly logical 
step. The distance involved is overestimated only by those in whom, 

. in contrast to a highly intensified metaphysics of Ideas, any sort of 
skepticism only strikes terror- then, of course, one cannot see how 
close together the two things are logically. 

Apart from the Bible, the root of the medieval concept of tran
scendence is above all Neoplatonic. The conception of transcendence 
deriving from Platonism can be traced back to a spatial schema in 
which the primary assertion about the Ideas is that they are nothing 
in or of this world but rather are located outside and apart from it; 
on the other hand, the biblical 'transcendence' of God is more a 
temporal state of affairs, insofar as God's crucial presence for the 
world and for man either is an exemplary and comforting past-from 
the Creation up to the interventions in the history of the Chosen 
People-or else is still impending as His eschatological becoming pres
ent to men, which will put everything in order. The biblical God 
Himself withholds Himselfin His transcendence, so as to make possible 
faith as the attitude of submission' and thus at the same time as the 
condition of the retraction of His withholding of Himsel£ This sort of 
transcendence is thus an intrahistorical reservation; it can be canceled 
in eschatology and thus is not 'substantial' It can be related only to 
a process, not to a static system. With the reception of ancient meta
physics, this idea must be reharnessed, as it were, from the temporal 
horizontal into the spatial vertical and must be interpreted as the 
difference between what is of the cosmos and what is not. This relating 
of theological transcendence to the schema of the finite ancient cosmos 
signifies, among other things, the vulnerability of this conception in 
relation to any possibility of a nonfinite cosmology. I! 

To transcendence as a process there corresponds transcending as 
the pursuit of what withdraws itself, the pursuit pictured by the Cusan 
as venatio sapientiae, as the hunt not only for wisdom but also of wisdom 
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for its object. The procedure of such transcendmg was described once 
and for all by the NeoplatoIrist Plotinus in the third century A.D. as 
the procedure of iterating a rational accomplishment: "As he who 
wants to see intelligible nature sees without any sense representation 
that which goes beyond the sensible, so also he who wants to see what 
goes beyond the intelligible will see it only after the surrender of 
everything intelligible, since while he does first learn through the latter 
that the fonner exists, he forgoes learning what it is."8 It is always a 
matter of going beyond an already attamed step by the formal means 
appropriate to that step. The Cusan does not so much oppose his 
'transmysticism' of the Non-aliud [the Not-Othed to any Platonizing 
mysticism that defines God as the entirely other as he sets the one 
upon the other. 

He opposes to and superimposes upon the plunge into the all
extinguishing obscurity of the mystical experience of God the 'method' 
of doeta ignorantia [learned ignorance]. "The better one knows that one 
cannot know this, the more knowing one will be. '>4 The condition is 
understood as instruction in an accomplishment. Ignorance can in fact 
be known better or worse or not at all-merely accepted as the mis~ 
fortune of the pretension to truth-whereas here transcendence is 
understood as a challenge; not yet, indeed, as the challenge to turn 
away from.something futile and apply oneself to the knowable in its 
defined possibility and in the method by which it is accessible but 
rather as the instruction to construct limit concepts of knowledge that, 
so to spe~ hedge about and protect the immanence of what is know
able, and, moreover, limit concepts from. the point of view of which 
a very definite confidence is reflected into the realm of immanence. 

"Knowing ignorance" justifies not only itself but also the knowledge 
of that about which not only ignorance can become knowing. The 
natural predisposition of man to want to know, which was laid down 
in the first sentence of Aristode's Metaphysics, cannot be a delusion. 
On the contrary. it is the key to the turning of docta ignorantia toward 
man's understandmg of himself. "Mira res: Intellectus scire desiderat" 
[A remarkable thing: The intellect desires knowledge]. If this fact is 
so surprising, how then does the contradiction get resolved between 
the fact that reason longs for knowledge and the futility of its effort 
to arrive at knowledge of the essence of its God, in which itis forced 
to give itself up and which it nevertheless cannot give up? The Cusan's 
answer: This reason would not be satisfied with itself if it were the 
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image of such a slight and imperfect Cr.eator ~at He could have been 
greater and more perfect.5 Here the fact begins to emerge that the 
idea of being 'in the image o£ .. " which is necessarily the basic idea 
of any theological anthropology, enables one, indeed requires one, 
continually to couple the intensification of transcendence with the 
intensification of immanence-which means the intehsmcation of 
anthropology and cosmology. 

This clasping together by means of the image idea reveals the crucial 
device with which the Cusan holds together the structure ofhis system. 
The same thing that is achieved for anthropology by the image relation 
is accomplished for cosmology by the schema of compluatw and explicatio 
[complication and explication; literally: folding together and unfolding]. 
As an example of how the limit ideas of transcendence reflect on 
immanence, let me cite a passage in which the Cusan takes as his 
point of departure the definition of God as the Not-Other, the Non
aliud. All beings derive this very characteristic, that they are nothing 
other than what they are, from the fact that God defines them as 
such; but beyond this they also derive from Him, as the Not-Other, 
the fact that they do not beget something- different in kind from 
themselves but rather something similar.6 The principle, already es-

- tablished by Aristode, of eidetic constancy, the sole 'conservation prin
dple' of Aristotelianism, is detached here from hylemorphistic 
metaphysics and elevated to the status of an absolute principle of the 
self-conservation of what is worldly.-Thus when_ the Cusan transformed 
the transcendence of the 'Entirely Other' into that of the 'Not-Other,' 
he employed a linguistic step with the appearance of a mystical end 
in itself as a means of extracting from the world's having been rendered 
insecure vis-a.-vis its absolute principle an element: of stabilization of 
the world in its continuance and comprehensibility for rr..an. But such 
an element would have had to be important to him if he had the 
central concern that we impute to him. 

The systematic conflict between transcendence and rationality tra
verses the history of medieval Scholasticism, which, on the one hand, 
was committed to carrying out the program of the proofs of God's 
existence and natural knowledge of God and, on the other hand., was 
obligated to promote the intensification of the transcendence of its 
God Anselm of Canterbury's (1 033 -1109} 'ontological proof' of God's 
existence from His concept already makes the antinomy manifest, 
since the concept of a highest being must be definable from positive 
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predicates only, but the idea of transcendence precisely denies and 
excludes such predicates. Anselm conceals this dilemma in his Proslogion, 
in whose first chapter he offers his much disputed proof, while in the 
fifteenth chapter he speaks of two concepts of God, a rational one 
defined by the intensification of what is thinkable to the point of 
insurpassability and a transcendent orie requiring one to go beyond 
the limits of what is thinkable. Transcendence withdraws the concept 
from definability: "Ergo Domine, non solum es quo maius cogitari 
nequit sed es quiddam maius quam cogitari possit" [Therefore, Lord, 
You are not only that than which it is impossible to conceive anything 
greater, You are something greater than can be conceived]. But that 
means that the God Who could be proved to exist is not yet the God 
that the religious sense calls for. Only an 'ex post facto' reinterpretation 
of the concept, a projection of rationality into transcendence, makes 
this distinction disappear. Similar processes are found again and again 
in Scholasticism. The cosmological proof, which it favored, leads to a 
world cause, which as the final instance of the causal chain remains 
within the connectedness of the world. Here more than a projection 
is necessary in order, first of all, to identify the world cause with the 
limit concept of thought and then, once again, to undertake Anselm's 
substitution of the highest thinkable thing for something beyond 
thought. This is what happens in the identification of Aristode's un
moved mover-which after all can only provide for the processes of 
a world given from eternity-with the Creator of this world, the 
identification that Thomas Aquinas (1226-1274) undertakes. Thus the 
·Creator' becomes a limiting case of the 'mover' function. What can 
be proved in this manner to exist belongs to the connectedness of the 
world, to which, however, it should not belong if the proof is to fulfill 
its .systematic function. . 

It is against this theon:tical praxis that the reaction of mysticism, 
nominalism, and the Devolw modernd/ is directed: the voluntarization 
and the exaggeration of negative language. For the Cusan's very con
scious, even mannered, linguistic constructions, what is important is 
not only the reflection on language and its insufficiency developed by 
mysticism but also his discernible effort not to take part in the mere 
negativity of the language of mysticism. Characteristic of this - to 
remain yet a moment in the connection with Anselm-is the peculiar 
transformation the Cusan gave to the ontological argument in one of 
his sermons: He identifies the concept of a first principle of which it 
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cannot be thought that it does not exist with ~e truth as the primary 
object of thought that must exist even if it is only'to be claimed of 
some proposition-even if it were the proposition that God does not 
exist-that it is true, which, however, is certainly a claim that belongs 
to the essence of such propositions. Since God, he says,is this truth, 
the primary and necessary object of thought, what is asserted in any 
proposition at all, and particularly in propositions about Him, is a 
matter of complete indifference. For the condition of the possibility 
of any proposition as something laying claim to truth is presupposed 
as real in this proposition itseI£ "Beyond all opposition and contra
diction, therefore, God exists, Who by either of two contradictory 
judgments is seen necessarily to exist. »7 

This is an exemplary instance of the Cusan's device of the coincidentia 
oppositorum [coincidence of opposites1- This device makes· logical an
titheses into marks of world-bound language, which lead· outward 
beyond world-boundness precisely by negating their perceptual con
tents. In this process, language is a medium that can only be brought 
into relation to the truth by taking itself as provisional and tending 
continually toward the point of its self-suspension. Imagination and 
language reflect one another from the point of view of the limiting 
case of their self-suspension; but this is no longer an act of medieval 
humility, no. longer the sacrijicium inteliectus [sacrifice of the intellect] 
in view of the mysteries of faith, but rather a quasi-experimental 
procedure of continually renewed testing of the boundary of tran
scendence. Every negative theology that revels in the realms of what 
cannot be said immediately draws upon itself the objection that really 
there is nothing that one needs to say or can say once one has described 
God as what is absolutely inaccessible. But the Cusan's procedure sees 
an essential difference between muteness and falling silent. The lan
guage and system of metaphor that he developed for Mcta ignorantia 
do not represent a state of knowledge but a praxis, a method, a path 
to a certain sort of attitude. They draw intuition into a process, in 
which at first it is able to follow linguistic instructions, for example, 
to imagine doubling the radius of an arbitrarily chosen circle and then 
to imagine it as expanding continuously in this way_ But at a certain 
point, the instruction passes over into what can no longer be executed, 
for example, to think. of the radius of the· circle as the greatest one 
possible or as infinite, in which case the curvature of the circle (which 
decreases as the radius increases) approaches identity with the curvature 
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of a straight line, so that the circle's radius and its circumference 
coincide. The point is to make transcendence something that one can 
'experience' as the limit of theoretical accomplishment and for that 
very reason as a challenge to heterogeneous Illodes of accomplislunent. 

The explosive material of such use of 'metaphors -of explosion' is 
the concept of infinity. Its most _influential model was the formula 
from the ostensibly Hermetic BooR: o/the Twenty-Four Mastcrs,8 according 
to which God is the infinite sphere whose center is everywhere and 
whose circumference is nowhere: "Deus est sphaera infinita, cuius 
centrum ubique circumferentia nusquam est." It is characteristic of 
the Cusan's endeavor to let the world participate in the 'advances' of 
the comprehension and representation of transcendence that he applies 
this formula from what was originally a purely theological speculation 
to the world as well 9 The advantage of the Inathematical construction 
for this exercise in transcendence lies in the freedom of variation of 
the given. The figure of the circle can be brought to its 'explosion' 
by having its radius conceived of as infinitely great, and its circum
ference thus identified with a straight line, but also by the instruction 
to let its radius become infinitely small, so that the circumference and 
the radius become identical in a point. The perceptible figure stands 
between the two infinities; it has, as it were, both an outward and an 
inward transcendence. 

The anthropological and cosmological correlates of this theological 
speculation-once such a correlation is assumed as a systematic prin
ciple in the metaphysical triangle-are obvious. This sort of repre
sentation of transcendence is called by the Cusan "symbolic 
investigation" ~ymbolice investigaTe), which he describes as follows: "All 
mathematical objects are finite; nor can they be imagined otherwise. 
If we -want to use something finite like that as an example by which 
to ascend to what is absolutely greatest, we must regard the finite 
mathematical figures with their characteristics and relations and then 
transfer these very relations correspondingly to infinite figures of the 
same sort. Finally, on.a yet higher level, we must tran,sfer the relation 
of the infinite figures to the infinitely Simple, which is free of any 
figure. Then only will our ignorance be incomprehensibly instructed 
as to how we have to think more correcdy and truly about the Highest, 
even if we do labor in an enigma. "10 The helpfulness of mathematics 
in grasping the difference in kind of the Divine is due to the fact that 
the construction of the coincidentia oppositoTum is formally 'imitated' 
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[nachkonstruiertl by means of this method of double transfer. At the 
same time, the procedure provides a metaphysical ground plan that 
can also be traversed in the opposite direction, in that it specifies the 
inner structure of the origin of the world as the explicatio [explication, 
unfolding] of the basic complicatio [complication, folding together1. Thus 
the reflexivity of transcendence-in other words: the continual re
translatability of theology into anthropology and consmology
continues to be secured. That a speculative theologian who was rooted 
entirely in the Middle Ages could convey impulses to the conception 
of 'world' and 'man' that press toward the end of the Middle Ages 
is grounded in this retranslatability of transcendence as he conceived 
it. 

The end of the Middle Ages-that also means overcoming the naive 
attitude to language that induces one to let an equivalent reality be 
associated with every linguistic element and that sees in this association 
a dosed circle of accomplishment. Here nominalism had first cleared 
the way critically, but only in the direction of an economically regulated 
restriction of the association function. The Cusan begins to see the 
function of language as 'instruction,' and specifically in such a way 
that language always 'fulfills' its function when it refers one outward 
from the realm of what can be discussed. To cite the modern linguistic 
critic: "My propositions serve as elucidations in the following way: 
anyone who understands me eventually recognizes them as nonsensical, 
when he has used them-as steps-to climb up beyond them .... "11 

Only with Wittgenstein's metaphor of throwing away the ladder is 
the Scholastic remainder that the Cusan did not yet see, the coordination 
of transcendence of language and transcendence of the world, defin
itively eliminated; transcendence of language for the first time really 
leads one into the world. But such an end point of the break. with the 
association function of language can hardly be understood without a 
glance back at that first escape from Scholasticism. 

The formula of docta ignorantia, of learned ignorance, whose origin 
the Cusan describes as his philosophical 'Damascus experience' during 
his sea voyage from Byzantium to Italy in 1437, unites an element of 
skeptical resignation vis-a.-vis the metaphysical pretensions of the age 
with an element of indefinite expectation of a knowledge that could 
no longer have the form it had had hitherto. Man's situation in relation 
to transcendence, where there is no hope for theory, is newly illu
minated as the prospect of understanding oneself more clearly precisely 
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in and from this perplexity. To that extent the formula, which seemed 
in its rudiments to be Illore that a millennium old, was nevertheless 
new. Augustine's pia conftssio ignorantlae, the humble confession of 
ignorance, which he had opposed to the thoughtless pretense of know 1-
edge, was precisely-not the knowledge resulting from and sought in 
the fathoming of ignorance but rather the mere point of the surrender 
of the pretension to knowledge iIi going over to faith. Precisely in the 
retention of the linguistic elements of the formula from the beginning 
to the end of the epoch, the lack of constancy and the radical change 
in its meaning emerge here. The Cusan's docta ignorantia differs from 
both Socrates's stateIIleIlt that he knows that he knows nothing and 
the scientia nihil scire fscience of not knowing], which was Seneca's term 
for the various tendencies of Skepticism. 12 The 'knm'l11. negativity' is 
different from the knowledge resulting from negativity, which philo of 
Alexandria (ca. 25 B.C. -ca. 50 A.DJ was probably the first to formulate: 
"When the God-loving soul investigates what that which exists is in 
its essence, it faIls with its investigation into the formless and th,e 
invisible, from which a highest blessing accrues to it: compreh~dllig 
that God, Whci is in HiIDseIf, is incom,prehensible to every one, and 
of seeing precisely this, that he is invisible. "13 In philo there is already 
found the definition of this positivized negativity as "seeking in itself, 
which is very much worth striving for, even without finding."14 Petrarch 
(1304-1374) was the first to use this formulation in what was no longer 
a mystical context, and made it into the basic formula for criticism 
of the Scholastic pretension to knowledge. He alone could become 
knowing who recognized himself as ignorant and therein abhorred 
himself, since the painful insight into 9ne's own backwardness is the 
point of departure for its overcoming.!~ 

One recognizes the ambivalence of this basic idea; on the one hand, 
it leads to the humble resignation vis-a.-vis immanence that leaves 
everything to the Divinity, the leap of faith of the self-sacrificing intellect, 
while on the other hand, it leads to becoming conscious of a factual
and thus always objectionable and worth changing-state of knowledge. 
This was what was entirely lacking in Scholasticism, which seemed, 
in each of its representatives, to stand at the end of the summation 
process of what is humanly knowable. With the Cusan there begins 
a recollection of the unknown, no longer only in order to reject the 
presumptuousness of the pretension to knowledge but also at the same 
time to refer to the still unknown scope for the expansion of knowledge. 
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The reproach that the Middle Ages had ascribed the character of 
definitiveness and completeness to their state ofki:towledge and thereby 
crippled in themselves the will to theoretical progress and the ac
knowledgment of new experiences is part of the arsenal of the early 
modern age's critical distancing from its past; to have expressed it 
was more characteristic and more effective for thinkeI"S of FranciS 
Bacon's type than even the advances that they could claim to have 
made in science. Rousseau was to generalize this reproach as cultural 
criticism and to speak of the good fortune of ignorance (l'heureuse 
ignorance), which protects us from the disappointments that come with 
the corrections to our supposed knowledge. In his letter to Voltaire 
dated September 10, 1755, he writes that what we do not know harms 
US less than what we think. we know. "If we had not pretended to 

know that the earth does not tum, then no one would have punished 
Galileo for having said that it turns. "16 

Of course the critical potential of doeta ignorantia was not exhausted 
by the Cusan; it was only set out as the capacity to reflect on the 
surpass ability of the state of knowledge at any time. But that this 
humility does not tum into the resignation of definitive finitude, that 
it allows one to see systematic stabilization as a possible exhaustion 
of the will to know, is the unrest that it restores to the age. 1

? 

. Instructive evidence regarding the direct challenge of doeta ignorantia 
to Scholasticism is the opposition that it provoked from the Heidelberg 
professor Johann Wenck von Herrenberg in his polemic De' ignota 
litteratura [On Ignorant Erudition]. Wenck resists the introduction of a 
novel cognitive procedure, that of the comprehension-uncompre
hending, and resulting from this incomprehension -of the incompre
hensible: "Quomod,o ergo in hac vita incomprehensibilia 
incomprehensibiliter apprehenderemusi" [Now how in this life were 
we to understand incomprehensible things incomprehensibly?] In this 
life there are for man only two sorts of c.omprehension, namely, .iIi 
conceptS and in images. For knowledge of God, man was assigned, 
in the thirteenth chapter of the first Letter to the Corinthians, knowledge 
through reflection and riddle [through a glass, darklyl What is feared 
here, as so often in relation to a mystical theology, is the effacement 
of horizontal/temporal transcendence by the supposed possibility of 
being able to displace in the vertical the boundary of the Divinity's 
concealment. The eschatological condition of blessed contemplation, 
the visio beatifica, which is held in reserve for man and so must at 
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present, in statu viae [en route], be withheld from him, could be an
ticipated or usurped if the possibilities of knowledge were demarcated 
less strictly. IS 

The assumption that knowledge proceeding by way of concept and 
symbol to contemplation is limited by the eschatological reservation 
was the common property of Scholasticism. It is also the basis of the 
peculiarly statIc character of Scholasticism's conception of the human 
possession of knowledge as a stock that was completed in the tradition 
and only needs to be arranged and defended ever anew. This context 
makes clear how it is that the Cusan's conception, in spite of its 
indubitably conservative intention, was de facto directed against me
dieval spirituality's basic attitude. This becomes particularly conspicuous 
where the' Cusan seems to comply with the restriction to concepts and 
images as the only possible alternatives by himself spealOng in images. 
These carried-over descriptions are not the sort that refer to a static 
state of affairs, as had been presupposed by the Middle Ages' classical 
doctrine of the figurative sense of a text. 19 The Cusan's 'symbols' are 
precisely not of the kind that signify or even reveal a particular hidden 
state of affairs; rather-as I already tried to express by characterizing 
them as "exploding metaphors" -they are figurations of a 'method, 
models from which a rule can be derived that can be applied and 
repeated in continually new operations. 

At bottom, in spite of Grabmann's two-volume and incomplete 
work, b there never was such a thing as a Scholastic method. The 
transposition of the modern concept of method to the Middle Ages 
belongs among the supposedly just:ifjring deobscurifications of the Mid
dle Ages that were long held to be necessary. What was called the 
Scholastic method consists simply of formal prescriptions for disputation 
and the composition of treatises. It is not an epistemological method. 
The imputation of a method presupposes that the stock of knowledge 
can be amplified by the application of definite rules; the concept of 
method is related to the concept of progress-not necessarily to the 
concept of an infinite progress, but potentially so. 

Here lies the heart of the difference between Wenck. and the Cusano 
The assertion of the possibility-even if only a presumptive 'one
that one could open up new regions to knowledge, could displace the 
fixed boundaries of the hitherto existing stock. of knowledge into the 
region of the unknown, always implies an attack on the eschatological 
reservation. The idea of infinite progress is not the 'secularization' of 
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Christian eschatology; vice versa, when this conception became possible, 
when its preconditions came into view, temporal transcendence-the 
eschatological future-ceased to be The Promise. It lost its compel
lingness as a possibility of heterogeneous fulfillment of the human 
desire for happiness and truth. Here Wenck. went entirely astray in. 
his arguments when he held it against the Cusan that dada ignorantia 
deprived the natural cognitive striving of the consciousness that it could 
be satisfied, by reducing the terminus ad quem [end point} of the re
alization of knowledge to. infinite shades and approximations. With 
his appeal to the first sentence of Aristotle's Metaphysics, according to 
which all men by nature desire knowledge, Wenck. thinks he intervenes 
directly against the eusan and m favor of confirmable progress in the 
acquisition of knowledge; but he fails to see that Scholasticism under 
the authority of this sentence could perfectly well rest content With 
the static inherited stock. of knowledge. 

It was yet to become evident, in connection with Descartes's mistake 
regarding the finite perfectability of knowledge of nature, that the 
impulse of the theoretical will can be put in question by neither the 
suspicion nor the certainty of the infinitude of theoretical progress. 
On the contrary, the impossibility of specifYing or adhering to an idea 
of completion only makes this process yet more forceful. 

Very closely associated with this is Wenck's opposition above all to 
the Cusan's doctrine of the essential "imprecision" of all finite knowl
edge. He argues that intellectual movement ceases to be movement 
when it has no point at which it can complete itself and against which 
it can measure its progress, so that consequently it becomes meaningless 
and futile. 2

() Wenck. argues in behalf of a progress that after all had 
not occurred under ll..e presuppositions he defends. He reproaches 
the Cusan with destroying, by his presuppositions, the scientific process 
(destruente omnem processum scientifi.cum)-a process that the Cusan cer-. 
tainly did not intend to induce as such, but the possibility of whose 
conception he unintentionally created through the antithesis of his 
presuppositions to the Scholastic ones. Precisely in the mirror provided 
by his inferior opponent, the Cusan's historical position:emerges more 
clearly than in his own statements. The polemic against the logical 
consequence of the infinitude of the path of knowledge, against the 
insurpassably approximate value of each of its stages, for the first 
time makes disconcertingly clear how, from the still entirely medieval 
anxiety about the intensification of the transcendence of the absolute, 
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a new inference easily presents itself, one which, however, can appear 
as a daring anticipation of one of the basic ideas of the modem age 
only to someone who already knows what is to come. 

The difference between Wenck and ¢,e Cusan can perhaps be most 
penetratingly compr~hended in terms of their use of metaphors that 
derive from what one could characterize as the leading medieval system 
of metaphor: that of the 'vestige' or 'trace' (vestigium). with the idea 
of the vestige, the basic Platonic idea of the universal character of the 
world of appearance as the image of: an original is restricted and 
reduced, specifically in the sense of a r~striction of this characteristic 
to anthropology; only man is meant to remain in the strict sense an 
imago [image]. Nature receives the basic character of a vestige, in the 
sense of not an image of an original but rather an impression of a 
feature that refers one to its Author. The vestige C?ntains something 
of the figure of analogy, of partial· identity; it becomes accessible 
through a causal inference from the impression to the Author. Although 
it is not a representation of the essential and the substantial, still it is 
an eidetic element, an authentic mark, a hermeneutically translatable 
value. Thus between the absolute and !the world there must indeed 
be, for Wenck, an unequivocal and overwhelming difference, but at 
the same time there must be a definite proPQrtion, just as there must 
in principle be a proportion between the precise definition of a truth 
and an arbitrarily imprecise statement of the same truth.21 The basic 
intellectual pattern employed by the opponent of dada ignorantia is 
analogy, static proportion. 

The Cusan, on the other hand, developed the metaphor in the 
direction of one of its entirely authentici possibilities of association by 
understanding the vestige as not the static signature of the Creator in 
His work but rather the reference, marking a path, of a fugitive goal 
to be pursued: "First there is the truth:, then its vestige; one cannot 
seek after the truth without following its ~ce." For Wenck, 'vestige' 
and 'image' lie close together; the image is, as it were, the fully 
unfolded intention of the vestige, the full presentation of what is only 
hinted there. To that extent man would be a peculiarity of the Creation 
only in.degree, not in kind. So far the knowledge that is possible from 
the vestige, knowledge arrived at through a process of inference, is 
still completely acceptable under the norms of the Aristotelian idea 
of science.22 For the Cusan, the <trace' is a direction for movement, 
for pursuit. His image, introduced explicidy against Wenck, is the 
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hunting dog on the trail, the venaticus canis in vestigiis. There is no 
'proportion' between the 'trace' and the grune that is pursued. The 
trace has the character purely of a signal; it has no imitative quality. 
The trace appeals to man's desire for truth, but it furnishes hUn with 
no fulfillment. not even a measure of it. Here a form of truth possessio~ 
makes its appearance, in which each acquisition of knowledge only 
has the function of making possible and pro~oking the next step to 
a new application of the cognitive lllethod. 

The metaphor of the hunt, already abundandy employed by Plato, 
is for the first time developed fully, and beyond its medieval presup
positions, in the Cusan's last work, The Hunt for Wisdom [De venatione 
sapientfae]. But precisely here it turns out that the fully drawn con
sequence of a basic medieval idea, once it is set free, brings to light 
something entirely new: the hunt as the 'pursuit' that is necessarily 
always involved in the authority, for modern thought, of the concept 
of method. 

The Cusan answered Wenck temper~tely but firmly, with the Difense 
oj Learned Ignorance [Apologia doctae ignorantiae]. In his own modification 
of the old simile of the sun, he likened docta ignorantia to the knowledge 
of the sun that is possessed by one who sees, in contrast to a blind 
man's knowledge of it: The blind man believes, after he has heard 
much about the sun and the unbearability of looking at it direcdy, 
that now, through what he has 'heard, he knows something about its 
brightness, about which he in fact remains entirely ignorant; the sighted 
man, on the D.ther hand-precisely because he had to answer the 
question how great the brightness of the sun is with the admission 
that he did not know-has the knowledge of this ignorance, since 
from the experience of his own attempt to persist in looking at the 
sun direcdy, he is certain that its brightness exceeds the capacity of 
sight. 

VlSual clarity causes a peculiarly dangerous lulling of the mind. The 
Cusan's own illustrative images always aim, of course, at making use 
of the attractiveness of the visual; but at the same time they' aim; by 
breaking through what they accomplish, to lead one to the limit of 
this visual clarity. The recoining of the metaphor of the 'vestige' must 
be kept in mind here when he resists the division of all knowledge 
into knowledge in concepts and knowledge in images, the division 
that had been held up to him. The truth is by no means present in 
the image unless the image is always irrunediately suspended as such. 

j 
\ 
i 
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For while each image does represent the truth, at the same time, as 
an image, it has already fallen away and is hopelessly distant from 
it.23 This general formula is meant to be applied to both the language 
of revelation' and mysticism and the character of the world itself as 
an image. This 'functions' only when it is understood as a vestige in 
the sense of the signal that sets thought in motion. 

Daeta ignorantia is 'method' in the preliminary and undogmatic sense 
that it does create a consciousness of a 'path' that can be followed. 
To the Scholastic form of thought, which all in all is characterized by 
belief in 'definition' in the widest sense, it opposes the indefinite as 
the unsurpassable restriction of man's situation~ The sharp distinction 
between concept and image disappears once both have been seen as 
means for the preliminary direction of thought toward an objectivity 
that is never entirely to be reached, received, or accomplished. Such 
disjunctions. such alternatives disappear for daeta ignorantia ,because 
they appear as aspects of a movement: "Docta vera ignorantia omnes 
modos, quibus accedi ad veritatem potest, unit" [Truly learned ig
norance unites all the methods by which it is possible to approach the 
truth1. 

But dada ignorantia is not only the maxim of an intellectual process; 
it is also the means of orientation in this process. In the Difense of 
Learned Ignorance, by comparing- it to the knowledge of the hunt of 
one who, stationed on a high tower, can survey the hunter's search 
activities, the Cusan represents dacta ignorantia as a knowledge that is 
withheld from one who remains entirely bound up with his methodical 
'trace:'24 The need for such an orientation, for the determination of 
one's own station on a path, had never occurred to Scholasticism: 

The modern idea of science will be a sum total of such orientations. 
In it too, knowledge of one's ignorance is an essential element, though 
admittedly less to know that one knows nothing than to know what 
one does not know, perhaps even what one cannot know, and, very 
important, what one does not need to know-the negative wisdom 
that belongs among the kinds of orientations that become ever more 
important in a world of surplus knowledge. All of this is quite certainly 
not yet present in the Cusan when he defends his idea of knowing 
ignorance by his opponent's arguments (ex ratione adversarii contra ipsum). 
He did not yet know that the progress of knowledge, the extension 
of the mastery of reality, could be achieved by restricting one's 
pretension. 
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It is a constitutive element of the modem age" that it expands through 
restriction, achieves progressions through critical reduction: Renun
ciation of the principle of teleology discloses for the frrst time the full 
efficacy of the application of the causal category to n;,:tture; the elim
ination of the question of substance, and its replacement by the universal 
application of quantity, makes mathematical natural science possible; 
and renunciation of the phantom of the requirement of absolute ac
curacy makes possible an exactitude that can set itself tolerances for 
its inaccuracy. The knowledge of the modem age was decisively ren
dered possible by a knowledge of what we cannot know, and by the 
resolute concentration that made possible upon a realm that had 
become accessible to judgment. That essentially distinguishes modem 
knowledge from medieval Scholasticism's forms of knowledge and 
consciousness of knowledge. In this respect the schema of tWcta ignorantia 
already belongs to that which, with the means and in the questions 
of the Middle Ages, is no longer medieval: "Quia non est scientia, 
qua quis credit se scire, quod scire nequit, ibi scire est scire se non 
posse scire" [Because there is no knowledge w4ere someone believes 
he knows something that cannot be known, in such a case to know 
is to know that one cannot knowJ.25 

The polemic between Wenck and the Cusan shows that "learned 
ignorance" had, to begin with, broken through the traditional schema 
of concept and metaphor, of literal and figurative speech. The treatise 
De coniecturis [On Conjecture], immediately following the Dacia ignorantia 
in the year 1440, already reveals that the Cusan felt the need to give 
the concept of learned ignorance a positive correlate in the form of 
"conjecture." This was so even though at least the second book of 
the Docta ignorantia had already shown that hidden in the basic con
ception of the knowledge of transcendent objects-in this case, of the 
totality of the universe-there was a potential for positive speculation 
and the variation of traditional doctrines: 

Between that which one was supposed to be able to know with 
certainty according to the criteria of the Aristotelian/Scholastic doctrine 
of science and that which, as unattainable mystery, was supposed to 
originate exclusively from the source of revelation and faith, a scale 
of possibilities opened up that rested directly on the fact that in the 
systematic structure of the metaphysical triangle, what one might call 
"projection rules" hold. If the concept of infinity proves to be the 
means of representation of the docta ignorantia for transcendence, then 
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for neither cosmology nor anthropology can this remain without con
seqences. The world is not only the appearance of the invisible God, 
but God is the invisibility of the visible itseI£2li Such symmetry, derived 
once again from the Neoplatoruc model, means not only that the 
assertions of metaphysical and mystical theology offer points of de
parture for speculation about the. world and man but also that the 
propositions of the teaching of faith can provide premises·for consid
erations that reach downward from the realm of theology. 

Here it turns out that faith and conjecture. fides and coniectura, are 
functionally equivalent; they provide reason with the presuppositions 
that it lacks, proceeding from which it can arrive at items of knowledge 
within the total system. The Gusan saw that the threat to the scholastic 
architecture posed by the cynicism of the 'double-truth' theory co~d 
not be removed from the world by obstinately repeating the apodictic 
assertion of the necessary agreement between reason and revelation 
but more likely by making visible a continuum of shadings, applications, 
projections. What did it really mean for man's image of the universe 
that he had learned of its creation from nothingness by an omnipotent 
and infinite Author? Gould inferences be drawn from that fact, since 
after all the cosmology of the Middle Ages was still the same one that 
had been developed, even independendy of the biblical theology, in 
the ancient world? And had consequences followed for man's knowl
edge of himself from the fact that he had heard that he was meant 
to be the image and likeness of his Creator? Was it not valid here 
frankly to digress into conjectures? 

But Scholasticism had done none of that seriously, nor had it even 
experimented with it. Now one sees, as soon as oJ?e investigates the 
Cusau's descriptions of the act of faith, that Wenck's opposition to 
the effacement of the distinction between the status of knowledge in 
this world and in the next was not groundless. The antithesis of earthly 
faith to the visiv [vision] in the world to come disappears when faith 
itself is defined as coincidentia -uisibilis et inviswilis [coincidence of the 
visible and the invisible} and the intellect takes the content of revelation 
in certitudine, ac si vidisset [for certainty, as though it had seen it].21 This 
mediation between faith and knowledge seems at first to tend, entirely 
.in the framework of the medieval, toward positing faith as absolute; 
but faith can now equally well stand in the service of knowledge, in 
that it postulates freedom for playing through new possibilities of 
knowledge. Here the original ambivalence of docta ignorantia benveen 

---- .. _-------_._. __ .- _. 
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skeptical resignation and encouragement of theory manifests itself: 
Knowledge of one's own ignorance is always in danger, as a result of 
consciousness of absolute transcendence, of turning into dogmatic 
skepticism, to the extent that no encouraging prospects of accessible 
possibilities offer themselves. 28 > 

The Cusan presses the functionalization of faith a step further in 
the treatise De genesi [On Genesis]. He recommends that one should 
accept the declarations of theological authority as though they were 
made known by divine revelation, and only then should one attempt 
to grasp intellectually what one has at first assumed. He explicitly 
grounds this recommendation on his own experience.29 Here faith has 
drawn quite near to conjecture. They have in common the hypothetical 
function that has to prove itself by experience. 

Nicholas appeals to Augustine's formula of faith as the point of 
departure of knowledge ifides initium tnteliectus). But tqis formula has 
gone through a noticeable change of meaning. The presupposition on 
the basis of which one is supposed to understand why God revealed 
and offered Himself to faith in a particular way is the human spirit's 
cognitive pretension, to which God, as the essential ful£llment of the 
spiritual nature that He created and endowed for the infinite, cannot 
refuse Himself But this nature's equipment is not sufficient to satisfy 
the requirements that emanate from its relation to infinity. The re
demptive meaning of revelation, of passion and salvation, recedes, 
and there is already an intimation of what will be completed in the 
Cusan's doctrine of the Incarnation - his Christology as the last degree 
of intensification of his anthropology. The problematic of certainty 
that characterizes the end of the Middle Ages and that was to make 
necessary the modem age's attempts (typified by Descartes) at estab
lishing foundations, had become centrally operative here. Everything 
seems to be designed to prevent the crisis created by the fundamental 
situation oflearned ignorance from leading to resignation. Hence faith 
is offered to reason as not the unreasonable demand that it sacrifice 
itself but rather the disclosure of the possibility of its self-fulfillment. 
That is clearly an attempt to restore the Middle Ages by means of 
their own substance; 

It is in this context of a projective speculation that breakS through 
the constraint of Scholasticism and its bindin?; force that the Cusan's 
cosmology," the most influential part ofhis intellectual accomplishment, 
must be set. Placing it in this context is already sufficient to show that 
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the Cusan cannot be regarded, as has been suggested again and again 
since Giordano BIUIlO and Kepler, as a forerunner of Copernicus, even 
if Copernicus did read him. Today, since the medievalness of Copernicus 
himself has become ever clearer, the tendency is to go further and 
to state that the Cusan was less a preparer of the Copernican turning 
than a diviner of consequences of it which were still entirely hidden 
from its author: "Nicholas of Cusa really failed to discover the Co
pernican doctrine in the fifteenth century only because he already 
occupied the standpoint of the relativity of motion, which Copernicus 
did not reach";30 and "A correct cosmological conjecture must avoid 
the new deception of a heliocentric doctrine just as much as the old 
mirage of the geocentric world view. "31 fudependencly of the question 
whether there is really any difference between the Cusan's theory of 
motion and Copernicus's other than that Copernicus still preserved 
the finite reference space of the traditional cosmos, absolutely bounded 
by the outermost sphere, there are no grounds at all for the view that 
the Cusan would have changed, would have wanted to change, or 
could have changed anything in the preexisting world model con
structively and in regard to any astronomical problems and data 
whatever. . 

F. J. Clemens, the early pioneer of research on the Cusan, was quick. 
to publish a note from the Cusan's own hand that he found on the 
last page of an astronomical work, preserved in the library of the 
hospice of Cusa, that the Cusan had obtained in Nuremberg in the 
year 1444.32 This cosmological meditation, as I would like to enticle 
the page, does not in the least enter into the scandal of the difficulties 
and confusions of the accepted Ptolemaic system; nor does it even 
iniplicidy take these into consideration. Consequencly to bring it into 
direct relation with the problematic of an astronomical reform seems 
to me to be a misintetpretation. The point of departure here, as in_ 
other questions bordering on the empirical, is the principle of "im
precision" as an application of the general rule of prudence that had 
followed from the initial step of daeta ignorantia. It disputes the three 
essential claims to precision that had been made by the ancient and 
Scholastic cosmology: the precision of the circular orbits and of the 
regularity of the movements of the bodies along these orbits, and the 

. precise centering of the earth at the midpoint of the world The premise 
reads as follows: "I have arrived at the view that no movement can 
hold precisely to the circular fonn and that consequencly no star 
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describes a precisely circular orbit from one risjng to the next. "33 The 
inference that the Cusan draws from his premise reveals that, at least 
in this note, he holds to the conception of the fixed stars as distributed 
on a sphere. He argues that the metaphysical prohibition of the precision 
of any process in the world, applied to the orbits of the heavenly 
bodies. necessitates the movability of the pole of the eighth sphere, 
so that the distances of the individual fixed stars from the pole will 
also be changeable. $4 . 

To believe that the Cusan intended here, with divinatory foresight, 
to supplement changes in the station of the earth with the westward 
drift of the equinoxes (precession) or even· the oscillations of the pole 
of the heaven of the fixed stars (nutation) seems to me to be an entirely 
inappropriate extravagance of the historical amusement that consists 
in making everything have already been present, if not forever then 
at least since the earliest possible period. The unsteadiness that Nicholas 
ascribes to the position of the earth in space has nothing to do with 
the phenomena with which astronomy had been familiar since the 
time of Hipparchus; otherwise he could not have speculated about a 
complete inversion of the poles of the heavens - an idea that was still 
to influence Giordano Bruno. But what deprived this speculation of 
any value for astronomy was its lack of any tendency to compensate 
for empirical "imprecision" in the prediction of its periodic regularity 
by postulating sufficiendy long observation time spans. For a theoretical 
attitude, imprecision could never be an ultimate characteristic of its 
objects, but only an intervening phase between the supposed precision 
of an imagined stellar 'simplicity' and a future, more complex precision 
of superimposed periodicities. 

Thus precisely as a speculative metaphysician, the Cusan could not 
even be the initiator of the reform of astronomy. This statement does 
not prevent him from having· provided an opportunity for the renewal 
of the foundations of our view of the world, from having encouraged 
the forcing of a breach in the wall of the system. That is where the 
long-term relevance of the thesis that denies praecisio [precision] to the 
world lies: Imprecision is not the speculatively anticipated and necessary 
state of affairs but rather first of all a scandalous contingent fact, which 
through the discovery of a regularity that lies within the tolerances 
of measur~ent can finally be theoreticaJbr resolved by a causal ex
planation-in the case mentioned, by reference to the forces of at
traction of the other bodies of the solar system, with their influence 
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on the movement of the earth's axis. The divergence, as such, disturbs 
and irritates the empirical attitude, drives it to increase the precision 
of its measurements, and the periodicity of the divergences that then 
emerges assures it of at least the possible application of a causal 
hypothesis. 1 

With the Cusan, imprecision is a metaphysical postulate, which must 
be seen in its ambivalence. It can be a formula of resignation, as when 
Ptolemy, in the second chapter of the thirteenth book of the Almagest, 
had already deduced from the incomparability of terrestrial and stellar . 
conditions a formula of epistemological resignation for. astronomy.8~ 
But it can also be a formula that stimulates attentiveness and energy 
directed at experience, for which attention to the world and investment 
in the techriology with which to carry out measurements are motivated 
precisely by the fact that the constitution of the physical world cannot 
be arrived at by deduction. This kind of motivation was to become 
characteristic of early Illodern astronomy, with its consciousness of 
the necessity of increasing the accuracy of observation and the intervals 
of comparison. It prompted an empirical persistence that made its 
first great step forward with not Copernicus but Tycho Brahe. With 
the inferences that Kepler drew from Brahe's precise observations it 
won its first triumph over the things that traditional astronomy had 
taken for granted, over its metaphysical predecidedness, when Kepler 
departed, in the case of the orbit of Mars, from the classiCal requirement 
of circularity. Of this, I repeat, nothing was yet present in the Cusan's 
cosmological note in codex 211 at the hospice of Cusa, nor is there 
even a presentiment of it. But-and this is already a great deal to set 
against a dogmatic form of thought-the note does allow for this as 
a contingent possibility and puts it in a position where it could, po
tentially, be noticed by an observer (an: observer who, however, was 
not the Cusan). 

The case is similar with the second part of the cosmological fragment 
as well, in which Nicholas arrives at ~e conclusion that the earth 
cannot stand still .but rather must move 'like the other stars, and in 
fact in such a way that it revolves once a day around,the polar axis 
of the universe. 36 This' idea could only be regarded as \~p approach 
to the Copernican revolution if it had been conceived as an explanation 

. of the daily rotation of the heaven of the fixed stars," and thus intended 
to perform an astronomical function. But that is quite manifestly not 
the case. For the assertion imInediatdy following, that the eighth 

... -.. _-_._----
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sphere, the heaven of the fixed stars,. makes _ a double revolution in 
the same time-so that the simple apparent daily motion comes about 
through the subtraction of the earth's own movement from the move
ment of the heaven of the fixed stars, which is twice -as rapid - keeps 
the explanatory force of the Aristotelian/Ptolemaic system in effect. 
In this context, the assertion of a special movement of'the earth has 
nothing at all to explain but must be an inference from metaphysical 
premises of the Cusan~s cosmology. We know, after all, from Plato's 
Timaeus that such a special movement of the earth, which is neutralized 
again by the movement of the sphere of the fixed stars, fits into the 
context of a philosophically based world system better than the as
sumption of an absolutely resting world body, whose special properties 
Aristotle was able to explain in his cosmology only with diffiollty and 
by violating the principle of rational economy. With the Cusan, here 
as in other passages, the emphasis is on treating the earth as like 
another star (ut aliae stellae). 

This deviation from Aristotelianism. with its assertion of the hetero
geneity of the terrestrial and stellar realms, was to be the lasting 
triumph of the Cusan's cosmology; here he really does anticipate 
developments beyond Copernicus. But this anticipation in itself would 
not have been able to produce anything of theoretical relevance if the 
speollative stellarization of the earth had not been given-by Co
pernicus, of course-a constructive foundation_ It was only on this 
basis that the speculation could become one of the universal hypotheses 
of physical astronomy. 

To return to the fragment. codex 211: The metaphysical principle 
of imprecision was not sufficient to lead to constructive alterations of 
the world system. Even if it motivated the Cusan to say that the earth 
did not stand precisely at the center of the world, still this does not 
yet mean that it had exchanged places with another world body within 
the system of planets or that there should no longer be any talk at 
all of the center of a system because the no longer finite world could 
not have a center. Rather it stands in the context of all the theses 
that repeatedly speak. of the impossibility of occupying a point precisely 
or of having precisely a certain shape, for example. the spherical form 
for the heavenly spheres or the earth. In any case the earth remains 
nearer to the center of the system than any other world body, and 
consequently the system as such is not modified_ 
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It is a mistake to claim the Cusan as a forerunner of Copernicus, 
despite the fact that Calcagnini, Giordano Bruno, Kepler, and Alexander 
von Humboldt praised him as such. Such a claim always presupposes 
that what was meant plays a lllysteriOUS and historically irrelevant 
outsider's role in relation to its own time and as what was really 
intended-and thus justified-bears a hidden relation to the new. 

The astronomical essay that lies before us in codex 211 coUld not 
represent a contribution to the reform of the traditional world model 
if only because it does not even reach the empirical level of medieval 
astronomy and is not at all comparable with the work of either Ptolemy 
or Copernicus. Nevertheless, it is evidence of the origin of the theoretical 
unrest of astronomy that characterized the subsequent centuries. Just 
as the si:n:iple layman in the Cusan's Idiota dialogues is able to open 
a new dimension of possible truth to the Scholastic who is heavily 
armed with book learning, so also Nicholas himself, while he did not 
actually initiate the reform of astronomy or prepare· its method and 
its approach, did actualize the presuppositions under which the question 
of the constituents of reality could be newly and openly posed at all. 

The fragment in codex 211 lay dormant until its rediscovery in the 
library of the hospice of Cusa; that would be the most external reason 
for the fact that it exercised no influence. But the second book of Of 
Learned Ignorance had a radiating influence that should not be mini
mized. The amazing thing about this second book is that now the 
'method' of Meta ignorantia is applied to the universe. In fact its trans
ferability seems to be unlimited; it leads ad infinita similia, quae pari 
arte elici poterunt [to an infinite number of things of the same kind, 
which can be educed in the same way].37 And the very first example 
is astronomy and the application to it of the basic thesis that the lack 
of precision is an index of nondivine reality. This imprecision is de
scribed as one of measurement, which is understood as applying to 
both time and heavenly place. The astronomical technique of calcu
lation, the calculatoria an, is said to presuppose (in relation to time) 
that motions of the planets can be measured by means of the revolutions 
of the sun. But here precision is just as impossible as it is in regard 
to the arrangement of the heavens or the determination of the locations 
of the risings and settings of the constellations or the elevation of the 
pole of the heavens. In regard to the measurement of the times of 
revolution of the planets with the help of the sun's movement, one 
may assume that the discussions of the Nominalistic school regarding 
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the incommensurability of the motions of the heavens were not un
known to the Cusano The ambivalence of the 'fomrula of imprecision 
becomes evident once again. This formula may just as well lead to a 
demand for and a claim to an unrestricted increase in the accuracy 
of measurement as to resignation to the expectation that astronomy 
can offer nothing more than a solution to the difficulties with the 
calendar. 

The transfer of the cognitive mode of docta ignorantia to the world 
goes far beyond the defect of imprecision all the way to the deter
mination of those characteristics of the indeterminable that withdrew 
the foundation from the traditional assertion, essential for Scholasticism, 
of the finitude of the world. One must let this assertion of the eusan's, 
which was so influential in the subsequent period. stand in the frame
work in which it originally belongs, that is, as a piece of docta ignorantia, 
of the conscious restriction of the will to make assertions regarding 
the form of the world. Only God Himself is, in the language of this 
metaphysical theology, a negative infinitum [negatively infinite thing]; 
the world is indeterminable in regard to its form and limitation, a 
privati:ue infinitum [a privatively infinite thing}-but that can also be 
formulated as saying that it is neither finite nor infinite. $3 

But this statement cannot be understood merely as an epistemological 
antinomy. It contains a presupposition that I would like to call the 
postulate of the adequacy of the Creation vis-a-vis its Author. "It is 
as though God had spoken His 'Let it be!' and because no God could 
come into being, VVho is after all eternity itself, something came into 
being that became as similar to God as it could. "39 In this passage in 
particular one can observe how the Cusan advanced his question of 
the adequacy of the world to a point beyond which he himself could 
on no account go but at which, with the given ground plan, the resolute 
reoccupation that Giordano' Bruno was to underta,ke appears as a 
possibility. But for the Cusan, it is already clear that: the Creation is 
no longer merely the act of Divine Majesty, no longer the sovereign 
decree of arbitrarily chosen content that the nominalists regarded as 
the epitome of transcendence, but rather an act in which the essence 
of its Author must unavoidably be invested, in which there could be 
no arbitrary reservation. The universe is a likeness of the absolute; it 
unfolds in time and space the original unity. the complicaiio [complication, 
folding together]. Consequendy movement is the fundamental char-
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acteristic of nature, for it is the unfolding of original unity, the explicatio 
quietis [explication-unfolding-of restl.40 

. 

Movement is therefore the fundanlental characteristic of the world 
in a more original sense than is the case in Aristotelianism, where the 
principle of movement, the unmoved mover, is brought in on the 
assumption that there is a continual need for an additional supply of 
movement causality to be provided from outside. For the Cusan, this 
assumption cannot be held to, if only because of his abandonment of 
the finitude of the universe. The Cusan's God is no longer the unmoved 
mover of Aristotle and High Scholastiyism; but consequently He is 
also no longer the God Who can be verilied by way of the classical 
proof of God's existence. Wenck. saw correctly that the Cusan, with 
his theory of complicatio and explicatio as the definition of the relation 
between Creator and creation, had destroyed the Aristotelian support 
of the entire Scholastic llletaphysics; "Hoc corollarium destruit primum 
lllotorern, contra philosophum" [This deduction destroys the prime 
mover, contrary to the Philosopher (Aristotle}J.41 

In the Aristotelian cosmos, God is the last external factor on the 
radial scale of the transmission of movement to and in the cosmos; 
he is absolute rest as that which is utterly opposed to movement, and 
as such he is, as it were, the 'energy' of all processes of movelllent . 

. For Aristotle, the movement of the first sphere is the epitome of the 
eternal and eternally futile attempt to approach the prime mover, of 
the loving imitation of his self-reflexiveness-an imitation that takes 
the form of eternal circling as the 'substitute' for fulfilled rest. On the 
other hand. for the Cusan, without his adrrlltting it, complicatio and 
explicatio stand in a relation of equivalence, in fact an equivalence of 
interiority, of emanation from a center from which everything real 
unfolds itseI£ For that very reason, for the Cusan, the center.is meta
physically, and no longer cosmologically, accented. The 'center of the 
world' in this conception is no longer the lowest point of that radial 
scale, occupied by the inert mass of the earth, but rather the center 
of emanation-as Kepler will be the first to interpret it physically as 
well, relating it to the moving power of the sun in relation to the 
planets .. If one considers this reversal of the fundamental metaphysical 
'direction' in the world, it ·becollles comprehensible why Wenck. so 
emphatically charges with heresy the Cusan's thesis that God is the 
center of the world (deus est centrum mundi). He remarks at the same 
time on the connection of this assertion with the other, that the earth 
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is a world body of the same rank. as the he;avenly bodies ("Subdit 
quod terra est nobilis stella maior luna" [He adds 'that the earth is a 
noble star, greater than the moon)). 

It is critically important to pursue the connection· seen by Wenck, 
for in it the immediacy of each member of the universe in relatipn 
to transcendence is postulated, and thus the Scholastic hierarchical 
order of things, inclu~ the traditional assignment of last place to 
the earth, is abandoned. The destruction of the traditional cosmology 
is already implied in this understanding of the idea of transcendence, 
although no alternative model can be given. Wenck still believed that 
he could at once expose and dismiss the unheard-of contents of the 
new conception by a simple appeal to the (for him) entirely indubitable 
Aristotelian cosmology: "Conclusio contradicit scienrlae de caelo, nee 
adiecturn prius unquam est auditum" [This conclusion contradicts (Ar
istotle's) science of the heavens; nor has such an addition ever been 
heard ofbeforel. Inferior to the Cusan though his opponent may have 
been, still he possessed a capacity to scent out and see clearly the 
inner consistency of the overall picture that the Cusan draws. 

The denial of the earth's location at the center of the world thereby 
acquires a further aspect. Imprecision and infinity are only irritants 
to the traditional system. The deeper-lying motive is the reoccupation 
·of the center, which now no longer has to be the mere point of 
reference of a scale of order but is rather the substantial source point 
of the ontological viability and dignity of the whole. In the eleventh 
chapter of the second book of the Docta ignorantia, it can clearly be 
seen that the Cusan's primary concern was to establish the impossibility 
of identifYing the earth with the center of the world, and thus to make 
possible the no longer physically verifiable assertion of the pseudo
Hermetic proposition according to which the center and circumference 
of the world coincide in infinity and God is simply this coincidence 
of center and periphery. It is only from this premise, that the earth 
cannot stand in the center of the world, that its movement and thence 
in tllrn its equal rank with the other world bodies are inferred: "Terra 
igitur, quae centrum esse nequit, motu carere non potest" [Therefore 
the earth, which cannot be the center, cannot be without movement]. 
But then the central component of the Aristotelian cosmology is also 
eliminated, according to which there is a radical division, not to be 
overcome by earthly experience, between the astral and the sublunar 
worlds. In the treatise of his old age on the hunt for the truth [De 
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venatione sapientiae1 the Cusan formulated the consequence of this 
intracosmic dualism: Aristode had indeed made reason into the first 
cause and the principle of movement but had neverthdess ascribed 
to it a direct administTatio [administration} only with respect to the 
heavenly bodies. Such a control was supposed to operate over earthly 
things only indirecdy, through the !ll-ediation of the heavenly bodies, 
so that it simply did not embrace the whole universe in· the same 
way!2 

In thls context there is found the remarkable sentence in which 
Epicurus appears to be praised for having asoibed to God the job of 
looking after the universe without any mediating instance or instru
mentality: "Epicurus vero totam deo soli sine cuiusCllqlque adminiculo 
universi tribuit administrationem" [Epicurus attributes in fact the entire 
control of the universe to God alone, without any aid whatsoever]. 
This sentence, which could scarcdy be surpassed in historical falsehood, 
becomes more intelligible only when one recognizes that what was 
most prominendy impressive for the Cusan in Epicurus's uriiverse was 
the equivalence of the worlds. For in his own cosmology, the concern 
is precisely to set aside the apparent differences of the world bodies, 
for'instance, their division into· dark and bright, reflecting and self
illuminating bodies, as illusions conditioned by one's standpoint. To 
judge from its construction, our world could have been designed to 
mislead man, who lives in it, as to his position and the nature and 
form of the whole. This suggestion, with its flavor of nominalism and 
voluntarism - a suggestion from which a direct line of descent could 
lead to Descartes's thought experiment with the genius malignus [malign 
spirit]-was certainly not what the Cusan intended But his thesis of 
the interchangeability of the fundamental onenting concepts-center 
of the world, pole of the heavens. axis of the earth, zenith, sphere
does nevertheless take into account the great skeptical apprehensions 
of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries: That in his endeavor to gain 
insight into the plan of creation, man could be a victim of futility. The 
Cusan's cosmology seems direedy aimed at constructing a system of 
possible limitations of standpoint and observer's illusionS, thus fore
stalling,.in imagination, the eventualities to which nominalism saw 
itself delivered over. This is at any rate the way the last sentences of 
. the eleventh chapter of the second book of the Doda ignorantia read. 
according to which one should test, with the help of imagination, the 
interchangeability of central and polar observers.43 
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The upshot of such thought experiments is the statement that one 
cannot comprehend the world, its movement and its form, because 
it offers itself as a wheel within a wheel and a sphere within a sphere 
and nowhere possesses a center or a circumference. H At first glance, 
"learned ignorance" plays the same role as is played in nominalism 
by the consciousness of being excluded from access to the truth of 
the Creation; it is a prescription for playing through possibilities all 
the way to paradox, just like nominalism's theory of hypothetical 
inferences- only the Cusan's anthropology is permeated by the idea 
of the richness and authentic imaginative power of the human spirit, 
which therefore, in contrast to the barren nominalistic idea of the 
merely 'emergency' function of reason, realizes its status as a coun
terpart to the creative world origin- It is thus able to achieve indirecdy, 
by detour through that quality of being an image of God, what cannot 
be reached directly, in the pure subject-object relation. The imagination, 
which gets 'on the track' of the mechanism of the world, thereby at 
the same time invalidates the burdensome metaphysical apprehension 
that in his whole theoretical relation to the world man could be led 
around by the nose. The 'unsuspected' no longer exists. And deeming 
this accomplished has always been one of the elementary historical 
achievements. 

A good example of this sort of imaginative world orientation is 
provided by the theory, already mentioned, of the apparent difference 
between dark and bright, reflecting and self-illurriinating world bodies, 
which at the same time helps to underpin the basic thesis that the 
earth is a heavenly body. . 

The black color of the earth is no proof of its having little value, for 
if someone were on the sun, even its brightness would not appear to 
him as it does to us. For if one regards the body of the sun, one sees 
that toward the middle it contains something like earth and that the 
fiery brightness lies around the outsid~, and between both a ~ort of 
water vapor and transparent air-so that the elements are arranged 
in layers as in the earth. If one were outside the fire region of the 
earth, then the earth would appear to him in the whole extent of the 
fire region as a brilliant star, just as to us, who are outside the fire 
region of the sun, it appears to us so exceedingly brilliant. On the 
other hand, the moon appears to us to be not so bright because we 
no doubt find ourselves within its outermost elemental zone and more 
toward the inner regions, perhaps in the region corresponding to the 
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element of water. Consequently its light is not visible to us, although 
it possesses a light of its own, which, however, becomes visible only 
outside its outermost periphery. while we perceive only reflected sun
light in it .... The earth consequently appears to stand between the 
(outennost) elemental region of the sun. and the (innermost) elemental 
region of the moon and takes part through their mediation in the 
influence of the other heavenly bodies. in which cases we behold only 
their bright regions because we are entirely outside their peripheries. 
So the earth also is a noble star (stella nobilis), which possesses its light 
and its warmth and its influence .... 45 

In this passage the cosmological accomplishments of the Cusan's spec
ulation can be viewed in their totality: stellarization of the earth and 
thus homogenization of the physical structure of the whole universe; 
establishment of the equivalence of all observer's standpqints, or ac
tualization of a methodical reflection on the conditionalities of the 
observer's standpoint; suspension of the Aristotelian unilateral direction 
of the causality of movement; and establishment of the principle of 
reciprocal action in the universe, of the reciprocity of all sorts of 
influentia [influence}. 

The ancient/medieval world picture was geocentric in not only its 
static but also its dynamic structure. The earth not only 'stood' in the 
center, but it was also the ultimate pole of reference of all cosmic 
influences, which always passed from 'above' to 'below.' The God of 
High Scholasticism still made use, for the exercise ofRis world regime, 
of mediating agencies, secondary causalities, and thus adhered to the 
very schema on which the continuing acceptance of astrological ideas 
also depended. The eusan breaks with this schema; the heavenly 
powers no longer flow only in one direction, from above to below, 
from the sublime spheres to the purely receptive and thus all too 
<earthly' earth. That old idea now proves to be dependent on the 
cosmological illusion of the central position of the earth, toward which 
the directions of influence of the universe appear to converge-a 
dubious interpretation even of an anthropocentric teleology, if it has 
to assign to man the location of greatest passivity. The ancient and 
medieval hierarchical cosmos has lost its reality, and indeed precisely 
because its mediating function between God and man has been elim
inated. The operation" of the Divinity streams unhindered and un
mediated into the world, and in spite of intensified transcendence is 
more intensively omnipresent than could be conceived in the shell 
cosmos of Scholasticism. 



514 

Part IV 

The Cusan's transcendence is not only a transcendence of externality 
and distance but also at the same time of interiority and proximity. 
That is why the transfer of the mystical fonnula-so awkward when 
regarded by itself-of the intelligible sphere. whose center is every
where and circumference nowhere, from the Divinity (for whose mys
tical representation it had originally been invented) to the universe is 
such a significant accomplishment. Transcendence is no longer related 
to an objective topography, a cosmic ground plan. It appears precisely 
when man, in the manner of Scholasticism - as though upon the ladder 
of the hierarchical cosmos-wants to pursue his argumentation to a 
successful conclusion and in the process has an opportunity to ex
perience the incomprehensibility of the world's form. the infinity of 
the finite; transcendence is a mode of negation of definitiveness of 
theory. This instability of predicates makes Wenck break. out into the 
most extreme and daring and most desperate of all possible reproaches: 
The author of the Docta ignorantia deifies everything. annihilates every
thing, and presents the annihilation as deification ("Omnia deifr.cat, 
omnia annihilat, et annihilationem ponit deificationem"}.46 That is the 
tenor of Wenck's entire opposition. Transcendence and immanence, 
divinity and nothingness have become interchangeable in such a way 
that they no longer represent real predicates and localizable agencies 
in a well-ordered cosmic configuration. 

Traditional antinomies of metaphysics show themselves for the first 
time in the Cusan's speculation as magnitudes bound tO'the position 
and pretension of the observer. In the dialogue On the Globe Game; at 
one point the duke of Bavaria says to his interlocutor, the cardinal: 
"If it were possible for someone to have a standpoint outside the 
world, then for him the world would be invisible, like an unextended 
point." The cardinal praises this conclusion because it comprehends 
the world as a magnitude that can neither be surpassed nor undercut: 
"Et sic concipis mundum, quo nulla quantitas maior, in puncto, quo 
nihil minus, contineri, et centrum atque circumferentiam eius non 
posse videri" [And so you understand that the world, than which no 
magnitude can be greater, is contained in a point. than which nothing 
can be smaller, and that its center and circumference cannot be seen147 

For the world to become nothing to someone, he would have to regard 
it from outside; for bne who considers this a chimerical requirement, 
an Archimedian point-for one who perceives the internal standpoint 
as unrenounceable-the world remains or becomes an all-including, 
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all-providing, insunnountable magnitude. The metaphysical speculation 
that thinks it can choose a standpoint outside the world, that operates 
with the infinite, is' not accessible by any process of transition. But is 
it also the normative standpoint, to which man has to transfer himseJf 
if he wishes to gain a concept of the world as a whole? This is the 
point where the insistence begins that separates the Cusan from the 
mysticism of the late Middle Ages and from its Neoplatoruc tradition. 
The mystic strives 'to adopt God's standpoint,' by seeking identification 
with the absolute; this point of view, before which everything real 
collapses into nothing, is for him the only valid one. For the Cusan, 
the standpoint from which the variety of the visible world shrinks to 

the status of an invisible point is only the external aspect of the finite, 
and to imagine oneseJf occupying it represents a possibility that cannot 
be equated with the mystic's ardent desire to exist on that basis, that 
is, as it were, to become external to both himself and the world. 

The choice between observing the world <from outside' and 'from 
within'-between the standpoints of God and man-was contested 
by the Cusan's followers (chiefly his followers in language) to the point 
of an explicit refusal to allow the nothingness of the world. Thomas 
Campanella, the tragic contemporary and equal of Giordano Bruno, 
obstinately insists that if the earth is a point in the universe, in any 
case it is the object of our science, and thus for us it is not a point. ~g 
The objectivity of theory permits subjectivity's self-assertion: What 
may be a metaphysical point for him who need not live with or on 
it is for man his all in all. The hierarchical order of objects that 
Scholasticism had either set up or retained no longer means much in 
comparison to the certainty that can be gained from what lies 'near 
at hand' [was ~nahe liegt': what is nearby, or what is obvious]. The 
quality of being known is decisive, as against the worthiness of being 
known-the security of the subject as against the absolute magnitude 
or value [GroSse] of its objects. The' Cusan made this decision visible, 
but he did not make it, nor was he able to make it. It was beyond 
him on account of his readiness to regard, and to "force "together, as 
mere aspects of one system, things that on the contrary pressed toward 
the 'urillateral' character of the human standpoint, toward bracketing 
out the medieval option. 

The Cusan's cosmology has immediate consequences for his anthro
pology. It is not only that the center of the universe could no longer 



516 
Part IV 

be a distinctive and descriptive position for man. More important was 
the fact that the equivalence of the heavenly bodies·as 'worlds' (partes 
particulares mundiales unius universi [particular worldly parts of a single 
universe)) implies not only their inhabitability but also the playing 
through of the idea that the wriverse has other aspects besides th~ 
one it presents to man and that this latter aspect no longer has any 
precedence. The world is no longer sOInetlllng that was created on 
behalf of man and around him as its central point. Plato and Aristode 
are blamed-incorrecdy, to sure-for having ascribed to the heavens 
the purpose of being serviceable to man.49 God created the world for 
His own praise, but He could do this only by expending His potential 
without reservation; this premise involves man's dignity and rank. to 
a higher degree than does the idea of a teleology directed at man 
and perceivable by him in the world. It forces one to put in place of 
the passive anthropocentrism that had made ,man the viewer and 
beneficiary of the wriverse an active existential detennination of man, 
realized in terms not of his circumstances in the world but of self
realization. 

In general the Cusan has an aversion to teleological interpretations 
. in his· cosmology; teleology appears to him as compensation for a 

deficiency in creatures such that the latter are supposed to find in the 
preparation of their world circumstances what is denied to their self
realization. Creation without reservations excludes economic teleologies; 
the stars shine in order not to give light to man or to other beings 
but rather to fulfill their own nature. Light shines by virtue of its 
nature-th~l.t its light also allows one to see is not its primary definition 
but rather a secondary process of putting it.to work-a process that 
is based on the activity of the seer, that is, on what he makes of the 
world. 50 It is evident that the Cusan wanted at the same time to save 
and to take the edge off of the oppressive idea of Aristotelian Scho
lasticism that God created the world only for Himself and for His own 
glory and created man as a mere functionary to admire this work. 
Precisely because and if it was the case that God indulged in this self
referential behavior, His work had in the highest degree to give to 
each being what belonged to it. But this train of thought has its limit
the very limit that Giordano Bruno will transgress: the irreducible 
diff~ence between the Creator and His work as infinity and finitude, 
whose mediation makes the Incarnation the pivot of the system: "God 
created all things for His own sake and in such a way that the wriverse 
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would have its full greatness and perfection only in relation to Him; 
but even this could not become one with Him, since for the finite 
there is no proportion to the infinite."51 God's lack of reservation in 
the Creation, as a principle of the enhancement of the universe, has 
not yet been thought through to the end. 

Thus the fact no longer speaks .for r:o,an that he alone inhabits the 
physical world and may refer it to himsel£ But neither does he need 
to refer the inferiority of his standpoint in the universe to himself, to 
interpret it as an orientation regarding his own rank. in reality: "For 
even if beings of different rank. came forth from God, as the center 
and circumference of all the regions of the heavenly bodies, into the 
respective regions, so that so many places in the heavens and on the 
stars would not be deserted and not only this earth -which after all 
may be one of the smaller heavenly bodies-would be inhabited, still 
there is no more noble and perfect bei:qg of this kind than the nature 
endowed with reason, which is at home here on this earth and in its 
own region, even if inhabitants of another species may be at home 
on other heavenly bodies." This comforting assumption, which of 
course is not retained much longer in the later tradition of speculations 
about inhabitants of the heavenly bodies~ is substantiated by the Cusan 
immediately after the cited passage with the root proposition of his 
anthropology that "man has no desire for a nature other than the 
one he has, but only wants to bring to perfection that which he is. "52 

This self-affirmation of man, presupposed as a fact of consciousness, 
determines his view of the world from within. This axiom for the first 
time completes the revaluation of the universe, which, although it 
appears from the point of view of the in£nite as the mere nothing of 
a point, still cannot be this nothing if within it man possesses such a 
consciousness of the sufficiency of his nature for itself and the attain
ability of the perfection'of this ;nature.' 

The Cusan is a mystic without the mystic's 'absolute interest in the 
absolute.' That interest is directed at consuriring what is finite and 
destroying any possible standpoint in it .. What is described as mystieal 
experience destroys itself as experience insofar as its object forces the 
subject to abandon itsel£ If one considers that this idea was already 
familiar to Neoplatio~m, one sees that the Cusan opposes not only 
Scholasticism and its theoretical self-<:ontentedness but also the tradition 
in which he is rooted. One can describe the unifying basic feature of 
the traditions to which he adheres as one of 'demanding too much.' 
He does not give up the demand that is posed there, but he strengthens 

, .. _--'- ~.--- ... ,-_ .. _" . "---
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and enhances the addressee who is supposed ,to satisfY it. Just as he 
seeks to keep cosmology in systematic communication with theology, 
he also supplies compensatory substance to anthropology. 

It is true that for Nicholas of Cusa the new cosmology was nothing 
but the consequence, thought through to the end, of the old idea of 
creation. But what happened to man while the cosmos grew into the 
infinite with its Author? The step in metaphysical speculation by which 
finitude was suspended had as its consequence not only that from 
then on the world was, as it were, 'on the point or itself becoming 
divine, but also that it became-instead of a realm of experience 
capable of completion and thought to have been largely completed
a field of data that are in principle always surpassable, an inexhaustible 
store of objects of knowledge. For man, according to the Cusan's 
picture, th~re emerge as a result two dimensions in which the truth 
can be pursued into the infinite: on the one hand, the imprecision in 
principle of any given whatsoever, and with it the inexhaustible potential 
of the theoretical comprehension of each object; and on the other 
hand, infinity as the never-to-be-overcome indefiniteness of the uni
verse of empirical knowledge, the imprecision, as it were, of the universe 
itsel£ 

It was no accident that precisely the Cusan's speculative approach 
led in a direction in which infinity and imprecision could be positivized. 
It will emerge in full clarity for the first time with Leibniz that there 
is C;Ul indissoluble comiection between the concept of infinity and that 
of individuality because only the infinity of the universe of monads 
excludes any repetition in the always finite actualizations of its rep
resentation in the monads. The uniqueness of the subject is secured 
by the (now permitted) infinity of its constitutive elements. Since the 
subject is understood as the power of representing the universe, the 
latter's intensification into irrimeasurability is indirectly to the former's 
advantage. For the Aristotelian tradition of High Scholasticism, on the 
other hand, individuality had been seen only in the horizon of a finite 
multiplicity of essential forms, whose concrete individual presence 
could not be taken into account in a cognition whose sole appropriate 
object had to be the universal. But individuality was the refraction of 
. the universal form in the medium of the material. It is easy to see 
how little this harmonizes with a conception for which the world is 
the manifestation of an infinite will. For how can the matrixlike du
plication of identical essential forms be adequate to this will, since 
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after all such duplication seems practically to demonstrate the ex
haustability of the stock. of fonns? Or should one impute to the infinite 
power and infinite will a sort of self-restriction to that which the human 
understanding, with the finite capacity of its conceptual faculty, could 
represent? But how, on the other hand, could the concern of the divine 
will with the fate (the salvation or damnation) of the individual man 
be appropriately interpreted if the individual has only the arbitrary 
character of an 'instance' of its general species form, which possesses 
intelligible dignity only in its universality? Although one would think 
that this motif should have become pressing for the Middle Ages, 
nevertheless the ancient, predominandy Aristotelian idea of indivi
duation was overcome only laboriously and late. 

But this very circumstance could become the precondition for the 
fact that the modern age could be the first to see in the discovery of 
the individual one of its most intimate and authentic accomplishments. 
This is one of the most important phase displacements, nonsynchron
icities, that we know of in our intellectual prehistory. Something that, 
judging by the urgency of its motives, should really have been due 
in the Middle Ages experienced its realization only this side of the 
medieval system. The turning away from the Aristotelian doctrine of 
individuation that set in as early as the Franciscan line of High Scho
lasticism did not prove very fruitful for anthropology because in this 
school it was immediately- that is, at the latest with William of ockham 
and the Ockharnists-interpreted purely epistemologically and pushed 
on to the extreme of nominalism. It is true that the universal lost its 
constitutive meaning, but the realm of the concrete was by no means 
assigned a higher value thereby; rather it became an amorphous sea 
of particulars, on which the concept-creating understanding had to 
set up orientation marks. The Cusan tried to maneuver through between 
the Scylla of Scholastic rationalism and the Charybdis of nominalism. 
It is palpable that he accomplished this in neither epistemology nor 
anthropology; it only shows that he became conscious of this problem 
as one of the fundamental matters in question in the situation in which 
he stood. 

It is no negative assertion if one must state that the Cusan's attempts 
at mediation between the Scholastic structure and its destructive fer
ment, beween rationalism and nominalism, remained more or less 
stuck in the purely linguistic realm, in an ingenious artificial inter
meshing of rationalisms and voluntarisms -with the high point perhaps 
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in the formula of the work of his old age: "deutp. ab aeterno concepisse 
velIe creare" [God has, from eternity, conceived the will to create].ss 
In this passage, a Platonizing exemplarism conflicts with the absolutism 
of will that is supposedly owed to the sovereignty· of the Divinity: 
"Quid igitur aliud sunt exemplaria illa ... quam termini detenninantes 
omnia?" [What then are those 'examplars' ... but termirii determining 
everything?] Certaiply it will be possible to view the juxtaposed ap
pearance of rationalistic and voluntaristic terms for the intradivine 
preconditions attributed to the world's prehistory as a piece of the 
Cusan's coincidentia oppositorum. But then one discovers how little this 
piece of doctrine really performs in relation to the historical task with 
which the Cusan is confronted as soon as it is meant no longer only 
to bring about mystical obscurification but to accomplish the· har
monization of destructively incompatible positions. If it is said of the 
determination of the intradivine exemplars that it is "rational, "54 then 
this would be meaningful only if such rationality perrnitted additional 
reasonable assertions. But this is not possible because the Cusan ex
plicitly rejects the path, later taken by Leibniz, of the ratio sujJiciens 
[sufficient reason]. . 

The Cusan's path from the Docta ignorantia to the Venatio sapientiae, 
over almost a quarter of a century, is not consistent. It begins with a 
God Who, as the [absolute] maximum [der Gr&ste1 could produce likewise 
only a work of His order of magnitude, the [restricted] maximum [das 
Griisstel. 55,<1 This God is replaced by a God of complicated formulas, 
for Whom the world that He was actually to create had no precedence 
over any other entirely heterogeneous-to us, admittedly, inconceiv
able-possible world contents. 56 It is just as understandable as it is 
instructive that the reception of the Cusan's ideas related almost ex
clusively to the early works. Only in cormection with them can Leibniz, 
with his attempt to dissolve· the intolerable contingency of the world 
for man, be related to the tradition of the Cusan. The later Nicholas 
of Cusa returns to the intradivine volitional decision, which is indeed 
asserted to be rational but is not accessible as such, and which ordains 
this world like a decree. That this was not supposed to be voluntarism 
becomes evident from the effort to separate the positing of reality 
from the positing of possibility. But this is no more than an indication 
that the Cusan was conscious of what he was doing, and that he 
escaped from this consciousness into hairsplitting. 

i 
•• 1 
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In the treatise De possest, composed in 1460, he attempts to bring 
the concept of possibility Cpossibilitas), which was so irritating for Scholastic 
thought, into dependence on the creative Origin itself, and thus to 
divest it ofits critical function vis-a.-vis what actually exists. The universe 
of unrealized possibilities cannot be pl<l!yed off against the actual uni
verse. For the Cusan, the logical concept of possibility is only a reflex 
of the metaphysical reality of the creative ground of being. Thus every 
'it could be' is legitimized by an absolute 'it is.' Nothing has happened 
except that the universe of 'unexplained facts' [der Faktizitliten} has 
been reduced to an Original Unexplained Fact. This does not diminish 
reason's characteristic offense at everything [merely] factual But one 
can certainly see an effort to undertake a reduction of the questions 
that come up and are often posed in this context, and in this way to 
setde the surplus of problems inherited from a theological age, an 
age that had entangled itself in insurmountable contradictions precisely 
in connection with the concept of possibility and its liberation by the 
theological principle of omnipotence. 

fu the interval between the treatises De possest (1460) and De venatione 
sapientiae (1463), there appears in the eusan a certain resignation re
garding his own attempt at disposing of this problem, which is evident 
particularly in the increase in the variety of formulas that are tried 
out. Their mutual inconsistency is made obvious by a thorough reading 
of chapter XXVI of The Huntfor Wirdom.57 Here the important thing 
is to see the virulence of the problematic of possibility precisely in the 
fact that in it man is implicidy concerned with himself because at 
bottom he is asking whether he could have a 'right to exist' if and 
although what is at stake in the Creation is after all only the gloria dei 
Iglory of God]. For this roundabout glorification would mean nothing 
but a reflexive procedure, mediated by the world, of the Divinity with 
Himself-the self-glorification of the absolute, detouring by way of 
man and inconceivable to him in its necessity. Can man, who is inserted 
into this circle, lay claim to insight- into the possibility and security of 
his existence as something other than an accident? 

The man of the modem age declares hlmself by the fact that he 
no longer endures the consciousness of perhaps being a venture haz
arded by a God. The concept of 'providence,' which had already been 
comforting for the ancient anxiety about the world, lost _all its de
pendability and protective function for man in the working through 
of Scholastic speculation, especially in its combination with Aristote-

------ -- --~----- -------------------
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lianism and the latter's image of the god who is turned toward himself 
alone. This is already evident early in the Cusan's 'work, when he tries 
to draw the concept of providence into his system in the Docta ignorantia. 
It is true that the essential constitution of the world is not yet grasped 
here as a variable assumption, but the administratiox:t of the world 
certainly is, insofar as it is composed of individual destinies. The prin
ciple of the origin is not the principle of history. 

What the Cusan tries to do here for providence already carries in 
itself the germ of the return of voluntarism to the concept of creation 
that characterizes his late phase. He deduces the universality of prov
idence from the unity of opposites in God. If God is the folding 
together of everything-that is, even of opposites-nothing remains 
that could escape His providence. This universality can neither be 
increased nor decreased, even if it had provided for something other 
than what it has in fact provided for or will provide for, and although 
it has provided for much that it did not need to provide for. 58 A 
concept, then, which in its native philosophical environment was sup
posed to guarantee the possibility in principle of interrogating the 
world regime and the world's course is here transformed into an 
instrument of the assertion of its radical contingency. 

The example that the Cusan adduces to illustrate his thesis is sig
nificant: If a man were born whose birth had never been anticipated, 
then nothing would be added to the extent of human nature, as also 
nothing would be taken from it if the man were not born, no more 
than when those who have once been born die, since the humana 
natura [human nature] comprises both those who in fact exist and 
those who do not exist and will not exist, although they could exist. 
Thus in the Cusan's early-work, providence is already referred to the 
concept of possibility, so that it would remain Unaltered even if some
thing were to happen that In fact will not happen. But that means 
that the' individual cannot find a justification of his existence in the 
concept of providence. 

lEone considers the Cusan's anthropology from this angle-the 
establishment of creative exemplariness [Urbildlichkeit] and its restriction 
to the universal eidos [form, Ideal-then one does not see how this 
entanglement in the difficulties of the problem of universals could 
have led out of the late-medieval crisis. But the systematic dll:liculty 
reaches yet further. It is magnified precisely by the way the Cusan, 
as it were, repeats the diagram of theology on the levels of cosmology 
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and anthropology. For this means that not only is the universe the 
unfolding of what lies folded together in the Divinity but the 'natures' 
of which the world is composed are in turn foldings together of the 
infinity of characteristics that are realized in the individuals of a kind. 
Thus the Cusan can compare these 'natures' with divine provide.nce 
itself, with the result that human·nature also "contains infinite things 
folded into it because it comprises not only the men who have been. 
who are, and who will be, but also those who could be, although they 
never will be-in fact it comprises changeable things in an unchangeable 
way. "59 If one pursues this analogy further, it has the consequenCe 
that while unfolding into an infinity of individual destinies is indeed 
founded in human nature, as individuality it remains below the thresh
old of what is necessary and relevant for divine providence. His Pla
tonism, his fundamentally Scholastic realism regarding universals, 
prevents the Cusan from really closing the systematic gap between 
God and the individual, between humanity and man. Everything that 
he contributed to the positivizing of individuality and freedom must 
be seen under this proviso. 

What can it still mean, in this constricted situation, to say that the 
individual is no longer the instance of an essential· form multiplied 
like cookies from a cookie cutter as Aristode and the Scholasticism 
that was obedient to him had seen it, but rather arises as the explicatio 
[unfolding} of the complicatio [folding together} of the one nature? 
"Everything that exists in the universe enjoys a uniqueness that it 
shares with no other thing."60 ThiS conception still gives no inner value 
to individuality. It· only establishes that the great number of mutually 
differing individuals is necessary in order, as it were, to demonstrate 
the complicatio of the kind. Multiplicity, as such, is justified, not the 
uniqueness of the individual The latter remains contingent. because 
the possible variations are not after all exhausted but only played 
through 'in examples.' Again it was Leibniz who saw and tried to 
eliminate this inconsistency also, by making the universe of monads 
and consequendy the predicates of each individual monad infinite. 
For the Cusan, the concept of freedom stands in this gap, freedom 
that over and above the differentiation of individuality is a special 
form of self-realization for man, one that breaks through the schema 
of "explication." 

All of this finally makes it understandable that nothing irrevocable 
had yet been said about man's position in the universe either-
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especially if one thinks of the geocentric passage ,in De venatwne sapienttae 
XXVIII 83, which seems like a demonstration of tilnidity on the part 
of the aging man, like a senlle recession. What is more important is 
that the indicative fimction of a cosmic position comes to nothing in 
the moment in which man has become a being who ~egulates and 
centers himself in the world. or has begun to see himself as such. The 
question of where man may find himself in a pregiven world of natural 
things has lost its relevance for his self-consciousness.· In this context 
die concept of freedom as man's special independence from the de
termination of nature ga1ns a new aspect. Not only is man's moral 
quality seen as the epitome of his capacity for self-determination. but 
also his self-consciousness is freed from its orientation to nature and 
nature's 'framework of positions.' The interpretation of the Copernican 
reform as a catastrophe for human self-consciousness signifies a retro
gressive fixation on something incommensurable with this freedom. 
If the Cusan can be regarded as a forerunner of Copernicus in any 
respect at all, then· it is surely in the fact that, for him, man's cos
mological placement gives no information as to what he can credit 
himself with and regard as his worth. This suspension of the indica
tiveness of cosmology for man's self-consciousness found its finest 
formulation after the Cusan's death in another unique work of his 
century, the Oraticn on the Dignity rfMan of Giovanni Pico della 
Mirandola (1463-1494).61 

This oration was conceived for the opening of a· mammoth dis
putation on 900 theses. for which Pico had invited people to come to 
Rome in H86, but that was prevented by the condemnation of 13 of 

- these theses and the subsequent proceedings of the Inquisition. Pico 
places before us the creation of man and imagines God addressing 
man. When God (summus Pater architectus Deus [supreme. Father, God 
the master builder]) had finished creating the world, there arose in 
Him the wish (desiderabat) for a being that could estimate the dimension 
of this work, could love and admire it (" ... esse aliquem qui tanti 
operis rationem perpenderet, pulchritudinem amaret, magnitudinem 
admiraretur"). The result is not only that man's place is the last in 
the work of creation, but also that he does not belong, he is heter
ogeneous to the primary order of beings: ccIdcirco iam rebus omni
bus ... absolutis, de producendo horoine postremo cogitavit" 
[Accordingly. now that all things had been completed, He lastly con
sidered creating man1- The decisive fact here is that no pattern for 
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this creature had been provided in the original 'world program': 
"Verurn nee erat in archetypis unde novam sobolem effingeret ... " 
[But there was nothing in the archetypes from which He could mold 
a new offspring ... ]. Here the biblical idea naturally suggested itself 
that precisely for lack of an ideal parawgIIl, God could only create 
man in His own image; but Pico does not avail himself of thii op
portunity, no doubt because it would have stood in the way of his 
later statement that man was meant to be "sculptor of himsel£" The 
idea of 'creation in the image of ... ' has already become too static, 
as is made very Inanifest by a comparison with another passage in 
Pieo, wherein Inan is compared with the statue that a ruler causes to 
be erected in a city that he has founded. 62 In the Oratio there is no 
place for man in the world, which is already complete ['voll'endet]
he is a 'superfluous' creature for nature, necessary only for his God: 
" . . . nee in subselliis totius orbis, ubi universi contemplator iste sederet. 
lam plena omnia; omnia summis, mediis, infimisque ordinibus fuerant 
distributa." [ ... nor in the galleries of the whole world was there a 
place where that contemplator of the universe could sit. Everything 
was filled up; all things had been assigned to the highest, the middle, 
and the lowest orders. Accordingly God's speech of investiture says, 
"Nee certaro sedem, nee propriam faciem, nee munus ullum peculiare 
tibi dedimus, 0 Adam, ut quam sedem, quam faciem, quae munera 
tute optaveris, ea, pro voto, pro tua sententia, habeas et possideas" 
[We have given to thee, Adam, no fixed seat, no form of thy very 
own, no gift peculiarly thine, that thou mayest feel as thine own, have 
as thine own, possess as thine own the seat, the form, the gifts which 
thou thyself shalt desire]. Man is not so much placed in the center of 
the world as exposed there. The privileged position of the w:orld viewer 
in Stoicism has beCome the point of departure of the world masterer 
and self-shaper, who is able to engage in contemplating and admiring 
only after he has realized and regulated himsel£ 65 • 

For his part, the Cusan-with his characteristic tendency to appeal 
to names defamed in the tradition-cites Protagoras's thesis, in dis
repute since Plato, that man is the measure of all things, so as to 
indicate sharply the untenability of the cosmic/physical orientation of 
human self-consciousness. According to the account that Plato gives 
us of this dictum of the sophist, it runs, "Man is the measure of all 
thngs; of that which is, [he judges] that it is; of that which is not, that 
it is not. "64 When Nicholas refers to this sentence four times in his 
treatise On the Beryl, it is with an attitude directed against the conception, 
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predominant in the tradition, of the .human cOgnitive faculty as a 
receptive imaging process, which makes the presence of things and 
their mediation by the senses into the measure of man. What Protagoras 
might aJready have seen is the heterogeneity of knowledge and reality, 
at least in one entirely elem.entary case, the distinction between exist~t 
and nonexistent objects, as a possibility that exists only in judgment 
but reflects nothing in what is present. The nonexistent is precisely 
that which does not exist and consequently cannot be represented 
receptively as an image of an original, even in a true judgment whose 
content is just that this thing does not exist. The possibility of negative 
propositions is based on the fact that man sets up the standard of his 
concepts and measures what is given him. against it; the given itself 
does not contain the standard against which it is measured 

I will not make what I believe would have to be a futile attempt 
at a unitary interpretation of the Cusan's theory of knowledge. Here 
in particular the inner consistency ofhis philosophical accomplishment 
is doubtful. The reason for this can be specified: It lies, again, in the 
inability to deal with or successfully to evade the consequences of 
nominalism. 

The standard-setting character of human logic with respect to the 
world, which Protagoras had discovered in the quality of judgment, 
is extended for the Cusan by the paradigm of mathematics. Mathe
matics shows that the fundamental relation between the spirit and 
objectivity is not receptive but projective, and that means that in what 
can become objective for him.. man ultimately only meets with himself 
again: "Whenever the soul by means of itself and from itself stretches 
out to everything else, it finds in the manifold of the sensibly perceptible 
just what it also finds in itself; thus everything is similar to it. And 
the more it stretches out to other things so as to know them, the 
deeper it penetrates into itself so as to know itsel£ »65 Self-referentiality 
as the basic fann of all cognitive acts, even of those directed outward, 
carries a theological category over into anthropology. That fact is 
expressed in the third chapter of the first book of On conjectures: Con
jectures are supposed to issue from our mind as the real world issued 
from God's infinite reason. For by virtue of its exalted similarity to 
God, man's mind participates-so far as possible-in the fertility of 
creative nature and produces from itself, after the image of the om
nipotent formative power, intellectually existing things in approxi
mation to concretely existing things. 



\ 
I 
! 
I. 
I 
I 

I 
I 
I 
1 
I 
\ 

\ 
I 
I 
I 
I' 
I _. 

527 
Chapter 2 

Thus the human mind becomes the formative power of a world of 
conjecture, as the Divine Mind is that of a world of things: ••... but 
since God does everything for His own sake, in order that He may 
be both the intellectual origin and the goal of everything, so also the 
unfolding of the world of intellectual entities comes to pass from our 
mind, which contains it folded together, in that our mind creates it 
for its own sake. But the more profoundly it recognizes itse1f in the 
world unfolded from itself. the richer the fertilization it experiences 
in itself .... " This analogy between the cognitive procedure and the 
creative process means not only and not primarily an anticipation of 
the emphasis on spontaneity, on the projective character of knowledge, 
but rather, above all, a supersession of the theory of truth finding 
that saw the problem of knowledge as exhausted in a relation of 
individual objects to individual assertions. Since man is now supposed 
to be conceived as quasi alius deus, as "like another God," his knowledge 
also will necessarily have to be assimilated to the conception that had 
been developed of the origin of the totality of the objects of knowledge. 

If the world is a structure of me~g emerging from the radical 
unity of the complicatio and preserving this unity in spite of all of its 
unfolded multiplicity, knowledge cannot consist in assigning individual 
assertions to individual objects. The totality of possible assertions about 
the world is to be grasped as a unity that is systematically interde
pendent" in itsel£ The Cusan recognizes that comprehension of human 
knowledge as the explicatio of an underlying complicatio can be gained 
only if attention is paid not primarily to the connect1on arising between 
object and judgment but rather to the inunanent unfolding of a system 
of assertions, "conjectures," which can be related to and tested against 
the encountered reality only once it has gained a certain complexity 
and consistency. This intraintellectual explicatio sets up the human 
mensura (standard of measure] against whose prestabilized metries things 
can then be examined as to whether they accommodate themselves 
to it. Thus the Cusan's medievally pious effort to take seriously and 
to think. out the biblical description of man as the "image and likeness" 
of God" leads to a revision of the traditional foqnulations regarding 
knowl~dge. 

When he tries to describe man as a creature of divine self-prodigality, 
he acts as though he is conscious of the fact that if this effort were 
to fail, man's enhancement would be effected not with theology but 
against it. of course the Cusan may not have suspected in connection 
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with this concept that the formula of quasi alius deus .Dike another God] 
could also be isolated and taken into service as· a metaphor of human 
existential autarky and that this long-term effect was to be preceded 
first of all by a rapid metastasiZing of the formula to all possible realms 
of human realization and activity. . 

The isolation of man's quasi-divinity was a detachment of the self
comparison to God from its foundation in the relation of iInage to 
original, a reverse translation from the quality of a distinct.substance 
into marks of accomplishment. The adoption of ancient formulas could 
not be the motive operating in this process because divinity for. the 
ancient world meant primarily not at all omnipotence and omniscience 
but rather immortality and self-sufficiency, in other words, a syndrome 
of characteristics that does not manifest itself in actions. When the 
Cusan posits the discovery of logic and of mathematics. of systems of 
rules of games and the forms of artificial objects,· as comparable to 
the divine capacity for creation, the metaphorical quality of the com-

. parison (its not being meant 'stricdy' or literally) is protected precisely 
by the fact that God's analogous 'accomplishments' are speci£cally 
heterogeneous in kind; the creation of the world remains something 
incomparably sublime in comparison to the invention of logic and 
arithmetic. As long as this is the way one <likens' man to God, the 
quasi alius deus formula retains its good medieval appearance, at least 
remaining on an equal footing with the biblical <:realion of man "in 
the iInage of' God. This still holds even for the standard analogy 
between the poet and artist and the Creator of the world. But it no 
longer holds when the unsurpassability of an accomplishment can be 
grasped in its own evidence, and thus [human/divine1 equivalence 
makes any relation of foundation a matter of indifference, and it no 
longer holds when the supposedly given condition of being an image 
[of God] becomes something that one wants to be, as the full enjoyment 
of a newly discovered potentiality. The latter, as the radical velie sc 
esse deum [wanting to be God oneself] of human sinfulness-precisely 
in wanting to be good-was what Luther suspected; the former was 
discovered by Galileo when he thought that he had disclosed, in math
ematized natural science, a level of truth unSurpassable even for God. 
Husserl still formulates the eidetic evidence of the phenomenological 
act in such a way that even God cannot have given Himself anything 
more or anything else of the essence of, for instance, red than one 
who knows in that manner, just as Goethe had already said to the 



529 
·Chapter 2 

chancellor, Milller, regarding the <'Urphiinomen,"e that "God Himself 
knows it no better than I do." 

The Cusan's development of the idea of man's likeness to God also 
relates to the theological predicate-speculatively just as fruitful as it 
is destructive-of infinity. Only by that means can doeta ignorantia also 
become the anthropological 'method,' as it was the theological and 
the cosmological method. The ll<tture endowed with intellect is in 
potentia infintta [potentially infinite], is "infinite in its power of com
prehension," but it is this essentially in time as a process of semper 
plus et plus intelligere [always comprehending more and morel. If the 
infinite potentiality of the hwnan spirit as progress in time realizes 
itself in an always open dimension, then this idea at least does not 
exclude a conception of the realization of knowledge that would have 
to functionalize the individual man and his finitude for itsel£ If, in the 
modem age, such a foundation of the iidea of infinite progress in a 
genuinely theological image of man has no longer been attempted, 
then that proves neither the radical heterogeneity of the idea of progress 
nor that it originated, as is asserted, in a 'secularization' of theological 
eschatology. Instead the theological speculation itself had both given 
rise to the necessity and also provided the systematic connection to 
set the categories that had been gained from speculation about God 
in communication with the idea of man. 

However, this communication system did not yet allow the fact to 
emerge that the triad infinite God/infinite world/infinite human spirit 
opened up alternatives. that it held in readiness the possibility of each 
of its components becoming autonomous. For the Cusan, it was still 
entirely beyond question that in spite of its infinitude, the world could 
not offer man an essentially adequate, fully satisfYing object. The fact 
was still concealed from him that this privative, .indefinite infinity could 
fail in its 'Platonic' effect of referring to ;the ideal infinity of God and, 
precisely in its lack of definiteness, could become the compelling motive 
of cognitive movement for man. An interpretation of the Cusan that 
sees the aspect of his work that points toward new formations and 
begins to move toward them as resulting from a basically conservative 
motivation will of course have to respond to the question to what 
extent pretensions are· granted to man in the Cusan's anthropology 

. that were to be raised by and for man in the coming epoch. Here 
the bracket connecting these pretensions to the ·conservative motive 



530 

Part IV 

always remains the presupposition that can be reduced to the fonnula, 
Man is great because his God is great. . 

This appears most clearly in the ascription to man of an originating, 
creative potency. The entire intellectual structure of man is understood 
in terms of this potency, and yet within the unity of this struch!re 
there is an entirely definite and very problematic differentiation. The 
cognitive capacity of the human spirit, its accomplishment all the way 
from the construction of concepts (notiones) to the projection of con
jectures (coniecturae), is understood, as we saw, according to the theo
logical model of the unfolding of an original simplicity: "Anima 
rationalis est vis complicativa omnium notionalium complicatjonum" 
[The rational soul is the power of folding together (complicating) all 
conceptual unities (complications)]. 66 This conception of knowledge re
mains peculiarly unproblematical only because in the case of man the 
Cusan leaves out the difficulties of his theological model. It appears 
self-evident. to him that the perfonnance of the divine likeness, for its 
part, is mo a likeness; it imitates not the world, but the origin of the 
world. So the expluatio that is carried out in the human spirit becomes 
a 'representation' of the divine expluatio of the world. 

The possibility of things, insofar as it is projected by the human 
spirit, cannot be traced back behind the act of will in which God 
posited the possibility of the world before He created it. What a world 
is or can be is preconceived and predecided in this aggregate of ex
emplary possibilities as something that, being beyond question, is 
reassuring for one's attitude to the given and rejects or restricts the 
problem of theodicy. Consequently, a world of concepts and conjec
tures, insofar as it is merely a 'world,' simply cannot fail to hit the 
mark that is the world of things. In this context, the proposition that 
"the similarity of the human intellect to the divine lies in its creative 
activity"61 is a logically necessary result of the human intellect's capacity 
for truth, insofar as what can result from a process that can be called 
"creation" seems to be finnly established. But now the Cusan's theo
logical deliberations, which we have already described, show what 
diffiCulty arose for him from the fact that the power of God the Creator 
had been conceived as an omnipotence independent of the exemplary 
pregivenness of a uniquely possible world and realizing the world, as 
a contingent fact, only by a volitional decree. From this position, the 
Cusan can polemicize against Aristotle's metaphysics of substance and 
deny reason the right to demand a reason for the specific constitution 
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of the world. He compares this denial to the fact that no reason, but 
only stipulation, can justif)r the establishment by decree of particular 
units of measure within a state: "Why the heavens are the heavens 
and the earth, the earth and man, man-for this there is no reason 
other than that He willed it so, Who created them. To question beyond 
that is just as foolish as to demand yet more proof in the case of 
Aristotle's first principles."68 The human spirit imitates the God Who 
created it, not the God Who willed its possibility. 

Thus the Cusan deprives his anthropology of his own formulas, in 
which he distinguishes between reason and will in the prehistory of 
the Creation. The will is the world aspect of the infinite, and the world 
therefore has an elemental communicative character; it is "like the 
Word become aD. object of the senses. "69 The Cusan always simplifies 
this basic problem when he is concerned to stabilize the relation of 
complicatio and explicatioas the firm and dependable dimension of his 
speculation. Then he asserts that the theologians have simply identified 
the exemplars of the Platonic tradition, the Ideas, with the biblical 
concept of the divine' will. 7

{) Where, on the other hand, the Cusan 
speaks outside the consistency constraints of his system, for instance, 
as a preacher, he gives way to the voluntaristic sovereignty proviso 
of the late-medieval concept of God, with its exposure of the world 
as a contingent fact. In the sermon Ubi est qui natus est rex Judaeorum 
[Where is he who was born King of the J ews?l71 he takes up the 
obtrusive questions regarding the problem of the Creation and rejects 
them with a citation from the prophet Jonah (I : 14): "Sicut voluisti, 
fecisti" (Just as He wanted it, He made itJ. One would have to answer 
those questions by saying that if God had willed it, He would have 
been capable of it ("Sic igitur respondeas: si voluisset, potuisset"). 
Under the pressure of the question of the reason for existence, the 
authorities of reason and freedom diverge, and the place of the required 
reason is filled by the appeal to the decree of freedom: "Unde non 
est alia responsio nisi: voluntas dei est libera. et pro ratione respondet 
libertas" [Whence there is_no other answer except that God's will is 
free, and freedom answers instead of reason]. That which in the 
preacher's edifying discourse puts impious further inquiry in its place 
cannot be similarly blunted in the thinker's system. Does man's creative 
potency also possess in this respect something of its divine original. 
so that it must be granted the capacity to posit ,contingent facts, to 
advance into the reahn of unrealized possibilities? Could the Cusan 
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break through the principle of imitation, the ?bligation determining 
all human productivity since the ancient world?f . 

So long as nature in its constitution was not a contingent fact, so 
long as it realized exhaustively the full scope of the possible. because 
the eternal exemplars were already imitated in it, nothing was left to 
man. either except to imitate this pregiven stock in his tuin. This world 
might be worse than its original, and then man could· undertake to 
represent it not as it was but as it should be. Man's latitude lay in the 
distance between original and image, between concept and reality. 
That was also the theory, dogmatized by Aristotle, of art as the per
fection of what nature had been able to bring to a certain point. But 
the late Middle Ages' consciousness of contingency cut the ground 
from under this conception. The perplexity aroused by the question 
why the Creator had singled out this and no other tiny particle from 
the sea of infinite possibility, the idea of a choice without human 
intelligibility, made reality indifferent with respect to what sWTounded 
it as the corona of possibility. Of course the question was not meant 
that way; it was meant to enforce not utopian speculation but rather 
submission and acceptance of the mortgage attached to the revealed 
promise of salvation. 

It is true that the means by which this coercion could be evaded 
was also resignation regarding the question of the justification of the 
world. but given this resignation, it was also the new urgency of the 
question of what then was left for man. It was left to man resolutely 
to turn his gaze to the scope of what was not pregiven in the factual 
world but could perhaps be realized by his own power. In the difference 
between reality and possibility. between infinite omnipotence and the 
factual world-taking offense at the scandal of the unfathomability 
of the world -man discovered that he could be something other than 
an imitator of nature. 

Could man be a creator? This question was prepared in the history 
. of one of the Scholastic questions that were entirely devoted to working 
through the concept of God and the predicates reserved to it. In the 
Sentences of Peter Lombard, to comment on which was obligatory 
journeyman's work for every teacher of theology, there also arose the 
problem whether anything besides God could bear the attribute creator. 72 

Into the fourteenth century it seemed perfectly obvious that this ques
tion could only be decided in the way the Lombard had decided it, 
that is, negatively. The unequivocalness of the answer then became 



533 
Chapter 2 

dubious, from two directions: first of all from the side of its provability, 
which William of Ockham, against Duns Scotus, was the first to hold 
not to be given; n and second, from the side of the speculation about 
omnipotence, which finally had to pose for itself the. question whether 
a restriction of God's omnipotence was not implied when one denied 
the possibility of His creating a being with the power of creation. H 

Here, as so often, it turns out that Scholasticism first raises, in the 
composed presumption of unequivocal answerability, those questions 
on which its positions were finally to shatter. 

For the Cusan, the question is not already decided by the fact that 
in his theory of knowledge he interprets mali as creative. For this 
daring is blunted by the requirement that what man projects must be 
appropriate to the divine Creation. The question is now posed more 
radically, and specifically because it seeks in man's status as "created 
in the image of God" the element of infinitude as well. In the treatise 
On Conjectures, man is designated as humanus deus [a human God]: 
"Human being (ftumanitas) is a unity, and that means that at the same 
time it is infinity realized in a human manner Unfinitas humaniter con
tracta). Now, however, it is the nature of such a unity to unfold beings 
from itself (ex se explicare entia), for it contains in its simplicity a mul
tiplicity of beings. So also man has the capacity (virtus) to unfold every
thing from himself into the circle of the region he inhabits (omnia ex 
se explicaTe intra regionis suae circulum), to make everything arise from 
his power as the center (of that circle) (omnia de potentia centri exercere). "15 

Here the diagram of circle and center represents the inclusiveness of 
the relation between creative origin and projected world, the· way in 
which the reality that arises from man refers back to him. "Human 
being itself alone is the goal of the creative process (activae creationis) 
founded in it. Man does not go beyond himself (non pergtt extra se) 
when he is creative (dum creat): rather, in the unfolding of his power, 
he comes to himsel£" 

Inevitably this is followed, once more, by the restriction that still is 
and must. be self-evident to the Cusan in this phase of his thought, 
namely, that man, who is creative in the unfolding of his essential 
unity, produces only the universe of possibilities that is already laid 

. out in him and therefore creates nothing new in the process (neque 
quiquam novi '!fficit). Creative production and true knowledge are still 
identical here: "There is no difference between advancing in appre
hension to everything and containing everything in onese1£ "76 Thus 
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even as the origin of a creation, as Jnincipium contrqctum creationis [the 
restricted principle of a creation], man continues to be harnessed into 
the correspondence structure of theological, cosmological, and anthro
pological infinity. 

About a decade later, in his Jdiota dialogues of 1450, the Cusan 
makes the Layman, the simple craftsman, say something different to 
the philosopher about his own handicraft, woodcarving. This man 
displays a spoon he has carved and says, "The spoon has no original 
other than the idea in our mind (coclear extra mentis nostrae ideam non 
habet exemplar), If the sculptor and the painter take their models from 
the things that they strive to imitate, that is not true of me; I who 
make spoons out of wood and dishes and pots out of clay. In this 
activity I do not imitate the form of any naturally given object, since 
the forms of spoons, dishes and pots arise by virtue of human skill 
alone, Consequently my art is more perfect than one that imitates 
the forms of objects, and thus is more similar to infinite art. »71 The 
Layman represents a new type of human self-consciousness, opposed 
to Scholasclcism and rhetorical humanism. When once the philosopher 
says to him that he appears to be a follower of Pythagoras, he answers 
him, "I don't know if I am a follower of Pythagoras or of someone 
_else. But I do know this, that I don't allow myself to be fixed by the 
authority of any man, even if it seeks to influence me." To this con
sciousness of original self-realization belongs the triumphant indication 
of the realm of his technical forms, which are no longer something 
he owes-as having been read from nature-to a piously accepted 
pregivenness but rather are supposed to have come into existence sola 
humana arte [by human art alone]. It is important that the Cusan 
presupposes no specifically 'elevated position' of reflection for this 
self-consciousness. It is not the traditional special circumstances of 
artistic production on which such a self-consciousness is based; on the 
contrary, the spoon carver directly contrasts his accomplishment with 
that of painters and sculptors, who depend on the imitation of nature
non "tamen ego [but not I] is his formula. 78 

It is significant that this pathos of 'creative' man commences here 
with the technical, not the artistic, type. If one keeps in mind how in 
the following period the testimony of creativity concentrates ahnost 
exclusively on the fine arts and poetry, so that it will belong to the 
manifestation of art in the modern age that the author begins to speak 
of himself and his productive moments, whereas technical invention 
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and production still had to contend for a long time for self-appreciation 
and recognition on the same level, and then finally nevertheless could 
only reach back to the language of the self-interpretation of the fine 
arts in order to formulate themselves-only, then, if one keeps this 
in mind, does the figure of the idiota [layman] obtain its significance. 
But it is nevertheless not a figure of human self-empowerment. In 
the final analysis, the Cusan breaches the principle of imitation in 
describing man's productive relation to the world only in order to use 
the concept of imitatio all the more emphatically and exclusively for 
the other side ofhis metaphysical triangle: When man does not imitate, 
but rather originally produces, he imitates immediately the absolute 
origin of everything imitable. He was created for this one imitation. 
In the dialogue On the Mind, he makes the Layman say that the Mind 
was created by the art of the Creator as though this art had wanted 
to create itseI£ 79 But, precisely, only «quasi"; if this "as though" were 
missing, Giordano Bruno would be closer at hand. . 

Can this anthropology that reaches ahead of itself in daring formulas 
arrive at a concretization, a confirmation in man's complex performance 
structure? The Cusan gave perhaps the finest, most deliberate ex
emplification of the originality that is characteristic of his image of 
man, and one that still points least of all toward modem technicity. 
in his treatise On the Globe Game. Here the guide for the investigation 
of human spontaneity is not the tools of self-assertion but rather the 
invention of a game as a reality closed in itself, a 'world' that unfolds 
itselfwith its own elements according to set rules. The ideal ofknowl
edge of a coherent reality is thus derived from the way in which man 
knows, precisely, his world of playas the reality that is continually 
derivable from and perspicuous through his positings. In On the Globe 
Game, the invention of the new becomes the possibility of the self
discovery that the soul practices with itself so as to assure itself of its 
power, self-movement. The difference between man and beast is 
sharpened to this very specificity, that man hits upon the idea of 
inventing new games for himself. Further: Man alone is able, in the 
absence of light, to help himself and to make vision possible by the 
light of a lamp; he alone can aid deficient vision with eyeglasses and 
. correct the errors of sight by means of the art of perspective. 30 

Regarded in this way, phenomena move together, become visible 
in their genetic convergence, which previously had scarcely been seen 
in such proximity. Language, writing, number, and syllogism each 



536 

Part IV 

beCome particular world-explications, like the invented game; in the 
second book of On the Globe Game, the disciplines of the quadrivium
arithmetic and geometry, music and astronomy-represent original 
inventive accomplishments of man, which, weare explicidy assured, 
have the condition of their possibility exclusively in th~ human soul. 
Man's <equipment' is regarded less from the point of view ofits function 
as means ·to ends than from that of itS explicative worldliness; the 
astrolabe of Ptolemy and the lyre of Orpheus are exemplary novelties 
of invention, which are structurally closed in themselves and yet at 
the same time are mediating orientations. remed conjectures, as it 
were, for knowledge .. sl The world map that the cosmographer produces 
is an especially characteristic simile for the Cusan; it does indeed bear 
a similarity to the represented world. but it is anything but a com
bination of images of what it represents. It is a reconstruction, and 
resembles conjecture in that it is indeed <participation,' insofar as it 
represents, but participation in otherness.82 The cosmographer furnishes 
a representation of the whole world apprehendable by the senses 
because, while it is true that he works up. orders, and brings to a 
common scale the data and information brought to him from outside, 
nevertheless in fact he remains at home, shuts the door, and tuins 
his gaze inwards to the world ground that lies in himself, which alone 
·provides him with the prhlciple ~ the unity of all the facts brought 
to him. from outside. 8s Nicholas made use of an experience of his own 
in this picture of the cartographer; he had had a map of Central 
Europe drawn on the basis of critical accounts of journ.eys, which, 
however, was only engraved in Eichst1itt in 1491, long after his death. 

Finally, in the work ofhis old age, De venatione sapientiae, the Cusan 
uses the example (exemplum remotum) of the creation of the art of the 
syllogism, not indeed for i:h~ creation of the visible world, but rather 
for that of the ground of its possibility. its posse .fieri itsel£ Here the 

. voluntaristic element that presses forward so strongly in this late work 
is already allowed for in the initial formula: "Intellectus magistri. vult 
creare artem syllogisticam" [The mind of the master wants to create 

. the art of the syllogism], The teacher of logic posits and secures the 
possibility of this art's coming to be ("Pomt igitur et finnat posse fieri 
huius artis"). However, the forms of the procedure of inference are 
grounded in reason (in ratione fondatae) iIi such a way that every syI,. 
logism that is concretized in language must imitate them-at this point, 
then, the imitative moment joins the creative one.· This is why it is 
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possible for the inventor of this art (inventor magister) to hand it down 
to the teachable student. And just this is the simile for the origin of 
the world artifice: "Sic forte se aliqualiter habet mundi artificiwn" 
[Perhaps it is the same with the world artifiCe].84 God also creates first 
of all the world's posse fieri [possibility of coming to beJ and hands it 
over to obedient nature as though for 'application.'85 

_ When the Cusan brings up geometry as a further example, it is 
significant that this exemplification does not lie on the same plane. 
It is said of the geometer, as distinguished from the logician, who 
imitates God immediately in the creationj of the ground of the possibility 
of his art, that he imitates nature. 86 The geometer directs his gaze at 
the pregiven concept of the circle, its praedeterminata ratio, and seeks 
to cany thiough in construction the instruction given there. He imitates 
nature inasmuch as he arranges the transition from concept to per
ception. This concept is not that of an absolutely precise ideal figure, 
from which all concretely drawn figures deviate by their imprecisions. 
Rather it is an instruction concerning the distance of specifiable points 
on the circwnference from the center of the circle, an instruction that 
says nothing about the magnitude of the radius, and thus also permits 
the symbolic paradox of allowing it to increase infinitely. Only such 
instructions are inventable; their constructive execution, the concrete 
rendering visible of their implications in a figure, is nothing but ex
plicative carrying out, imitation. For the Cusan, the geometer stands 
on a different level from the logician. 

This special position of geometry as compared to arithmetic and 
syllogistics is not yet seen in the Cusan's early writings. Between De 
docta ignorantia and De coniecturis, which favor (respectively) geometrical 
and arithmetical metaphors, there is no distinction in the evaluation 
of the guiding realms. In the first of the two early works, the topic 
of methodical utility is explicitly raised: Mathematics helps us the most 
toward comprehension of the differentness of the divine ("Quod math
ematicalia nos iuvet plurimwn in diversorum divinorum apprehen
sione").87 The advantage of the mathematicalia [mathematical things], 
as against the naturalia [things in nature1 in illustrati.p.g the knowledge 
of God lies in the fact that as products of human construction, they 
are 'deformable' by following specific rules, like that of making the 
radius of a circle infinite- that is, it lies in the fact that man is not 
bound to a pregiven essential form that he has to respect. Hence the 
possibility of employing 'explosive metaphor' in this field as a means 

--------------------- ._---
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of symbolic investigation (ad dWina per symb~la accedendi nobis via fa 
path by which we approach the divine by means 'of symbols]. 

His Platonist start has led the Cusan so far beyond plato that in the 
treatise On the Beryl he can charge him with the error of not having 
distinguished between the ideas that are given to us and those that 
we ourselves produce and of having missed the differentiation of truth 
that goes with this .. "For he said that one could regard the circle in 
its name or its definition, in a drawing or a mental concept; and with 
all of that one would not have the nature of the circle. Its essence, 
which subsists free from all contradiction, simple and immortal, can, 
on the contrary, only be seen by reason. In fact Plato asserts this 
equally of all things. If he had reflected on this, he would have found 
that our mind, which creates the world of the mathematical, has that 
which it can create more truly and more actually in itself than it is 
outside of it. Thus man has shaping art, and the configurations of this 
art, more truly in his mental capacity of conception than they can 
take shape outside it .... And so it is with all that sort of thing: with 
the circle, with the line, with the triangle, so also with our concept of 
number-in short. with everything that originates from the human 
mind and not from nature. "S8 

At this point, if not earlier, the question arises whether and how 
.the freedom that the Cusan grants man as the independence of his 
theoretical and technical accomplishment from pregiven reality includes 
the final and central element of every anthropology, the moral au
tonomy of an active being. For the Cusan's system of synchronized 
intensifications in the metaphysical triangle of God, cosmos, and man, 
this question must acquire a criticaJ. importance. Can the theological 
speculation about transcendence be 'translated' into the idea of human 
autonomy? In connection with this question, research on the Cusan 
has depended on the testimony of the treatise On God's Vision. This 
treatise, produced in 1453, explains man's self-conception" by the simile 
likening it to the portrait that seems to look all of its viewers in the 
face" at once. Thus each individual in his place stands immediately 
before the absolute. No position is distinguished above the others; 
transcendence levels off hierarchies and stratifications in what it sur
passes. Everyone who raises his gaze to the picture is regarded; but 
he "is regarded only when and because he, for his part, looks toward 
the picture. The plurality and individuality of the viewers are not 
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opposed to the identity of the picture; rather they are the partnership 
appropriate to it that for the first time unfolds its mysterious potentiality. 

Not all of the Cusan's metaphors are equally successful and c1.arif)ring. 
One need only think of the simile of casting peas, in the second book 
of On the Globe Game, with which, perplexingly, something entirely 
opposite seems to be meant, namely, "that the variety of objects in 
the world, as a deviation from absolute unity, is simply not founded 
in the will of the Creator: In the casting of a handful of peas to the 
ground, the falling motion of the individual peas results in accidental 
variation, although the caster has after all perfonned only one cast. 
It is true that the simile is meant to retain the uniqueness of the 
individual, but at the same time it leads to the indifference of accident 
and thus to a devaluing origin; between the will of the Creator and 
the individual a mechanical factor intrudes. Aristotle and Epicurus 
appear to be hannonized in this image, and the fact betrays itself that 
toward the late works, the power of more than superficial harmonization 
diminishes in the Cusan, and the thinker's achievements, which seem 
to be bullied out of the Scholastic tradition, nevertheless still occupy 
insecure ground Of course in the case of the simile of the all-seeing 
picture, which originated ten years before the pea-casting simile of 
On the Globe Game, one could also adduce the misgiving aroused by 
the element of illusion. But that belongs to the emphasis on perspective 
in the Cusan's thought and includes the attempt to establish a systematic 
consistency between cosmology and anthropology, between the loosing 
of human seW-understanding from the orientation of cosmic localization 
and the definition of its freedom vis-'a-vis the absolute origin. 

When each individual before the all-seeing portrait in the simile 
conceives ofhirnself as the one who is expressly and uniquely regarded, 
an optical illusion arises analogous to the one that is described, for 
each location in the cosmos, as the illusion of centrality. "It seems to 
everyone, whether he finds himself on the earth, the sun or another 
star, as though he himself were at, as it were, an unmoving center, 
and as though everything else were moving. "89 But just as that cosmic 
illusion of centrality was not only an illusion but also a metaphor of 
a ITletaphysical state of affairs, so also the illusion before the all
regarding picture is not only an illusion. "Thus the world fraITle will. 
as it were, have its center everywhere and its circumference nowhere, 
because circumference and center are God, Who is everywhere and 
nowhere."90 The fact that the world has no actually designatable center 
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and nevertheless everywhere furnishes the vie'Yer with the appearance 
of being in the center is thus the cosmic metaphor of the metaphysical 
state of affairs familiar in the Cusan's thought as the pseudo-Hennetic 
doctrine of the infinite sphere. This might have served to prevent any 
disappointment resulting from the Copernican exposure of the geo
centric illusion and to ascribe a new symbolic role to the world, symbolic 
in relation to absolute transcendence. 

The gaze of the all-regarding picture, which every viewer can refer 
to himself, 'exists' just as little as does the center of the world; but 
the very illusion that cannot be objectified discloses to man his position, 
which can no longer be read off from worldly realities. In the reciprocity 
of the transcendent relation, in free and response-awakening turning 
toward [God], he finds himself made capable of a self-consciousness 
that even, indeed particularly, over against the absolute is not pure 
lostness and utter dependence. Thus the Cusan has· man experience 
his emancipation in the simile of the all-regarding picture: "When I 
thus rest in the silence of contemplation, you, Lord. answer me in my 
own breast, saying: Be your own, and I will be yours. You, Lord. have 
left me free to be my own, if I will. If I have not become my own, 
then ¥ou also are not mine. Yau make my freedom necessary insofar 
as You cannot be mine if I am not my own. Because you have left 
me free for this, You do not constrain me, but You expect that I will 
decide to be my own. "91 

One will not diminish the importance of the passage by asking what 
type of concept of freedom is intended here. For precisely in the 
implications of this concept of freedom, the Cusan's acute concem 
regarding the disintegration of the Middle Ages becomes tangIble. 
This disintegration had led at first to the position of nominalism, which 
had deprived human freedom of any significance over against God's 
absolute demand for justification and had put man in the position of 
having the condition of his salvation offered to him in naked contin
gency, as something to which to submit. And then even this submission 
was supposed to have resulted from an act of election on the part of 
the Divinity. Nominalism had seen God's demand as humanly un
fulfillable and had thus posited the path of grace as absolute. Moral 
quality and :fulfillment of the theonomic condition of salvation had 
par.ted company. After that, any attempt to satisfy God's demand 
became entangled in human self-validation and necessarily failed to 
meet the intentio praecipientis [teacher's intention}. Luther will fonnulate 
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this paradox of theonomy in the treatise De servo arbitrio as follows: 
"Man is not capable of humbling himself fully until he knows that his 
silvation depends, entirely outside his powers, decisions, efforts, outside 
his will and his works, on the free judgment, the decision, will, and 
work of another, namely of God alone. "j On the question of human 
freedom and its significance for salvation, the Middle Ages disinte
grates-its dissociation is effected'-:into radical self-disempowering, 
on the one hand, and equally resolute self-empowerment, epitomized 
in the zone of what will be called the "Renaissance," on the other 
hand. 

It is only as a countermove against the unreasonable demands of 
theology's contesting of freedom that it becomes 'possible to understand 
!he attractiveness gained by the ideal of the Stoic wise man, who 
satisfies himself in the rigorism of the inner consistency of his virtuous 
will and withdraws from the accident and uncertainty of worldly fate 
into the undisputedness of his disposition over himself But even this 
ideal undergoes an essential change in its presuppositions. The ancient 
wise man secures for himself the space of his undisputedness by not 
meddling with what is not open to his power of disposition. He seeks 
his happiness as inwardness. The new premise, however, is that man 
does not meet with the boundary between what is and what is not 
at his disposal as a fixed determination, but rather that he begins to 
regard nature also as something potentially masterable. 

The program of knowledge of nature is governed by this presup
position, that the theory of physical processes suspends the pure ex
ternality of nature and brings under control those of its workings that 
are relevant for man. The systematically complete connection between 
a Stoicizing ethics and a new concept of ;science will become evident 
in Descartes. For him freedom is bound to the presupposition of mastery 
over that which without insight remains pure accident and delivers 
man over helplessly to the conditions of the reality surrounding him. 
Knowledge makes nature into man's property. The connection between 
property and freedom persists also and particularly in this conception. 

If one keeps these two directions of the final medieval dissociation 
process in mind, then the Cusan's conservative effort becomes evident 
here too; he attempts at a late hour to .make the autonomous power 
of man, which is in the wings, result yet again from an empowerment, 
and thus to bind it to an original act of absolution or emancipation 
I:FreisprechungJ But he can do this only by holding to and thinking 
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through further a basic figure of the traditional concept of freedom, 
namely, freedom as the suspension of a property relation, as a passing 
over of the property right to one who is 'set free' from the original 
property relation. God, so says the Cusan, wants man to take over 
for himself and to exercise the original property right of the Creator 
in His creature. The ,theological concept of man's absolution [Freispre
chungl liberates from guilt; the philosophical concept [Freisprechung in 
the sense of emancipation] liberates from dependence on the ownership 
that God, as the Author of his existence, has in man. 

That freedom has its origin in an act of liberation is fOWlded, as a 
basic idea, in the ancient tradition and conception of right. The Cusan's 
taking over of this idea has the difficulty that the emancipation is not 
an effective legal act in itsel£ On the contrary, a duty is ascribed to 

man, which as such already presupposes freedom, to bring about the 
conveyance of his property in himself and to assert himself in it. This 
construction of a 'theonomic autonomy' is fragile enough. It is not a 
purely metaphorical illustration, however, but rather stands in a thor
oughly medieval frame of reference, which, at the same time, it points 
beyond. 

For the background of the leading metaphor of property and hb
eration, it is instructive to go back to some testimony from the beginning 
,of the Middle Ages, which is found in Augustine's argument with 
Julian., the Pelagian. 92 In the disputation that Augustine simulates, 
Julian proposes a definition of-freedom of the will: The free will by 
which man is released from God's power of disposition consists of the 
possibility of admitting sin or abstaining from it. Augustine answers 
with a sentence that does not enter at all into the main part of his 
opponent's definition but rather refers to the subordinate clause: Julian 
speaks of man's liberation by God-does he not notice, then, that 
what happens to someone who is set free in that way is that he no 
longer belongs to the father's family?9$ Perhaps one may find in this 
short exchange of words one of the basic decisions that underlie an 
age. or that one must think of as Wlderlying it if one wants to understand 
it as a meaningful unity. The Cusan made of the liberation an act of 
self-emancipation, which, however, at the same time is the epitome 
of obedience and does not dissolve the 'family bond' but rather is 
grounded only in God's self-abandonment to the free man. 

At 'this very point, where the discussion of the Cusan's anthropology 
culminates and could be concluded, an essential systematic piece of 



543 

Chapter 2 

the Cusan's speculation must be brought up, whose indispensability 
already follows from remembering that the Docta ignorantia has a third 
book, of which we have not yet spoken. This third book contains the 
essentials of the Cusan's Christology. One could say that he then 
crosses the threshold into dogmatic theology. But the Cusan's anthro
pology is not complete without his Christology. It is the central element 
of a system that is meant to carry ouf the exaggeration of transcendence 
without paying the price of the annihilation of immanence, that is 
meant to let the additional gain to the absolute flow back into the 
substance of the conditioned But even independently of the desirability 
of presenting the Cusan's system in the integration that he himself 
gave it, the Christology is indispensable in order to make visible the 
epoch-making difference between the Cusan and Giordano Bruno, the 
Nolan. The intellectual offense that ultimately led Giordano Bruno to 
the stake is directed against the dogma of the Incaro.ation. 

For a Christmas sermon, Nicholas wrote regarding the necessity of 
God's inqrnation, "God created all things for His own sake and in 
such a way that the universe would have its full greatness and perfection 
only in relation to Him; but the universe could not unite with Him, 
since there is no proportion between the finite and the infinite. Con
sequently everything has its goal in God through Christ. For if God 
had not taken on human nature, which as something intermediate 
includes the other natures in itself, then the whole universe would be 
incomplete; indeed it would not even exist. "94 To represent the In
caro.ation as the inner consequence of the Creation, to lead the eternal 
predestination of the Son of God to become man, of which Duns 
Scotus had already spoken, out of the voluntarism of the concept of 
predestination and to bring it nearer to human comprehension by 
means of a rational deduction, is the program of the first four chapters 
of the third book of On Knowing Ignorance. . 

Whereas the first book had dealt with God as the absolutely greatest 
(absolute maximum), and the second book had dealt with the universe 
as the restrictedly greatest (contracte maximum), the third book deals 
with the simultaneously absolutely and restrictedly greatest (de maximo 
absoluto pariter et contracto). The concept of contractio [contraction, re
strictednessl causes difficulties for the understanding;95 on the one 
hand, it is the opposite of abstractio, and then it signifies the concrete 
object's heing characterized by a drawing together of predicates each 
of which in itselfis abstract-and on the other hand, it is the restriction 
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of the individual, which as something actual never exhausts the range 
of the possibilities of its realization. "RestrictIon" -is thus the general 
and thoroughgoing characteristic of the actual world and of what is 
actual within it. What is actual is this or that, which is to say that as 
this and not that, _ it is actual at the expense of possibilities no longer 
open. Nothing actual is what it can be. That makes movement the 
continual conversion of possibility into actuality, a conversion char
acteristic of all reality in the world. Hence there is a multiplicity of 
the individuals of a species in the world - an admission, as it were, 
of the inexhaustibility of what is possible within the species by what 
is ever actual in it. But the universe also, as a unique whole, the universi 
prima generalis contractio [the first, general contraction of the universe], 
which is followed by the further degrees of restriction into genera, 
species, and individua, does not exhaust the horizon of possibility, which 
is defined by God's omnipotence. 96 "The universe does not reach the 
limit of the absolutely greatest, just as the genera do not reach the 
limit of the universe, the species the liroit of the genus, the individuals 
the limit bf the species. So everything- that is, between the greatest 
and the smallest, is to become ever more perfect, and only God is to 
be the origin, center, and goal of the universe and of the individual 
things .... " 
. Here reflection on omnipotence, the most agitating motive of late
medieval speculation, falls into one of its antinomies: If the universe 
exhausted the creative potential of its origin, then it would be at the 
same time the limitation of this potential, insofar as it would manifest 
the inability to do more; but insofar as the universe is supposed to 
be the work of the highest wisdom and goodness, which manifest 
themselves in it, it is inconceivable that that potential could not have 
spent itself in its prodigality and not have realized the greatest thing 
possible for it. Thus the Creation must, on the one hand, possess the 
highest possible perfection and may not, on the other hand, reach the 
limit of what is possible for its origin. Fonnulated differendy: If God 
could not make the world into the most perfect possible work because 
He would have contradicted Himself in the process, then He should 
not have willed this work. This is the basis of the idea pursued in the 
passage quoted from the sermon, that the universe would not exist 
at all if it were not capable of being brought to perfection. 

i 



.545 

Chapter 2 

This antinomy is 'resolved' by the Incarnation. There must be among 
the realities of world, among the aggregate of restrictions, one real 
thing that exhausts the potentiality of the species in which it exists. 
"If there were an entity that as an individual represented the greatest 
in the restriction of a_ species (maximum contractum individuum), then 
its existence would have to be the fulfillment of that genus and species 
and it would be the way and the form, the essential reason and truth 
in the fullness of perfection for everything possible in this species. 
Such a maximum in restriction would sutpass the nature of restriction 
and would at the same time be its final goal, since it would contain 
in itself all its perfection. . . . "91 But the world, of itself and in itself, 
cannot contain such an entity because it would violate the requirement 
that God's omnipotence not be restricted from outside. Only if this 
creature could at the same time be the Creator would it lose the 
character of externality with regard to God and become the perfection 
of the Creation as the Creator's self-restriction. "Such an entity, insofar 
as it is something restricted, would not be God, Who is the pure 
absolute (absolutissimus), but instead, as the maximum in restriction
that is to say, as God and creature-it would necessarily be absolute 
and restricted at once, and specifically in a mode of restriction that 
could not subsist at all in itself if it did not subsist in what is absolutely 
greatest (in absoluta maximitate)." -

Thus we are led in a purely hypothetical consideration to the basic 
idea of the 'hypostatic union' of God and creature. This idea does 
indeed remove the antinomy of ominipotence, but by means of a 
solution that in its turn, as the Cusan himself admits, entirely exceeds 
our understanding: "Haec admiranda unio onmem nostrum intellectum 
excelleret." This mysterious unity of creator and creatura is to -be con
ceived neither as ~ture nor as composition (absque conJusione et 
compositione). 

What is now stilllaclcing from the introduction of the dogma of the 
Incarnation is only the demonstration thai the species of creature that 
would be most perfecdy disposed for this union is human nature. This 
occurs in the third chapter through the thesis that that entity is suited 
for union with the Divinity that includes in its being the most of the 
universe of reality. This should be neither an extremely lowly nor an 
extremely sublime substance, then, but rather a natura media [inter
mediate nature]. Such a nature in fact is human nature, which was 
already correcdy designated by the ancients as a-microcosm. "If this 
nature were elevated to union with the greatest, then this would be 

.---------."--~ ... ---- -----------~---... -----~- ------------ - _._-----------
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the fulfilhnent of all the perfections of the universe and of its individual 
beings, so that in human being everything ~ould reach its highest 
stage of existence." Once the path has been traversed this far, what 
is still needed is only the scarcely more difficult demonstration that 
only an individual human nature and only a particular person of the 
trinitarian Divinity could enter into this unification. 

But so far the discussion has been entirely in the mode of potentiality. 
The proof must still complete two steps: first, that this solution not 
only does not contradict God's essence but rather is in the highest 
degree suitable and essentially appropriate to it; and second, that this 
unification of natures has been manifested as an actual phenomenon 
in the world. 

The first step already resembles the significance of the ens PC1ftC
tissimum [most perfect being] in Descartes, with which he extracts himself 
from his experiment with doubt. "If one does not recognize this path," 
the Cusan writes, "then everything could still be m.ore perfect than 
it is; but no one, unless he is a denier of God or His goodness, can 
rationally dissent from this train of thought. For all jealousy is foreign 
to One Who is pure goodness, and Hiso actions can have no defects; 
just as He Himself is unequaled, so it is also with His work, which 
comes as close as possible to being unequaled. But the unequaled 
power has its limit only in itself ... " This requirement is fulfilled 
when a man is elevated to unity with the unequalled power itself, so 
that he is no longer man as a creature subsisting for itself but rather 
in unity with infinite power, so that this power is limited not in the 
creature but in itself 98 The CUsan accomplishes the second step by 
subsuming under the foregoing prerriises the additional one that the 
temporal position in history required for the appearance of a human 
individuality is already given, so that this historical appearance can 
be designated with a name.9g 

As with other doctrines, Wenck did not characterize the Cusan's 
Christology as incorrectly as might be expected. In the passage in 
which he reproaches the Cusan with turning annihilation into deifi
cation, he also imputes to him an identification of the generation of 
the Son of God and the creation of creatures. IOO This imputation is 
not so false, since while for the Cusan the. generation of the Son of 
God is not an event bound to the act of Creation, his Incarnation is 
such an act, one which alone removes the antinomy of the Creation 
and is thus necessarily implicated in it. Not only does the Incarnation 
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complete the Creation, it is only the reality of the Incarnation, de
termined from eternity, that makes the Creation possible at all. This 
is bound up with a further accusation made by Wenck against the 
Cusan, namely, that he universalizes human nature in Christ (un i
veTsalisatione humanitatis Christi) and inevitably does away with the his
torical concreteness of this figure (tollit singularitatem humanitatis Christi). 101 

But then Christ's redemptive ser0.ce would be ascribed to human 
naturei~e~ . 

Now this last remark in particular fails to hit upon the essence of 
the Cusan's Christology to the extent that the latter's saving significance 
fHeilsbedeutung] is hardly in redemption and a merit gained for men 
but rather in the fulfillment of the essential potential of the world and 
man. This· has made the Incarnation a universal, a cosmic event. 
Nowhere is there talk of the fact that man's sin has compelled God 
to sacrifice His son. The Creation, not sin, the deficiency of nature, 
not that of man, presses toward this consequence. 

But is it already the ultimate consequence? Has the theological furor 
of the late Middle Ages been successfully reconciled with the will of 
perplexed man to secure his own right over against transcendence 
and not. himself to come to nothing in the face of an inflated God? 
The death of Giordano Bruno will be a beacon signaling the failure 
of this reconciliation. 

Translator's Notes 

a. See translator's note b to part ill, chapler 7. 

b. Martin Grabmann, Die Geschichte deT scholasttschen Methode <Freiburg: Herder, 1909-1911). 

c. This paragraph begins an extended discussion of the Cusan's cosmology. The chapter is 
completed by a discussion of his anthropology (and. finally, his Cbristologyl that begins with 
the paragraph of text corresponding to note 49. 

d. I have inserted the Cusan's distinguishing tenns, "absolute" and "restricted," in brackets 
here in lieu of the difference in gender (der GriJsste versus .u.s Groote) in the original texL On 
the concept of "restriction" /contractio), see the text corresponding to note 95 of this chapter. 

e. A tenn coined by Goethe to designate a primary, irreducible phenomenon or experience 
that illwninates day-to-day experiences. 

£: The author analyzed the history of the principle of 'imitation' in his "'Nachahmung del' 
Natur.' Zur Vorgeschichte der Idee des schopferischen Mensch=," Studium Generals 10 
(1951):266-283, reprinted in his Wh1dichkeiten in tJenen wit" !eben (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1981), pp. 
55-108. 
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The Nolan: The World as God's 
Self-Exhaustion 

For the Cusan, the moment of the Incarnation of the son of God, 
which he believed to be accomplished in historical individuality, was 
at the same time the culminating point of metaphysical speculation, 
with its all-dominating effort to 'overtake' the transcendence of the 
Divinity by means of the communicatir,tg transcendence of man and 
to draw the universe, in its representation by man, by an individual 
man, into the reflection process of the Divinity. Precisely this basic 
figure of the Christian self-conception -God's entry into the singularity 
of man in the universe-becomes the fundamental scandal, the offense 
that could not be suppressed by any threat, to which Giordano Bruno 
of Nola testified on February 17, 1600 at the stake in the Roman 
Campo di Fiore by averting his face from the crucifix that was held 
before him, a kind of testimony that had been regarded, in the early 
part of the epoch that now and not le~t with this event came to an 
end, as the highest martyrdom for the truth. 

Bruno did not die as a doubter, as one of the heretics whose dogmatic 
deviations always strike t).1.e historical observer as intra-Christian goings
on. Bruno died" for a disagreement that was directed at the center and 
the substance of the Christian system. In the notice of the burning of 
the Nolan that the Avvisi diRoma carried on February 19, 1600, emphasis 
is placed on the dogmatic irregularity of the element of caprice, which 
was also to be taken over more or less explicidy by the literature on 
Bruno under the rubric of 'hypertrophic imagination': The Nolan had 
"di suo capriccio formaci diversi dogmi contra nostra fede" [capriciously 
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fonned diverse teachings contrary to our faith), and in particular he 
had directed his opposition at the Holy Virgin and the saints. For this, 
so the incidental newspaper announcement emphasizes, he wanted to 
die as a martyr: " ... volse obstinatamente morire in quelli 10 scelerato; 
e diceva che moriva martire e volentieri ... " [The villain obstinately 
wanted to die for them, and said that he was dying freely, as a martyr),l 

The substantial direction of thrust is clearer in the accusation made 
against the Nolan in an older document from the time of the nego
tiations for extradition between the papal nuncio and the Senate of 
the Republic of Venice, on December 22, 1592, in which the Incarnation 
and the Trinity are named explicidy as the subjects of the heretical 
errors of which he was suspected.2 This state of affairs requires emphasis 
not only because the documents could tend to give the impression of 
dogmatic arbitrariness in the deviations but also because the circum
stances of Bruno's death Py fire as established by historical research 
are not congruent with the impression that it produced, historically, 
in which it appeared as the widely visible beacon of the Copernican 
truth. 3 This assignment of symbolic status to the event in history is 
not, indeed, a misunderstanding, but still it is not COIT~ct in the direct 
manner in which it was undertaken; it could only be verified by means 
of a systematic linkage between Copernicanism and the 'Incarnation 
tr-auma,' a linkage that is not manifest at first glance. 

The ready expectation that the Nolan was a victim ofhis Copernican 
enthusiasm is not confinned by the documents of the proceedings of 
the Inquisition against him that have become accessible so far. It is· 
characteristic of these proceedings that the sole mention of the Co
pernican thesis of the movement of the earth comes spontaneously 
from Bruno's own mouth. In defending his work, The Ash Wednesday 
Supper (La cena de le ceneri), Bruno says that he intended it to ridicule 
the pre-Copernican standpoint of some doctors: " ... in questo libro 
la mia intentione e stata solamente di burlarmi di quei medici edell' 
opinion loro intorno queste materie" [In this book my intention was 
only tp ridicule some doctors and their opinion on this subject]. 4 The 
tribunal does not respond with a single word to this 'offer' of the 
Copernican theme, which gives the impression of an attempted di
version; instead it moves immediately to the question, aimed in an 
entirely (liff'erent direction, whether Bruno had praised heretical princes. 
Also the doctrine of the infinite plurality of worlds, which has to ,be 
regarded as a consequence of CopernicanisIn, is not something that 
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the tribunal charges him with but is put into words by Bruno himself, 
and without any perceptible reaction, in fact, on the part of those who 
are examining him. Neither in the patriarch's request for extradition 
nor in the representation of the nuncio to the Senate of Venice in this 
connection are there indications of blame directed at Bruno's Co
pernicanism. Still, in interpreting the Venetian records, the possibility 
would still have to be considered -that the tribunal in the republic 
wanted or had to avoid creating the impression that it had not reTIlained 
within its purely ecclesiastical and theological competence. The fact 
that the Roman announcements in connection with Bruno's burning 
at the stake also betray no Copernican 'impact' speaks against this 
interpretation. 

However; it will become evident that the post-Copernican cosmology, 
with its superabundant consequence of the infiniti mondi [infinite worlds], 
represents the background against which the denial of the Incarnation, 
of the saving event that is centered on man and that draws the u1uverse 
into cosuffering and coredemption with him, attains intuitive evidence. 
The post-Copernican universe no longer holds ready any designated 
location or distinct substratum for the divine deed of salvation. In this 
universe, the Divinity had already fully spent Himself in the Creation. 
Since He did not and could not hold anything back, vis-a.-vis the infinity 
of worlds, He was left with nothing to make up in relation to any 
creature in this world. Nothing 'supernatural' is possible. oniy the 
infinite cosmos itself can be the phenomenality, can be such a thing 
as the 'embodiment' WerleiblichungJ of the Divinity, to think of which 
as a person-that is, as bound to a definite creature in the world, 
-made actual by a temporal position-is something that the Nolan is 
no longer able to do. In his thought, the conflicts that were painstakingly 
concealed or were still 'adjusted' in the Cusan's system are fully carried 
through; alternatives are posed in the triad of theology, cosmology, 
and anthropology and are decided. 

Nevertheless the Nolan's opposition to the historical Incarnation of 
the Divinity is not an anticipatory bit of 'Enlightenment.' That could 
perhaps be most impressively verified if one were to investigate in 
this context the Nolan's use of metaphors of light, that is, the metaphors 
that are most closely associated with the self-consciousness of the 
Enlightenment. Copernicus, then, would have been defined as the 
dawn light, which preceded the sunrise, which itself was accomplished 
through him, the Nolan. But this sunrise is no more a first occurrence 
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than it is final in history; for what is rising is !he sun of the old, true 
philosophy ("l'uscita di questo sole de l'antiqua vera folosofia"), which 
makes its new, not its first and only, day break.s The metaphor of 
the coming of daylight is associated with the idea of a cyclical per
iodization of history, in which the absence of light-that is, the night 
of the Middle Ages-is just as 'natural' an event as its'return. 

How the image of the cyclical operation of history as a natural 
process can be combined with the heroizing of Copernicus and of his 
own accomplishments is only one of the many problems of consistency 
that arise with this thinker. If truth and error alternate with the same 
regularity as daylight and nocturnal darkness - and this was how Bruno 
explicidy formulated it in the ExcubiJQr that he placed before his Paris 
theses of

o
15866 -then it is difficult to comprehend the reality of the 

liberation,. as a 'deed' on behalf of the human reason so long suppressed, 
that Bruno ascribes too himself Such a real liberation would presuppose 
that reason itself can be led astray, that is, that its light, when it had 
already once dawned, could be extinguished and robbed of its power. 
The pagan fundamental idea of the recurrence of the same in history- 0 i 

that is, of a regularity of history dominating the realization of reason 
rather than arising' from it-blocks off the possibility of a relation of 
adequacy between the Nolan's self-consciousness and the new con-
stitution of the epochal s'elf-understanding of the modern age. One 
can see how Bruno takes over from Lucretius the figure of a bringer 
of salvation, which in Lucretius is the figure of Epicurus. But he 0 does 
this with a clear aversion to the solitariness and turiqueness of the 
event that would make of it something like a central point of history, 
and thus would place in time something that cannot be allowed in 
space in Bruno's acentric universe. The elimination of the illusion of a 
central point from time-from history- as well, is a piece oflogical 
consistency with Copernicus~ though it goes beyond Copernicus and 
radicalizes him. 0 0 

But it is not carried out with complete consistency. Like Epicurus 
in Lucretius, Bruno also breaks through the walls of the singular COSIllOS, 

the limits of a finite world/ and gains a homogeneousimmeasurability 
of the cosmic space that is equivalent in all of its points. But he does 
not accomplish the same thing for time, which retains a dosed structure 
of repeating cycles and thus preserves a lawfulness that prevents an 
escape from the dogmatic bonds of the Middle Ages into a period of 
unrestricted forward progress. 

0 

The metaphors of the periodic return 
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of light encroach upon and relativize the idea. which was later con
stitutive for the Enlightenment, that reason not only is the dawnmg 
light of a new day but also brings itself to this dawn and maintains 
itself in this day, so that it is the guarantee that after this 'day' (in a 
sense no longer literal because no longer periodic!), it will not become 
night again. Of course that presupposes that the new epoch for its 
part is not the repetition of a past epoch, that it is not the 'renaissance' 
of, for instance, the ancient world and its philosophy. The modem 
age was to repeat, purely formally, in its self-understanding the Chris
tian conception of a unique turning point and epochal new beginning 
of history. In this process, it was not, of course, to accept or 'secularize' 
the transcendent contingency of the origin of this singular event, since 
by assertillg the definitive progressive form of rational self-:-realization, 
it had conceived itself precisely against the theological view of history. 
Just this is not possible for the Nolan because with his rejection of the 
singular historical act of the Incarnation, he had deprived himself of 
even the point of reference· for a counterconception. 

While the rationality of the modern age does philosophize on the 
whole in opposition to the theological concept of history, it obtains 
its counterpoint from the formal remainder of faith in the possibility 
of an absolute epochal threshold. It considers itself capable of stepping 
out of the sequence of finite formations of history, typical in themselves, 
that the 'ancient world' and the 'Middle Ages'-as surpassable real
izations delivered over to rational critique-are supposed to have been. 
For· Giordano Bruno, reason is an intra worldly magnitude, having a 
place among more general process laws of nature, and is therefore 
something that cannot be stabilized. Bruno remains standing in the 
entryway to the historical self-consciousness of the modem age-in 
fact precisely because he is unable, on account of his negation of the 
Christian understanding of history, to accept the formal structure of 
the change of epoch itself as it had been developed by the Middle 
Ages. Thus he is forced back to a concept ofhistOIY whose inJplications 
put in question the pathos of the new beginning and its rationality. 

The fact that while Giordano Bruno already stands outside the 
Middle Ages he has not yet found the fundamental formulas of the 
modern age is apparent in not only his idea of the structure of the 
course of history but also his concept of historical time. In discussing 
the import~ce of the time factor for astronomical knowledge, Bruno 
at first follows a remark made by Copernicus in the forward to the 

.,_ .... _---_ ............. -----..... " ... ,.-.~~-~-~.~ .. _, ,- ~.-.~ ._ .. -.~-.--------
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first book of the Revolutwnes. There Copernicus, had seen one of the 
principal difficulties of his discipline in the fact that· the paths of the 
heavenly bodies, and especially of the planets, could be reliably cal
culated and completely known only 'with time' and given many pre
vious observations handed down to later generations. The deceptive 
appearance of completion in Ptolemy's system and its 'so long un
contested acceptance had arisen precisely because the available as
tronomical tradition had been too brief and consequently had not yet 
allowed certain motions in the heavens to become noticeable. The 
present, in which Copernicus speaks, possesses better preconditions 
for its theory building because the interval since the founding of as
tronomical science has grown longer, and thus the distance for the 
comparison of observations is greater. Here, for the first time, the 
role of the time factor is seen in the fact that a 'progress' of knowledge 
is accomplished not so much i:n time-as the continual increase of a 
mass of knowledge, on the basis of the stock. achieved at any given 
time-as by means qf time itself, that is, on the condition of purely 
temporal distances between observations of identical objects. 

The required intervals are not to be thought of as quantities of an 
abstract cosmic time, however, but rather as historical times filled with 
human life, times in which a will and concern for tradition receive 
and preserve knowledge once it has been collected. Only thus does 
elapsed time become the 'base line' that makes possible the accuracy 
necessary for the determination of very small changes and differences 
from given predictions. Copernicus mentions, in addition to the problem 
of the length of the year, the displacement of the points of the equinoxes 
as a magnitude that had moved into the realm of quantitative deter
minability since the time of Ptolemy. 8 Historical time, then, is not the 
dimension of the self-development of rationality and the accumulation 
of empirical data but rather the condition of the possible objectivity 
of certain empirical magnitudes themselves, inasmuch as they achieve 
observability and measurability by means of time. But this is accom
plished only if man also, in his theoretical interest, lives beyond himself 
and the finite duration of his existence and, by creating and seeming 
tradition, makes humanity itself into the bearer of an effort that sur
passes the capacity and the actual possessions of the individual, an 
effort that is internally homogeneous by virtue of 'method.' 

Giordano Bruno included this idea, which drives directly toward 
the modern idea of method, in his organic overall conception in a 
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very characteristic way. Copernicus was able, he says, to see more 
than the ancient astronomers because 1,849 years had elapsed between 
Eudoxus and him. It is true that wisdom, as Prudencio says in the 
dialogue The Ash Wednesday Supper, lies in antiquity, but, so Teofllo 
replies; intelligence lies in the number of years. And now there follows 
that reversal of the familiar schema,. of the age and youth of the epochs, 
with the help of which the self-understanding of the modem age was 
to formulate itself: An appropriate way of dealing with talk of 'antiquity' 
leads to the opposite of what is thought by one who appeals to 'the 
ancients' as binding authority, namely, to carrying over the sequence 
of phases of the individual life to the history of humanity, so that the 
relation between youth and age becomes relative to the amount of 
time that has been traversed. 

But then one would have to say that we, who are contemporaries 
at a given moment, are older and have more time behind us than 
our ancestors did.9 "The judgement of Eudoxus, who, although as
tronomy did not first find its rebirth in him, still did not yet find a 
lengthy astronomical tradition ready at hand, could not be as mature 
as that of Callipus, who lived 30 years after the death of Alexander 
the Great and could already, with the advance of time, compare 
observation with observation. For just this reason, Hipparchus had to 

have more knowledge than Callipus because he observed change up 
to a point 196 years after the death of Alexander. The Roman geometer 
Menelaus possessed the prerequisite to comprehend more than Hip
parchus because he had before him the change of motion (la difJerenza 
de mot(j) up to 462 years after Alexander's dea.th. Mohammed Aracensis 
[Al-Battarul had to observe still more, 1,202 years after that. But Co
pernicus, as good as our contemporary, ~ad seen yet more after 1,849 
years. But some of those who came after him have not after all been 
wiser than those who were before him, and the multitude of our 
contemporaries have learned nothing more; this is because the former 
have not lived the years of the others and the latter do not live them, 
and-the latter as well as the former-even experience the years of 
their own lives like lifeless ones."l0 Thus time cannot merely take its 
course· and pass by as an objective datum; it must be lived as history, 
as conscious tradition, by the later ones in relation to the earlier, just 
as both must consciously 'live' their own present if the integration of 
a humanity-wide continuity of experience is to succeed. II 
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The organic model of an individuallif~ frOIn,birth to death supplies 
the leading metaphor; but in contrast to older paraJlels between the 
individual life and the history of humanity, the genuinely 'organic' 
aspect, the conception of the fonn of the overall passage of history, 
begins to drop out of the metaphor here. The schema .is relativized, 
in that those who are present at a given time can be both the 014 and 
the young at once: the fonner in relation to their predecessors, the 
latter in relation to their successors. What is Inore, the organic element 
of the high point of maturity and the aging and deterioration that 
then set in is left out-and once again no doubt because the Nolan 
shrinks from centering, because he avoids the possibility of questions 
regarding the high point, the axis of historical symmetry, just as pains
takingly as he avoids those regarding the center of the world. The 
localization of the present in history is a question not of relation to a 
center, to an axial event, but only of whether it is day or night. For 
it is from this stipulation that the answer to the question of what one 
may expect of one's own judgment, or in what suspicion one must 
hold the dominant opinion or the impression nearest at hand, depends. 

The importance of such self-localization results from a course of 
history that is regulated by a supposedly higher lawfulness; it can also 
imply unnerving self-association with downfall, with the <decline of 
the West,' for example. But related to the situation and the self
consciouSness of the Nolan, which knows itself to be at the dawning 
and sunrise of the epoch, this fatefulness is encouraging, promoting 

'a summoning up of effort and the prospect of still unsuspected pos
sibilities. "Aristode remarked that the changeability that is the rule 

. with other things determines opinions and their various effects no less. 
If one were to evaluate philosophies accorqmg to their age, then that 
would be like wanting to decide whether day or night came first. What 
we must direct our attention"to is wp.ether we find ourselves in day 
or night and whether the light of the truth is above our horizon or 
whether this light shines in the horizon of our antipodes-whether, 
that is, we or they are in darkness and consequendy whether we, who 
have begun the renewal of the old philosophy, stand in the morning, 
so as to make an end of the night. or have arrived therewith at evening, 
so as to end the day. And that is certainly not difficult to decide .... "12 

It becomes clear what is of importance in thiS self-localization in history: 
the encouragement of consciousness to begin absolutely anew. Together 
with this there is the certainty that one does not stand, in relation to 
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the transmission of the ancient stock, in the resignation of the evening, 
but rather that, proceeding from that stock, one can win new achieve
ments, which are not absent from the tradition as a result of mere 
accident or failure but simply could not be present in it. 

Here, however, the apparently rigid principle of repetition, of the 
cyclical periodicity of world history, changes; because these cycles are 
bound together by a tradition that reaches across them, as though 
bridging the nights between the days, novelty, gain in truth, becomes 
possible. And that does not relate, perhaps, only to supplementary, 
nonessential material, but rather essenti.aJly new possibilities are opened 
up. 

In the fifth book of The Ash Wednesday Supper, the talk is of the fact 
that the illUsion of the eighth sphere of the fixed stars, which encloses 
the cosmos on the outside, could only be effectively destroyed by very 
long term comparisons of observations from which movements of the 
fixed stars with respect to one another could result-but nothing had 
been done toward handing down the necessary data because no one 
believed even in the mere possibility of such displacements. The point 
of departure of inquiry is the knowledge not only that a certain thing 
exists but also that something is possible and compatible with other 
known facts, and what can be inferred from that. IS Man's impotence 
consists essentially in his reckoning with, and seeking to behave ap
propriately toward, only those realities that he knows of or thinks he 
knows of An index of the beginning of the modem age is the fact 
that the suspicion of an obscure field of possibilities, a preponderance 
of terra incognita round about the known, arises and determines the 
directions of thrust of curiosity and needs. 

It is evident that <imaginative' spirits of the speculative· type of the 
Nolan could playa role in the articulation of the consciousness of the 
incompleteness of the familiar reality. But it is also evident how the 
methodical idea of widening what is suddenly perceived as the narrow 
province of the familiar is formed. What comes into play here is not 
only the pedantry of the intelligence that sets up rules and maxims, 
as ,vlth Bacon and Descartes, but also an imagination that is always 
pressing toward total conceptions, exhaustive schemes, like that of 
Giordano Bruno. He posited as a criterion of the best philosophy, 
besides its working toward the perfection of the human spirit and 
besides its truth content, the requirement that it must be "cooperatrice 
di natura" [a cooperator with nature1.14 This is still meant in a way 

_. __ .. __ ._- ._---_. __ ....• __ .. ---~ 
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that is distant from any technical utilizatipn of nature. Rather it COIlCeIl1S 

man's capacity to 'measure up to' the standal-d of nature by means 
of the technique of his cognitive methods, as when, in the long-term 
comparison of astronomical data, he rescues even the motionless pros
pect of the heaven of the fixed stars from its apparent unchangeability. 

Time enters the theory of nature as the natural baseline. Time is 
seen as not only the continuum in which the stock of facts is pro
gressively enriched but also the distance between theoretical points 
of view, the space in which parallactic changes in the field of what 
was hitherto supposed to be eternal and unchangeable are to be ex
pected. This requires the constitution of a subject that is permanent 
in time. It presupposes that the concrete subject in history learns 
consciously and methodically to transcend itself as an individual and 
knows how to dispose over the time that is beyond its existential 
capacity, just as, in spite of being fixed to the earth as its standpoint, 
it begins to project its extrapolations out into space. That in the process 
each step will be the presupposition of the next one, that each basis 
arrived at leads to new ventures, that each step in Copernican con
sistency will consider itself as still insufficiendy Copeinican, that the 
universe of suns and earths will provoke ever newer superposed sys
tematic constructions like the Copernican solar system-here, before 
the threshold of the seventeenth century, all of this cannot yet be 
anticipated. That is why Giordano Bruno, in spite of the consequence 
of acentricity that he drew from Copenllcanisro. still remained so 
distant from the rationality of the Enlightenment and from the principle 
by which to master the infinity he gave to the universe. 

This distance from the Enlightenment also holds for the Nolan's 
relation to Christianity and his critique of the dogmatic core of Christian 
theology. If it is correct that the model of the universe that Giordano 
Bruno imagined was not yet equipped to serve as a guide for a new 
rationality, then this statement would .have to hold equally for his 
critique of theology, insofar as cosmology was also supposed to have 
provided the pattern for that critique. An indication of the possibility, 
indeed the probability, of such a foundational relation was already 
given us in the concept of time and history, specifically, in the rejection 
of any centering, any symmetry construction, any assumption of an 
absolute point of view. On that account, what F. J. Clemens writes 
about Bruno's -relation to Christianity and his dependence on the 
Cusan can scarcely be correct: "For his opposition to Christianity. 
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although it ... turns out to be unconditional and a matter of principle, 
simply cannot have been such originally because the Nolan took his 
departure from Cusa, _and the initial agreement in principle is still 
_evident; and consequently the opposition in principles must have been 
introduced by ano_ther, more subjective one; so we are left as the 
deciding factor for the development only the ... opposition that was 
grounded in Bruno's personality and his natural predispositions, which 
attacks Christianity first of all in its moral teachings."15 In its method, 
this approach relinquishes the possibility of using precisely the reception 
of the Cusan in Bruno, which is so palpable on the level of means of 
expression and representation, so as to exhibit in the continuity of 
the medium the discontinuity of systematic function and logic. 

Common to Bruno and Nicholas is the Platonizing attempt-which 
with Bruno in fact reaches all the way back to Parmenides-not only 
to take up the problem of unity and plurality, of unity in the manifold, 
as a metaphysical and cosmological problem but to apply it to over
coming the pluralism of the tradition. For the Cusan, the escape from 
the forced unitary form of Scholasticism, leveled off on the plane of 
Aristotelianism, meant that even the disreputable names of a Protagoras 
and an Epicurus could have their share in the complex substance of 
the truth. Even the multiplicity of religions could be brought into an 
almost perspectival schema of concordance. With Giordano Bruno we 
are nearer to the age _ of criticism. In place of the great reconciliation 
that hovered before the Renaissance of the fifteenth century and 
seemed possible as an overcoming of the Scholasticism that continually 
pressed toward the magisterial determination of sic et non I thus and 
not (otherwise)1, we have the literary form of a mythical self-criticism 
such as is imagined in the Expulsion if the Triumphant Beastl6 as the 
ancient pantheon sitting in judgment on itsel£ Bruno's paganism here 
becomes neither the return nor the renaissance of the ancient myth 
of the gods but rather the transparent medium through which the 
moral basis of the formation of shapes of the divine is supposed to 
be made visible. _ The great revision of the constellations that is put in 
the mouth of Jupiter in this mythical dialogue is an allegory for the 
tracing of what is historical- back to its supposed universally valid 
ground, a tracing that the new age was to set for itself as its task. 
One theology is not decided against and described as overcome from 
the point of view of another, nor is an eclectic concordance of theologies 
held to be still attainable; rather the critique of theology is begun from 
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the point of view of the principle of its possible binding force. The 
standpoint to which the aging Jupiter is 'converted' is that of a morality 
as the criterion of every theology. 

The satire on the gods, which looks like the clothing of a moral 
treatise in Renaissance garments, thus becomes the literary form fo:r:
implicit criticism of the fundamental theological ideas of Christianity 
as well. It opposes the voluntaristic foundation of Justification,' that 
is, the doctrine, shared by the late Middle Ages and the Reformation, 
of the unfathomable dualism of election and damnation. What it is 
for man to be well-pleasing to the Divinity should be left neither to 
concealment nor to a rationally inaccessible revelation. The trees that 
grow in the gardens of the law are intended by the gods to bear fruit, 
and in fact fruits by which men can nourish and preserve themselves 
and in which the gods have no other interest and satisfaction than 
this - a statement that is dearly directed against a paradise in which 
there grow forbidden fruits or fruits reserved to divinity alone. Love 
and fear of the gods should secure men's socialization and hold them 
back from everything that can harm them. 

So far that is quite 'enlightened' and has the unspecific generality 
that was not to avoid the reproach of triviality. But Bruno also aims 
more accurately; he makes Jupiter not even spare his favorite bastard 
son, Hercules, in clearing up the starry heavens and then puts in the 
mouth of Momus the praise of the highest god, that he did not allow 
his fatherly love to lead him to restrict his principle of justice in the 
reformation of the catalog of constellations. 17 The apostrophising of 
Christianity and its central theme of the Son of God as the Son of 
Man, and the transition from the metaphorical fatherhood of God·the 
Creator to the mystical fatherhood of God the Savior, is palpable. A 
less disguised statement is the infamous passage toward the end of 
the Spaccio [Expulsion}, where the story is told of the banishment of the 
centaur Cheiron, whose double nature is mockingly defined in the 
theological language of the hypostatic union: "in cui una persona e 
fatta di due nature, e due sustanze concon-eno in una ipostatica unione" 
[in which one person is made of two natures, and two substances 
concur in one hypostatic union1.18 

For understanding Bruno, everything depends on grasping what is 
compelling in this rejection of the theological idea of the union of two 
natures, of the identity of the divine person in its union with humanity, 
in connection with his new concept of the world; for him, this central 

. ~ 
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Christian event becomes the symbol of a theological <model.' The 
concept of predestination is representative of a system of extraordinary 
actions and conditions, preferences and acts of grace, which is su
perimposed on a reality that seems to be established as 'order,' as 
'nature,' solely in order to make the extraordinary, the supernatural, 
definable. Bruno, on the other hand, sees forms and natures as equiv
alent possibilities, over time, of successive participations in an eternal 
redistribution of roles, by which the ability of anything to become 
anything is accomplished. Both theocentrislll and anthropocentrism 
are the abandoned counterpositions of this new metaphysical model, 
in which the Divinity bears innumerable names for a transcendent 
substance that stands behind everything, and is no longer the 'person' 
who could choose one nature from the abundance of the forms of his 
creation for his Incarnation, but is rather the divinUa Idivinity] that 
'appears' in all forms, without simply becoming one of them and 
definitively entering into it. 19 That Bruno's God, too, can only be 
defined by a negation, in this case the negation of personality, is no 
longer the logical means of mystical transcendence but rather of pre
cisely the opposite, of asserting the impossibility of such transcendence. 

The problem with which the Cusan had struggled and with which 
every attempt to come to terms with the late medieval crisis had to 
deal-stabilizing the world in the face of its being put in question by 
theological absolutism-now is no longer dealt with by means of a 
relation of image to original, but rather by means of a congruence 
between divinity and worldliness. One runs no risk in designating this 
as "naturalization," because it reoccupies the position of the sovereignty 
of the divine will with the nec~ssity of the self-transfer of the divine 
into the worldly-and thus with the necessity of the identification of 
possibility and reality, of potentia absolutaand potentia-ordinata [absolute 
power and ordained (regulated) power] (to continue to formulate this 
in Scholastic language). Because the world as the Creation absolutely 
'exhausts' the potential of the ground of being, it becomes a contra
diction to think that the Divinity could still have realized a new and 
supremely special possibility, after the Creation and into it, indeed 
against it. If the world as such already credibly represents God's self
extravagance, then He cannot have made Himself once again into the 
historical fact of an Incarnation in it. 

Bruno directs everything against the one premise that fascinated 
Scholasticism and continually drove it to new deductions, that Bon-
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aventure paraphrased with the metaphor that while God had given 
away much of His treasure when He created the -world, He had not 
given away everything: Multa de suis thesauris prifert, non omnia,20 and 
to which William of Ockham gave the sharper inverted formulation 
that He is able to create much that He does not want to create: M'll:lta 
potest Jacere quae non vult Jacere. 21 In another passage, while discussing 
the question whether God could create something that He neither has 
created nor will create, Ockham gave his affirmative answer the jus
tification, which is significant in our context, that the exhaustion of 
the totality of what is possible would qualify the Creator as a mere 
natural cause.22 The Nolan does just this, and he does it in opposition 
to the consequences that the principle of personality, as voluntarism, 
had produced. This is the very point upon which (on the one hand) 
Copernicanism-insofar as it had prepared the way for the meta
physical consequence of infinity with the cosmologically necessary 
asSumption of an immeasurably great world radius-and (on the other 
hand) the epoch's interest in self-assertion, in opposition to nominalism, 
converge. Copernicus offered the point of departure from which to 
introduce the infinity of the universe, not as a mere speculative ex
travagance, but rather by letting the consequence of a scientific insight, 
as it were, <unfold' on the basis of a metaphysical need that had 
.become historically pressing. Bruno shows the age that the new per
spective of the (optically unexpected) immeasurability of the heavens, 
which followed from the surrender of geocentrism, did not need to 

be translated into disappointment, into the diminution and annihilation 
of man with respect to the world. Instead, this could be the price paid 
for overcoming the distressing consciousness of contingency that man 
had experienced in himself and the world, and that now was removed 
by a newly characterized world. Hence Leonardo Olschki is mistaken 
when he says of Bruno that he "thought that he had got rid of the 
Cusan's theological conclusions by transferring the ~tter's doctrine of 
the infinity of God to the universe. "23 

One should rather say that at a point at which the Cusan stood still 
witli an arbitrary and questionable construction, Bruno took, and was 
able to take, the decisive step, because in the meantime there had 
been Copernicus. The transfer of infinity from the divinity to the 
universe is not a taking over and transformation of a historically pre
given doctrine, but rather a resolute contradiction of one consequence 
of the conception of the potentia absoluta [absolute power] that was 
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developed and thought through more and more radically by the Middle 
Ages - a conception in which the world was represented as absolute 
power's self-restriction to an arbitrary particle of what was possible 
for it, and thus drew upon itself the rationally intolerable imputation 
of unfathomable facticity and contingency. The point at which the 

. Nolan goes beyond the Cusan's position can be precisely indicated: 
ill the second chapter of the second book of the Docta ignorantia, the 
Cusan says that the infinite form is only taken up in a finite manner, 
so that everything created is, so to speak, a finite infinity or a created 
God (quasi injinitas fin ita aut deus creatus), and conseq~ently could be 
more pexfect than it is, and that with the "Let there be!" of the 
Creation, it was only because a God could not come into being (quia 
deus fieri non potuit) that something came into being that could become 
ever more similar to God. This sentence designates the limit that is 
set to the penetration of the omnipotence speculations of theistic rew 

ligions and their scholasticisms. That limit is in the rejection, which 
cannot be based on a logical contradiction, of the possibility that 
omnipotence could become absolute precisely by being able to posit 
its equivalent, by reproducing itself Of course, the God Who is jealous 
of His uniqueness compels one to exclude this idea. But is that an 
element that a metaphysical theology must accept without inspection? 

Perhaps Bruno's theological sensitivities, which came together in 
the syndrome of the 'Incarnation trauma' and made him become a 
heretic-not a sectarian of arbitrary wilfu1ness, but the significant 'her~ 
etic' of the beginning of the modern age-can now be systematized 
in tt;flIlS of their central impetus. The seemingly quite diffuse accu~ 
sations and admissions of the records of the Inquisition gain consistency 
in the process. ill particular, it no longer seems a Inere evasion when 
Bruno insists that his point of departure in these questions was purely 
philosophical and without regard for what faith COInmands one to 
believe, so that his intention consisted not in opposition to religion 
but rather in the exaltation of philosophy. 24 Consequently his theses 
had not directly offended against the teaching of the Church, though 
perhaps they had done so indirectly. With respect to his specific phi1~ 
osophical views, he Inentions the infinity of the universe as the effect 
of infinite divine power ("un infinito universo, cioe effetto della infinita 
divina potentia"), and in fact with the explicit reason that he would 
have regarded a finite world as unworthy to be the product of the 
divine goodness and power. 25 This infinity, he says, relates to both 
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the magnitude of the universe and thenUIllber of worlds. Further, he 
holds that the earth is a heavenly body like the other heavenly bodies 
and that there is a universal providence, as an onmipresent world soul 
or nature, but also explicitly as God's essential omnipresence "in modo 
inesplicabile" [in an inexplicable manner]. _ 

In mentioning the doubled infinity, Bruno spontaneously and ex
plicitly adrriits that the truth according to faith could be affected by 
this indirectly: " ... onde indirettamente s'intende essere repugnata 
1a veriti secondo 1a fede." This shows sufficient candor for us to be 
able to believe him also when he says that he adhered to the origin 
of the world from Creation and to the complete dependence of the 
creatures on this cause. Bnmo does not help his inquisitors to un
derstand the inner cormection between this position and his theological 
offenses, although he goes on immediately and without renewed ques
tioning to the problem of the Trinity and Chrlstology. He was not 
able to comprehend the Incarnation with the concepts of philosophy; 
he doubted and faltered in his faith: "10 stando nelli termini della 
filosofia, non l'ho inteso rna dubitato, e con incostante fede tenuto .... " 
Could it be that Bruno himself did not know how to make explicit 
the decisive connection between his infinite cosmology, his concept 
of creation, and his perplexity about the Trinity and Christology
namely, that his infinite universe occupied the very position that the 
intratrinitarian generation of the second Person occupied in theology? 

A God who must actualize what He can necessarily produces Himself 
once more. Generation and creation coincide. 26 Where the Creation 
exhausts God's productive power, there cannot be any more room 
for the trinitarian process. But if, and that is the next step, the absolute 
self-realization of divine onmipotence is the 'world' and not a 'person,' 
then the character· of personhood must also be denied to the ground 
that reproduces its~l£ Accordingly Bruno rejects the concept· of a 
'person' as a new introduction of Augustine, which he finds incom
prehensible. 27 In a later hearing, he repeats that the predicate "person" 
seemed to him to be mcompatible with divinity. 28 

It seems to me that the analysis cannot advance Jleyond this point. 
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But the result pulls together what we see as the motley, scattered 
world of the Nolan's ideas, imaginings, and inherited ideas into an 
int~lligible structure. Bruno could after all be the "metaphysician of 
Copernicanism"-a description that Max Scheler wanted to see kept 
within quotation marks. 29 I 
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Systems of ideas-whether explicidy formulated as such in relations 
of substantiation bet\veen propositions and correlations between re
gional groups of propositions or only potentially flrmulable as abstracts 
of the explanatory accomplishments of a historical mental formation 
or an individual mind -systems of ideas. stand to one another in certain 
relations of equivalence of their elements. This is the more true, the 
nearer they are to one another in history, so that the later one must 
transform the assertions of the earlier into questions that it now claims 
to answer itseI£ It is not only when the canon of questions, as such, 
and thus the formal structure of positions, is decisively altered-that 
is, expanded or reduced-that we have to do with what we call the 
epochal threshold. 

This model conception can be verified in connection with the con
frontation of the Nolan and the Cusan. To begin with, it is the case 
that one can only understand the Nolan's metaphysical cosmology if 
one. sees it in relation to the systematic 'volume' of the Cusan's meta
physics. Giordano Bruno's universe, as the necessary and unreserved 
discharge of the potentia absoluta [absolute power] of God the Creator, 
occupies the systematic position space that for the Cusan had been 
occupied by the intratrinitarian generation of a divine Person, the 
creation of the world, and the clamping together of both in the In
cc:unation of the Son of God. One can verify this once again in the 
critical point of differentiation of the two systems, in their attitudes 
to the Incarnation. 

For the Cusan, the Incarnation of the Word was the supplementation 
and perfection of the Creation, complementum et quies, as he says in 
the sermon Dies sanctificatus. Only in this divine self-insertion into the 
Creation does God's power fully actualize itself(quiescit potentia in seipsa). 
The duality of generation and creation ,is closed at this juncture and 
integrated into the unity of God's self-expression. But this presupposes 
. t1llit time, by which an interval is laid between the Creation and the 
Incarnation'in the midst of history, is a purely human measure of 
successiveness, which is imposed on the inner and essential unity of 
the divine action. The eusan's theory of time as a category produced 
from the human spirit accords with this. 

Only in the temporal form of human speech is it admissible and 
necessary to say that the Creation was incomplete. and imperfect and 
contained a reserve of something that was possible for the Divinity 
before it received its Christological complement. But still more: The 
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Cusan also interpreted this connection teleologically and used it to 
prove the singularity of the created world, since the uniqueness of the 
Son of God presupposed the uniqueness of the world into which he 
could enter and to which he could bring perfection ("Et ipse quia unus, 
est unus mundus ... "). And still another step: The essen~ constitutiE>n 
of this world was defined and relieved of contingency by the com
plement tliat was provided for it, in that what remained in reserve 
for perfection determined just what would be capable of this perfection: 
"Et propter ipsum omnia, quae in mundo sunt, id sunt quod sunt" 
[And on account of this, everything that is in the world is what it is). 

Just this framework of positions now yields the condition that was 
to be fulfilled by the Nolan's cosmological speculation, Since for him 
creation and generation lose their differentiation, since the Creation 
is already the whole of what could and had to 'come forth' from the 
discharge of the potentia absoluta, not only the Christologica1 complement 
but also its teleology, which required the singularity of the world, falls 
away. The injiniti mondi [infinite worlds] fill the scope that had been 
left open by discontinuing the restricting teleological intention of the 
Cusan's speculation, a scope in which the unreserved logic of absolute 
omnipotence's complete self-exhaustion could now be discharged as 
the double infinity of the created world. 
. The universe of Nicholas of Cusa was the outcome of the potentia 
absoluta only insofar as that power impose.d on itself the ritual of action 
of a potentia ordinata. Only this makes it comprehensible that that 
power posed conditions, in turn, for man's salvation, which made up 
an agenda separate from that of rational morality. In spite ofhis effort 
to eliminate the voluntaristic element from his· metaphysics, the Cusan 
had only, as it were, shifted it further back, made it less easily rec
ognizable in the obscurity of the speculative prehistory of the Creation. 
"The world," so he had written in the first book of On the Globe Game, 
"is not made so perfecdy that in its Creation God made everything 
that He could make, though, on the other hand, it was made as perfect 
as it could become .. , . But the 'ability to become' of that which was 
made is not the absolute 'ability to make' of almighty God."a One 
can understand that this is a desperate attempt to remove the con
tingency of the world as a scandal to rationality without abandoning 
God's personhood. The strained character of this attempt indicates 
the path that leads-instead of to the solution of the problem, which 
appears impossible - to its elimination. 
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That the purpose is to take the edge off of the problem rather than 
to solve it is shown by yet another comparison with Descartes, who 
did not move, as far as the fonnulation of the problem is concerned, 
beyond the point where the Cusan intervened-except that he brings 
the radical insecurity of voluntarism, as a merely methodical prelim
inary stage, into a processual relation to the guaranteeing operation 
of the ens perfectissimum [most perfect beingJ. God is reduced, for the 
benefit of His auxiliary function in theory, to the single attribute of 
His goodness. That is not indeed the denial of His personhood, but 
it is its purposeful amputation and reduction to the metaphysical func
tionary God, Who has only to supply the "maitre et possesseur de la 
nature" [master and possessor of nature] with his license. Seen in such 
historical surroundings, Bruno is not an outsider, not the "knight
errant of a fantastic nature wisdom, "30 but rather a magnitude that 
can be precisely classified historically and that clearly indicates the 
gradient of the problem. 

But it is not enough to say that the Nolan philosophized further 
within the horizon of the given questions and only sought to give new 
answers. On the contrary, he pressed forward far enough to put the 
questions themselves in question, that is, at least as far as the possibility 
of their delegitimation. The finnest evidence of this is his inference, 
which sOWlds entirely naive, from the statement that the concept of 
a person had been invented by Augustine and had no authentic le
gitimation in the first daytime phase of our history, from which Bruno 
takes his models of thought, in the ancient world; from which he infers 
that it should be possible to extirpate from philosophical theology the 
questions that arose when 'personhood' was introduced. 

For Bruno's concept of God, the passage in the Spaccio [Expulsion] is 
essential in which Simplicita [Simplicity1 is placed among the constel
lations, specifically on account of its similarity tci God's countenance, 
which consists in the fact that simplicity absolutely carinot go beyond 
itself, add to itself, or pretend anything, that it is its own immediate 
self-realization; but it has that self-realization as neither consciousness 
nor a concept.SI To think. oneself and to have only oneself as the object 
of this thought was the distinguishing quality, found by Aristotle and 
. through him convincingly offered to the tradition, of the pure and 
highest being; but the Aristotelian god needed only to move the first 
sphere of the heavens, by allowing himself to be loved by it, without 
for his part turning to it or even wanting this-he had an effect without 
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acting, in that his noetic reflection was translated into the physical 
metaphor -of eternal circular motion. High ScholaSticism made use of 
the pattern of theoretical self-reference and associated with it the 
element of will, which as the divine will now could only have itself 
as its goal. If this will wanted a world and a man in the world, it could 
want this only as the counterpoint of a movement mat returns into 
itself: as means to and mediator of the gloria divina [glory of God]. 

The enormity of this conception of the God Who serves Himself 
and nevertheless so evidently manifests Himself, in the world, ill His 
dissatisfaction with Himself has always been perceived in its conse
quences only, and scarcely ever in the premise. It is personhood-as 
the imputation of biblical ideas to ancient metaphysics -that first brfugs 
out the enormity in this amalgam. Bruno opposes to it the primeval 
element -of the divine, which was given privileged status, alongside 
immortality, by ancient thought: the self-sufficiency of divinity. Its 
autarky means that it intends to be neither more nor anything else, 
and thus excludes not only the will, as a predicate, but also 'becoming 
objective to itself,' self-consciousness. Self-consciousness as the selfs 
becoming noteworthy and obtrusive to itself is seen here as resulting 
from a basis of dissatisfaction with oneself, as the decomposition of 
unity and simplicity into the duality of object and subject, of knowing 

. and known, and thus for the first time as the origin of the will.32 Here 
Bruno is taking aim at the connection-which Augustine and Scho
lasticism had set up-between self-consciousness, as God's personhood, 
and the trinitarian process of generation, in which God necessarily, 
that is as person, loses His simplicity fEinfalt: literally, onefoldness1 and 
only recovers His self-reference and closes the circle of reflexiveness 
in threefoldness. Against this theory of the divine self-consciousness, 
Bruno sets his concept of the "semplicissima intelligenza" [simplest 
intelligence}, which finds itS realization in the metaphor of light. With 
this mode of expression, Bruno gives the Neoplatonic tradition a critical 
applicability, against the concept of ii personal God, which it did not 
originally have: light as excluding the circular process of reference to 
the world, light as absolute unconcealedness and radiating openness, 
of which it can only be said negatively that it cannot be hiddenness 
even from itself: "absolutissimo e semplicissimo lurne, solo dunque se 
dice intendersi negativamente, per quanto non si pua essere occulta. ,. 

Here at the same time something is said about the manner in which 
the 'world' is founded in and results from the Divinity, namely, as 
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the self-manifesting unconcealedness of a principle that by its nature 
cannot withhold itself. The fact that there is a world is grounded in 
the nature of the Divinity, not in His will The world is the corrciate 
of God's impersonality, and consequently it is manifestation, but not 
revelation. Revelation presupposes the,possibility of God's being able 
to conceal and reserve things for Himsel£ The world is not a com
munication of the Divinity, and consequently it is not the 'book of 
nature.' It is not accentuated like a Illode of expression, it is not 'order' 
in the sense of a 'documented' authority originating in the will and 
its positings and to be made binding for another will. The Nolan's 
nature does not provoke the hermeneutics of a lex naturalis [natural 
law]. It is acentric, indifferent in each of its foIlIlS with respect to every 
other and in each of its positions with respect to all others. Consequently 
it is filled with movement and the metamorphosis of forms; conse
quently-and this is its most radical opposition to Leib~'s 1,lI1iverse, 
which it anticipates in so many ways-it is ruled by the principium 
rationis insufficientis [principle of insufficient reason], insofar as one poses 
any other question than that of the right of the whole to existence. 

«Plurality of worlds" here is not only rhetorical hyperbole but rather 
-the necessary expression of the principle of unreservedness in the 
origin of what is real. If one world deserves to exist, all other possible 
worlds cannot be excluded from this.33 Put still more briefly: If anything 
at all exists, everything that is possible exists. That everything that is 
possible is equal before existence- this; overcoming of the ontological 
comparatives that had proliferated since Plato, and of their legitimation 
of predestinations behind which thought could not penetrate-is Bru
no's positivization of the nominalistic destruction of the traditional ardo 
[order] of reality. The pathos of the plurality of worlds-which was 
taken up so emphatically by the subsequent period-is based on the 
metaphysical assurance that the Divinity' gave up everythjng and turned 
it over to the world, in which therefore anything can become of 
anything. Though this may not yet be formulable as an appeal to 
man's effective will, it still implies something like an original meta
physical command. BrlUlO put such a command in the mouth of the 
metamorphoser Circe in the preface to the Eroici Furon [Heroic Frenzies]; 
to traverse the world from form to form and to appropriate reality 
after reality in the succession of forms.34 

If the world is therefore nothing but the essential undisguisedness 
of divinity itse1f, the concrete contradiction of the deus absconditu.s [hidden 
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God] of theology, then there can be no special moments in its temporal 
subsistence either. Then it makes no sense to' speak. of a beginning, 
in which the constitution of the world was posited as an eidetically 
fixed and self-preserving or again and again self-regenerating sub
stance, so that everything further would depend only on this 'beginning.' 
Instead, time itself becomes the real dimension of the self-reproduction 
of God, which is oontinuous, but of equal value in every one of its 
moments. For the Cusan, time was the instrument of the measuring 
spirit, mensurantis animae instrumentum; it was only the human aspect 
of a process that was at bottom simultaneous, operating out of eternity. 
For Bruno, time is just as much the correlate of the potentia absoluta 
as is infinite space and the infinite number of worlds in it, since this 
power must expend itself in every possible dimension. We could 'invent' 
no concept with which such a dimension could be constructed without 
contradiction, without itS having to receive immediately the predicate 
of existenceS5""':this looks like the application of Anselm's 'ontological 
proof' to the reality of the world. At the moment, we need not concern 
ourselves with the deficiencies of the argumentation but only with its 
productivity in exhibiting the consistency of the speculative system: 
in this case, the sharpening of the differentiation between Bruno and 
the Cusan in regard to the systematic position and fimction of the 
concept of time. . 

The reality of time is based for Bruno on the fact that it alone 
admits the identity of possibility and reality as 'world,' whereas ~e 
Cusan was concerned to distinguish ~e possibility of the world in the 
sense of the Aristotelian doctrine of potentiality from the possibility 
of God in the sense of the theological potentia absoluta, so that while 
the world does fully actualize its possibility in its reality, it does not 
actualize His possibility (potentia], in relation to which it retains precisely 
the character of 'imprecision,' of the 'could be more'that always 
remains open. In the third book of the dialogue On the Cause, the 
Principle, and the One. this contrast to the Cusan's speculation on pos
sibility is clearly discernible. For Bruno, the posse fieri, the world's ability 
to 'become,' is not a self-determination of the divine will as potentia 
absoluta but rather the· symmetrical correlate to omnipotence, just 
another aspect of the same magnitude, so that the eternity of the 
creative capacity is necessarily accompanied by the eternity of the 
world's existence. 36 
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But this deductive anticipation is contradicted by the consciousness 
of contingency that man has with respect to himse1f and the world, 
his suffering of finitude in the presence of the idea of infinity. His 
penetrating experience of himse1f is that while he is what he can be, 
he is not everything that can be; while he is the actualization of his 
eidos [form, IdeaL he is at the same time the exclusion of every other 
eidetically definable thing. 87 Here finite time excludes the individual 
entity from the abundance of possibilities because it holds the concrete 
being closed within the limits of its nature as a member of a species 
and leaves it only a coming into being and a disappearance within 
this outline. 

Time as an infinite dimension tears open this limit. If the totality 
of possibilities can be played through in it, there is no coming to terms 
with the contingency of what happens only once, what exists now; 
instead the substratum enters into the great process of variation, into 
the everlasting metamorphosis, which is how 'nature' is to be conceived 
here. Movement, therefore, is necessarily the fundamental character 
of what exists, and the distinction, which was essential for the Aris
totelian cosmology, between the central body at rest and the bodies 
in motion on peripheral paths has lost its meaning for Bruno. Here 
Bruno presses beyond Copernicus, who had still only replaced one 
central body at rest with another. 

But the whole, the world, does not take part in this dissatisfaction 
of the individual and thus in its movement; it is not only the summation 
of its individual members and the epitome of their ontological char
acterization but also their essential surpassing. It is this attempt to 
place the whole on a different level from its parts that motivates 
Bruno's so characteristic reference back to Parmenides, which becomes 
extremely clear in the Paris disputation theses of 1588 on the Aris
totelian physics and cosmology, especially in article 1 7. sa In Aristotle, 
he says, the movement of the heaven of the fixed stars, that is, of 
the outermost sphere, is not an arbitrary physical determination but 
rather belongs to the heaven by virtue of its essential definition. But 
this first heaven is not, of course, a world body among the others that 
are in motion within the world and can be discovered to be moving 
by their relation to the first heaven. Movement of the first heaven 
meant, then, something new in l;"egard to the reality of movement, 
namely, that with it, the empirical confirmability of one movement 
was in principle no longer given. A movement of the whole becomes 
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a nonsensical assertion, and such a paradox practically demands that 
one bring up the Eleatie metaphysics. 

To Bruno it seems equally nonsensical that there should be both 
moved and umnoved world bodies. All individual heavenly bodies, he 
says, are moved individually, and thus act upon one another; they 
are all alike in that respect; but as soon as a movement of the whole 
appears, this must turn out to be an illusion. Hence, still independently 
of aStronomical verifiability, it is philosophically necessary that apparent 
total movements of the universe, like the daily motion of the heavens 
and the annual movement, are purely phenomenal, that is, that they 
must result from change in the observer's standpoint. By the detour 
via Parmenides, CopernicUs is justified in having pronounced the 
movement of the heavens as a whole,. contrary to the tradition since 
Aristotle, to be an illusion and the movement of the individual world 
body on which we find ourselves to be the cause of this illusion. 

Bruno attempts at the same time to interpret Aristotle better than 
the latter had understood himself when he said that circular motion 
is essentially appropriate and natural to heaven. Here he should have 
used the plural and said that circular motion is proper to all heavenly 
bodies by nature, but that the turning around the earth of the 
supposedly rigid vault of the heavens is only an illusion. It had to be 

. such in the systematics of Aristotelian physics if only because the 
distinction of rest-as the goal of all movement and the state of 
achieved perfection -could not possibly belong precisely and uniquely 
to the earth. This perfect and therefore resting thing is, for Bruno, 
only the whole, in which the movements of all individual members 
are integrated into the result of the self-exhibition of the potentia 
absoluta. Thus rest and infinity become identical because only infillity 
is without the dissatisfaction of what is finite. 

Bruno had already referred back. to.Parmenides earlier, in the fourth 
of the Paris theses. According to Parmenides, Bruno says, that which 
exists is spherical, absolutely one and absolutely homogeneous .. From 
this the correctness of Melissus's view is inferred that it must then 
also· be infinite. That infinity and the form of a sphere do not exclude 
one another9 is substantiated with the pseudo-Hermetic doctrine, 
familiar from the Cusan, of the infinite sphere whose limits are nowhere 
and center everywhere. A totality of being that was conceived as finite 
and spherical could not, he says, fulfill the requirement of absolute 
homogeneity, since it would be uniform in every direction only from 
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its center: "Quod est finitum non est ubique aequale, sed a centro 
duntaxat .... " In a world satisfying Parmenides's demand - as it is 
understood by Bnmo-every point. paradoxically" would have to be 
the center of a sphere. Thus Bruno's principle of indifference surfaces 
again. For the universe of sense perception, it implies that no star, no 
world body, and no standpoint can_lie on the periphery for another 
one, without itself being a possible cent-rr, so that from it also a full 
horizon and the equivalent illusion of a'vault- of the heavens would 
be given.4

{) 

If we return from here to the text in De la causa, it turns out that 
the reception of Parmenides, whom Aristode treated so badly ("ig
nobilmente trattato da Aristotele"), and that of the mystical doctrine 
of the infinite sphere explicate the concept of a universe that realizes 
in its unity the identity of possibility and reality. The meaning of this 
universe for the description of the difference between the epochs 
results from the fact that it not only draws to itself theological an
thropology's unique predicate of the "image and likeness" but also 
reabsorbs the trinitarian theology's predicate of the "only-begotten." 
Thus it draws the triad of the Cusan's metaphysics together into one 
point: "La universo, che e il grande simulacro, la grande imagine e 
l'unigenita natura ... " [The universe, which is the great likeness, the 
great image and the only-begotten nature ... l. But this holds oilly if 
one coordinates time-as the dimension 9-f movement and of running 
through possibilities but also of the unity of the many that are scattered 
in individualities and constellations-with the concept of space, so as 
to remove from the identical substratum of unceasing change of form 
the metaphysical odium of the mere negation of definiteness, which 
it had borne since antiquity.41 -

As has become evident, in Bnmo a Copernicanism drawn out to 
its consequences and a reception of the "old, true philosophy" are 
mutually illuminating. We cannot expect any unambiguous result of 
the analysis to indicate that one of these elements had temporal or 
logical precedence and that the inclusion of the other was founded 
only in it. Thus it becomes understandable that the question of the 
truth of Copemicanism -which had only secondary importance for 
the purely astronomical calculus, and the exclusion of which, since 
Osiander's foreword to the Rroolutiones, had been meant to blunt the 
Copernican controversy and to neutralize the theological and meta
physical vulnerability of the system -receives its full weight for Bruno. 
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In the third dialogue of the Gena [The As.h Wednesday Supper1 he 
makes his Teofilo cite this foreword of Osiander's in detail and ridicules 
it as the work of an "ignorant and presmnptuous ass" {"Epistola super
linllnare attaccatta non so da chi asino ignorante e presuntuoso"),42 
who, as a questionable doorkeeper, serves the master of the house 
and his venerable knowledge, without whose acknowledgment the 
whole art of astronomical reckoning is only an ingenious pastime.43 

Copernicus. Bruno says, was not only the mathematician (to which, 
in Bruno's eyes, he had been demoted) but also the natural philosopher 
who had proved, not merely introduced as an assmnption, that the 
earth moved.44 The extent of his insights could very well compare 
with everything that Aristotle and his school had accomplished in the 
investigation of nature. 45 The conception of a revolution of the heavens 
as a whole is "falsissima, contra natura e impossibile" (most false, 
contrary to nature,' and impossible]. indeed the whole of nature cries 
out against the assertion that the earth is unmoved. 46 But precisely in 
connection with the Copernican certainty that he asserts, Bruno insists 
on his claim to have been the first to bring the full light of day after 
the twilight of sunrise. Here Copernicus steps back into the great series 
of supposed forerunners. from the Pythagoreans to the Cusano They 
had all, he says, been timid and uncertain in asserting the new and 

. had spoken more out of the conviction of faith than from that of 
knowledge. He himself was the first-with his authentic and firmer 
principles, and without any appeal to authorities, but by means of 
living perception and reason-to make the new system as certain as 
anything at all.47 . 

However great the pathos with which Bruno emphasizes that he 
procured certainty for the truth of the Copernican system, he did not 
die for this truth itsel£ Seen in the broadest perspective, it did indeed 
have a crucial function in the genesis of his thinking; but in relation 
to the consequences Bruno thought he could draw from it, it sinks 
back into the status of a preliminary phase and had only the importance 
of a key that had opened access to a speculative space. Infinity, with 
its characterization as the coincidentia oppositorum [coincidence of op
posites], swallows up finite realities and problems whether their de
tenninate qualities are of one kind or another. One would simply have 
to declare a contradiction in Bruno's evaluations and accents-especially 
in connection with statements between which there is, biographically, 
no space for such a thing as 'development,' for example, between the 
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Cena [The Ash Wednesday Supper] and the dialogue De la causa,. both of 
which appeared in 1584-if one did not introduce into the analysis 
this distinction between genetic function and systematic position. 
. While the entire Ash Wednesday Supper is devoted to establishing the 

truth of Copernicanism., the dialogue On the Cause termmates by again 
divesting the Ptolemaic/Copernican antithesis of its relevance vis-a
vis the infinite universe: "Even if an individual world moves in relation 
to and around another, as the earth does in relation to and around 
the sun, yet nevertheless no world moves in relation to the universe 
itself or around it, but only within it."48 Thus the Copernican truth is 
lost in the higher-level truth that it itself first made possible. This 
sublime indifference of systems embraces all finite beings and their 
proportions to one another, their places in the 'Scholastic' order, and 
also touches man and with him the doctrine of a God Who was 
supposed to have irrevocably involved Himself in human nature as 
His privileged creature.49 

During.his trial, and specifically during the hearing of June 3, 1592, 
in Venice, Bruno will appeal to the principle of the indifference of the 
finite vis-a-vis the infiniti iftniti ad infinitum nulla pro portio [there is no 
proportion between the finite and the infiniteD. Without naming him, 
he smnmons up the Cusan, who had used this principle to prove the 
necessity of the Incarnation for salvation in a world that by itself and 
by virtue of its nature can have no relevance for an absolute and 
infinite being. Only by God Himself wanting to make Himself into a 
piece of this world could it acquire the quality that assures it of the 
divine interest. "Verbum non propter camem factum est caro, sed 
propter seipsum" [the Word did not become flesh for the sake of flesh, 
but for its own sakel says the fundamental formula50 on the basis· of 
whichChristology transforms the divine self-interest into an interest 
in the world. 

Bruno argues in the reverse direction. For him the iDfinity of the 
divine nature and the finitude of worldly/human nature exclude a 
real relation, and still more a union of both natures such as was familiar 
to Christology. The impossibility of a particular being in the world 
having a privileged status leaves only a choice between, on the one 
hand, the reformation of the Cusan's theory of mediation into the 

. pure principle of transcendence, according to which an involvement 
in the world could neither be credited nor imputed to the Divinity, 
and, on: the other hand, the principle of consistent immanence. ac-
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cording to which the Divinity is already all in ~ in the same manner 
forever and by nature. The decision between these alternatives was 
prescribed for Bruno by the fact that, as a result of lhinking absolute 
power rigorously through to the end, he understood ·the world as the 
self-reproduction of the Divinity. The development of the principle.of 
omni.potence that results from this presupposition is neither pantheistic 
nor polytheistic. Neither designation hits upon Bruno's authentic train 
of thought, specifically because the Creation occupies exactly the sys
tematic position that belonged to the "only-begotten Son" in the theo
logical tradition. But neither is Bruno's immanence that of the "God 
who is coming to be" [des "werdenden Gottes": Max Scheler], whose 
becoming self-conscious, which is identical with the world process, 
presupposes the possibility of equating process and progress, from 
which Bruno is still remote. 

Once more it is necessary to follow the orientation that the Co
pernican turning or-cosmology had offered Bruno for his metaphysical 
speculation. The movement of the earth had been excluded in Ar
istotelianism with the argument that the constituent parts of the ter
restrial body, being composed of the primeval element. earth,were 
by nature "heavy" and hence disposed to a position of rest, so that 
a movement could only be conceived as violent, and thus not as 
continuous. But the systematic basis of the earth's cosmocentric position 
of rest was not yet exhausted \-vith this doctrine of the "natural places" 
of the four elem~nts. In the Aristotelian philosophy, in the form in 
which it had become the scaffolding of medieval High Scholasticism, 
physics and metaphysics were connected in such a way that an un
ambiguous 'direction' was laid down, in which all cosmic processes 
took their causal course-and this direction was centripetal, trav·ersing 
the cosmos from above to below, from outside to inside along the 
radii of the sphere. In this way all natural processes could have their 
ultimate cause in an extraworldly unmoved mover. In this absolute 
entity, Scholasticism found the philosophical equivalent of its God. 
Only the first moving thing, the outermost sphere, which is the heaven 
of the fixed stars. was directly set in motion by this unmoved mover; 
the spheres of the planets, the sun and the moon, in the order of 
their arrangement, were moved indirectly :by way of the outermost 
sphere. At the very last, this causal chain - in a weakened form, far 
distant, as it we~e, 'debased,' from the regularity of its origin ";"'reached 
the terrestrial body and detennined the coming into being and ceasing 
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to be of the natural beillgs on its surface. The center of this cosmos 
was thus at once its we~est position and the one most distant from 
the divine origin of all movement. Hence the orientation from above 
to below ill this system is at the same time the scale of value and of 
the dignity of physi911 objects, and this orientation is defined by the 
Aristotelian principle received by Scholasticism: Sursum est unde motus 
[Movement is from above], --

Scholasticism's illterest ill carrying out the cosmological proof of 
God's existence gave this identification of the unmoved mover with 
the Christian God its sanction and woul-d, by itself alone, have made 
the Copernican refonn impossible as an intra-Scholastic event. For if 
the question of its physical possibility is posed, Copernicanism must 
actually reverse the 'direction' of the causality of movement in the 
Aristotelian system because it makes the majority of movements, es
pecially the daily movement of the heayen of the fixed stars and the 
annual movement of the sun, really originate in the center of the 
cosmos, that is-ill Aristotelian terms-from below to above; the cosmic 
movements, as phenomena, now have their 'cause' in the earth's own 
complex movement. The intolerability of this reversal for Scholasticism, 
with its interest in the cosmological proof, is obvious. The system of 
the transcendent derivation of all intracosmic movements necessarily 
collapses. This clarifies how it was that -the modem age could see in 
the Copernican refonn such a palpable break with ~e presuppositions 
of the Middle Ages. By concentrating the real movements in the 
cosmos in its central region, Copernicus created the diagram in relation 
to which -the idea of cosmic immanence could orient itself. 

This exemplary function of the Copernican reform becomes still 
clearer when we remember that the Aristotelian physics, under the 
conditions set by its concept of movement, understood the cosmos as 
a system of 'energy supplementation.' This physics knew no assertions 
about the conservation of states except for the position of rest of the 
terrestrial body and the natural places of the elements. Movement 
was not conceived as a state but rather required an operative causal 
factor at every moment; the principal axiom of Aristotelian mechanics, 
which was so important metaphysically for the Middle Ages. read. 
Omne quod 1lU)VetuT, ab aliquo 1lWVetur [Everything that is moved is moved 

- by somethingl Thus the contingency of the world. around which the 
thought of the Middle Ages circled with complete speculative devotion, 
lay not only in the origin of everything extant from creation but also 
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and above all in the fact that every state of this reality, at every 
moment, required a transcendent causality. Seen·from the point of 
view of the medieval system, then, the really offensive element of the 
Copernican reform was not the exchange of places between the earth 
and the sun and the exchange of the predicates of rest and motion 
between them; rather it was the implication of the real standstill of 
the heaven of the fixed stars and the real movement of the terrestrial 
body. This is not the place to discuss how far the radicalness of this 
reform already had to presuppose a new system of basic views ill 
natural philosophy or only had to draw a new formulation of physics 
after itself as a consequence. 51 We may rely on what Giordano Bruno 
actually found available. 

Bruno does indeed hold to the Aristotelian doctrine of the natural 
places of the four elements, but he relates this localization only to 
their relation to one another in the structure of any arbitrarily chosen 
world body and not to their position in the universe, which as an 
infi.ni.te space can no longer offer that sort of structural order. With 
this carrying over of the elementary structure of the sublunar region 
of Aristotelian theory to all world bodies, Bruno again takes up a piece 
of the Cusan's cosmological speculation. But his interest is different 
from the Cusan's; it is now directed above all at the consequence that 
.results for the problem of weight The constituent parts of the terrestrial 
body, like those of any other world body, are 'heavy' only insofar as 
when they are forcibly separated from connection with this body, they 
strive to return to it as their "loco della conservatione" [place of con
servation] and no longer in that they belong in a certain absolute place 
in the universe. The original membership of a part-body in a body 
that constitutes a whole [that is, in a 'world body'] indicates its 'natural 
place' and thus the direction of its movement, which.is always a 
movement of 'return.' If one may define the original body as the 
greater mass, one arrives at an idea that at least stands closer to the 
gravitation theorem than does the original Aristotelian conception 
because the only straight-line motions that occur in the universe are 
no longer related to a particular place but rather to a particular body, 
which always represents the greater mass. . 

Of course one should not let oneself be deceived. in regard to the 
material 'step forward' that could be realized here, by this approxi
mation to Newton; the transformation of the Aristotelian theory of 
natural movements is only its adaptation to the general assertion of 
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the "infiniti mondi" [infinite worlds} and is effected at the price of 
additional speculative assumptions-some of which remain in the 
background while some become explicit-which are reducible to an 
organic metaphor. All world bodies have become totalistic/individual, 
animated, self-preserving, and self-reintegrating substances. 

Such organic ideas do not, indeed, solve the problems that they 
pose for themselves; but in the early history of modern science, they 
have an important transitional function between the initial Aristotelian 
position and a new universal mechanics that is initiated precisely by 
regarding organisms also as capable of mechanical explanation, as 
will be the case with Descartes. This transitional function shows itself 
here in the relativization of the predicate of weight. In thesis 101 of 
the Paris disputation articles, on the fourth book of the De caelo, it is 
said that "heavy" and "light" cannot be asserted as predicates of 
natural bodies in their natural constitution. ~2 In the argument for this 
thesis, Bruno repeats the Aristotelian thought experiment of the earth 
and the .t1loon changing places, with, in fact, a completely opposite 
result; whereas Aristode assumed that if this were done, from then 
on all heavy (that is to say. 'earthy') objects would fall in their previous 
direction-that is, toward their natural place-independendy of 
whether the terrestrial body was still there, Bruno concludes that all 
the parts belonging to the terrestrial body would then also move 
toward its new location, that is, would no longer 'fall' but rather 'go 
upward.' And then it is explicidy said that the parts of a world body 
could not have the tendency to incorporate themselves in another 
world body any more than is the case with the parts of a living being.~3 

Even with Bruno, in spite of the infinity of his universe, straight
line movements remain in principle finite movements, which always 
take place 'in the neighborhood' of the bodies they relate to. They 
must .be conceived as corrections of irregularities that can arise from 
the violence of intrabodily organic processes. Such falling movements 
are, then, aspects of the circulation processes of the world bodies and 
are in agreement with the organic guiding image. This explanation 
of weight takes up again a Stoic theory according to which every part 
of the, world presses toward the world's center and a circular flow 
process arises from the displacement of the parts that have reached 
there at any time, so that the same tendency of everything earthly 
toward rest at the world's center that Aristotle had assumed produces 
the effect of an uninterrupted pushing and displacing movement. 54 
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Since no particle has the special prerogative of ~ccupying the midpoint 
of the whole body, the indifference principle holds here too as the 
guarantor of continual movement, of the passage of all parts through 
a point. 55 

With this conception of the inner circulation of all world bodi~s,. 
the idea of movement as the universal law of the participation of 
everything in everything. which determines the movement of the world 
bodies on their paths, is realized for the internal structure of these 
world bodies as well. In the process, the movements of return that 
appear in our experience as 'free fall' become processes of the ·"self
preservation" of the organic whole. 56 From this point of view, the 
Aristotelian theory of "natural location," and thus also of the movement 
of falliIig, proves to be a description of regularities that it does indeed 
pretend to explain, but which it cannot comprehend in their pmpose
fulness. Universal participation is the dynamic principle and constancy 
of the individual body the conservative principle in this picture of the 
universe; the possibility of autarkic immanence depends on the balance 
of the two tendencies. 

Bruno criticizes the Aristotelian definition of movement as actus 
existentis in potentia [actualization of an entity as potential]. It seems to 
him to be too general, since it explicates not only movement but also 
such concepts as those of "rest," «life," and "soul" This lack. of spec
ificity in the definition is said to be due to the fact that Aristode 
assumes a relation between possibility and reality, between potentia 
and actus [potentiality and actuality1, which runs in only one direction. 
Every movement, then, would have to be exhausted with achieverrient 
of the transition from possibility to reality. It is clear that that does 
not fit Bruno's conception of the relation between possibility and reality, . 
in which no concrete realization ever carries satisfaction with itself but 
rather precisely as present reality is exclusive.and obstructive for that 
which was also possible. Whatever has in fact realized itself at any 
given time strives to depotentiate itself again into possibility, by means 
of the indifference of matter to form, so that the purposefulness of 
movement, is directed both from possibility toward reality and from 
reality toward possibility. 51 This stipulation is satisfied only by the 
circular motion in which each point aITlved at is at once the goal and 
the. beginning of the total motion. 

For Bruno, circular motion is the pattern that dominates all natural . 
processes. but not as a result of merely adopting the Platonic rule 
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according to which astronomy had to reduce all phenomena of motion 
to regular circular motions, where the ideality of the circle could only 
be realized in the highest precision of its eternal repetition - that is, 
in the rotation of the outermost sphere. Bruno is not concerned with 
this precision, that is, with the geometric idealization that is active in 
the Platonic tradition. For him, the ,motivation of all cosmic movements 
consists in the principle of infinite participation, in the variation of 
situations and aspects, in traversing the total potentiality. The fun
damental form of the circle may and IPust therefore be modified by 
the utmost complexity of its constructive elements,' must be softened 
in its geometrical purity. In spite of its unniistakable reference to the 
Cusan's "imprecision," this is nevertheless no longer the mere index 
of the infiiUte difference from the transcendent absolute, no longer 
the infinitely futile approximation to the unattainable "precision" of 
an original, but rather in its insistence on the circular form, it is the 
figure, immanendy realizable in time, of the absolute itself What was 
the stigma of difference has become the retraction of transcendence 
into immanence, the dissolution of the former in the latter. 

What for Copernicus was still the annoying concession of the com
plexity of the movements added to the primary, diurnal rotation-a 
concession to the cosmic shortcomings of the earth-is reinterpreted 
as the most' suitable fulfi.llrnent of the original metaphysical com
mandment of exhaustive participation. 58 The fact that nature does not 
follow geometry, that it nowhere realizes purely circular movements, 
is now an expression of the inunanent sense of its form of movement 
as such.59 To estimate what was sacrificed ,vith Bruno's turning, and 
what was gained, it is necessary to digress by looking back. at the gain 
in order that had been achieved by the traditional solutions. For Plato 
and Aristotle, the fuct that the world is a cosmos had been, through 
the idea of real spheres as bearers of the moving heavenly bodies 
alone, a direct spatial observation, an objective datum independent 
of time. One can understand the Platonic and Aristotelian cosmology 
as a counterconstruction to Democritus's attempt to base an atomistic 
account of nature on the straight line as the primary geometrical 
element, and accorclingly to see the initial state in the parallel paths 
of the atoms through the limitless void, and thus to exclude the form
lessness, which was terrifYing to the Greeks, of the apeiron [the bound
less, infinite]. Accordingly the circular fonn of the paths of the heavenly 
bodies on their spheres was the manner of movement that united 
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endlessness in tinIe with rational unifonnity" without requiring De
mocritus's unlimited space. But tinIe. then. is finitely periodic, all the 
way up to the Platonic "great year." Thus it has no overall sense 
extending beyond the closed cycles. Just as Plato had appealed to the 
binding force of ideal rationality for the demiurge in the Timaeus, so 
Aristotle deduced the necessary absolute regularity of the circular 
movement of the heaven of the fixed stars from the logical analysis 
of the concept of time. The homogeneity of time required a cosmic 
movement as an· ultimate measure that could not be measured again 
against an overarching standard of measurement. This requirement 
was satisfied by the unmoved mover as the factor guaranteeing in
surpassable uniformity. As a result. there could be a cosmic universal 
time as the measure of a movement that in turn made it possible to 
measure all intracosmic movements temporally. 

If, since Copernicus, this movement was an illusion produced by 
the rotation of the terrestrial body, and the spherical form of the 
heavens also turned out to be a perspectival illusion that would have 
to appear in the· same manner in all world bodies, then it followed
and Bruno recognized this-that with the interchange of the real bearers 
of motion, the unity of time for the whole cosmos, as a verifiable 
standard of measure, had disappeared. From now on each world body, 
in accordance with its own rotation, possessed.a different apparent 
movement of the apparent sphere of fixed stars, and thus also a 
different time, specific to itself. But since, like the earth, none of these 

. heavenly bodies could any longer have an absolutely uniform move-
ment of its own, even the rotations of the heavens apparent on each 
of them did not satisfY the time concept's logical requirement of an 
absolutely homogeneous standard of measure. The plurality of worlds 
had brought with . it not only the plurality of times, and thus the 
problematic-which was not yet perceived as aggravating-of si
multaneity, but also the contingency of all cosmic clocks, which now 
could be nothing but the phenomenal projections of the disturbed 
rotations of one's own standpoint. 60 

It has already emerged in another context, however, that the reality 
of time is an unalterable presupposition of Bruno's system. It is just 
as clear that this real time could no longer be eo ipso identical with 
measurable or already measured time. The movements that occur in 
the world and that seem regular could not serve as a chronometer 
for that real world time. The distinction between the real world time 
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and the phenomenal times in the various w0rlds, which Bruno did 
not cany through systematically, should have resulted from the meta
physical partiality of movement alone, which, as we have seen, is 
always only movement of the worlds, not movement of the world as 
a whole. But the unmoved totality of the world also has i~ time as 
duration (duratw), which as such is not measurable and represents only 
the reoccupation of theological etenrity. "Tempus universale aeter
nitatem dicimus" [We call universal time eternity]. World time is the 
genus of duration, whose specifications represent the concrete times 
of the particular worlds on the basis of their specific movements. 
Movement, then, is the specif)ring principle of the genus, time: "Esse 
igitur temporis iuxta suas species pendet a motu" [Therefore the being 
of time, like its species, depends on movement].61 Thus there would 
have to be time even if no motion existed; but then there could be 
no measurement of time, and Aristode should have connected not time 
but knowledge of time to movement. 62 

Thus logically the Aristotelian definition of time is reversed: Time 
is not the measure of motion; rather motion is the measure of time. 63 

The relation between the universal world time and the partial times 
of particular worlds is inteIPreted on the analogy of the relation between 
infinite space and finite spatial positions and measures: Just as the 
location of world bodies cannot be given immediately by reference 
to infinite space, but only by the system of the relations of the bodies 
to one another, and as the different spatial measures possess no spec
ifiable relation to the immeasurable universal space, ·so also the times 
of particular worlds have no proportion to world time; indeed they 
coincide in it according to the principle of the coincidentia oppositorum 
[coincidence of opposites1. 64 

Here again the characteristic features of· the eusan's theological 
metaphysics are fully reabsorbed into immanence. For the problem 
of time, this has the consequence that the transcendent character of 
world time deprives physical standardization of application and that 
technical procedures of time measurement then move alongside and 
are equivalent to the purely phenomenal measures of time that present 
themselves in the individual worlds.65 The principle of indifference, 
which comes into play here too, isolates each of the infinite worlds, 
with its time, and man as the fabricator of clocks, with their time, 
from one another; the unity of the world in space and time is strictly 
metaphysical and lacks any verifiable theoreticallteclmical relevance. 
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Here it immediately becomes clear how dist~t Bnmo's speculative 
theory of space and time is from Newton's concepts of absolute space 
and absolute time, which, while they do still perform the service of 
answering metaphysical questions, above all fulfill an assignable 
function in the definition of physical propositions. . 

Giordano Bnmo was thus the first to see the reforrriulation of the 
traditional concept of movement as a consequence of Copernicanism. 
Admittedly he did not avail himself here of the license that the nom
inalistic critique of Aristotelian physics had already procured and with
out which Copernicus himself could hardly have insisted on the 
cosmological truth content of his reform. Bruno's use of the organic 
metaphor of the immanent origin of movement is indeed, viewed 
formally, a step back into a mode of assertion that verges on the 
mythological; but as insistence on the exclusion of transcendent factors 
and supplementary assumptions, it has a transitional function in which 
the logic of Copernicanism is kept alive. The Copem.ican destruction 
of the reality of the primary heaven and primary movement also 
excludes Aristode's prime unmoved mover and Scholasticism's cos
mological proof of God's existence, as well as the assumption, which 
is dependent upon them, of subordinate spheres and sphere mOvers. 
All world bodies, as living beings, have their principle of motion in 
·themselves, by which they carry out the complex circling movements 
in which they are brought to the optimal exhaustion of universal 
participation. The assumption of external movers now would force 
one to classifY their movements as "violent."oo The difficulties for 
carrying through the Copernican idea that arose from the absence of 
the principle of inertia are bracketed out with the help of the idea of 
the organic wholeness of world bodies and their self-preservation. 
Natural movement is no longer the effect of an 'accompanying causality' 
of the world cause, though it is certainly an expression of perfection 
deriving from the primary constitution of the object and from the 
"communicated causality" (virtu impressa) contained in that. Thus the 
energetic autarky of immanence is precisely the correlate of thetran
scendence expendec;l on it. 61 

The talk of "immanence" in which we have engaged so far needs 
to be made more precise. Stricdy speaking, it is incorrect to talk, in 
connection with Bruno's theory of movement, of what is immanent 
in the world. For as a whole, the world carries all the 'classical' marks 
of transcendence, as a clear result, in fact, of Bruno's derivation of 

-------------------------~.---------.--.----.-
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ideas from Parmenides and ofllis fonnal transposition of the Cusan's 
coincidentia oppositorum. "Immanence" is now the designation of each 
of the injiniti mondi [infinite worldsl between which there is no causal 
nexus. Thus the moon cannot be the cause of the tides; for them the 
moon.is not causa but segrw [not cause but signl. The connection between 
an earthly natural phenomenon.and a particular astronomical con
stellation is not due to dependency but rather to the 'synchronization' 
of immanently elapsing processes and the congruences of the regu
larities that govern them.68 The unity of the ancient and medieval, 
and even of the Copernican world as a causally governed structure 
of order, is exploded, and the new possibility of representing this unity 
physically as a system of interdependence of masses in space is not 
yet even dreamed of 

Giordano Bruno and Leibniz are close to One another in the com
parability of their accomplishment-in tenus of function, not success
of filling the historical space between the two world concepts of the 
Scholastic and the Newtonian physics. This interim solution is distin
guished by the basic idea of the immediacy of the monadic units of 
reality to an origin that communicates itself as regularity. This is the 
source of the guarantee of a "preestablished hannony" as the equivalent 
of the causal nexus. It is only because of this that cosmic constellations 
can become <signs' of the course of events within any individual world. 
This principle of immediacy preserves the possibility of theoretical 
knowledge across the hiatus between two completely heterogeneous 
ideas of science. 

The naturalness of the orbital movements of the world bodies is 
no longer due to the special nature of stellar. matter but rather to a 
transfer of the theory of "natural locations" to the relation of the 
heavenly bodies to their orbital positions. Hence the position of the 
terrestrial body in space indicates the "natural location" of its con
stituent parts at any given time, and thus the direction of the straight
line return motion of member bodies that have been expelled. But 
every point. on the orbit that the whole body describes is equally its 
"natural location." This indifference of all points on the orbit, of which 
none can be distinguished from the others, is the source of the 'nat
uralness' of movement on this orbit. Thus Aristotelian physics, with its 
doctrine of elements, is held to insofar as the fundamental state of 
the star that is in motion in its orbit corresponds precisely to that which 
Aristotle's elements are in when they are at rest in the region of their 

--_ ... _._-_ .... _--- --_.- . ~ ... ----.. --------
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natural location. 69 If therefore rest and motion '!Ie equivalent in regard 
to their 'easiness' for all situations of a rotating world body and for 
all points on its orbit, then talk. of "rest" now has only the sense of 
a limiting case derived from the traditional system but no longer 
realized in the new system. Here all world bodies are regarded as 
homogeneous; the Aristotelian theory according to which the behavior 
of bodies composed of a mixture of elements is determined by the 
predominant element is given up: "futerea pessime asserit Aristoteles 
eo ferri totwn quo pars fertur ... " [However. Aristotle maintains, very 
wrongly, that the whole is carried in the direction in which the part 
is carried]. Thus the mode of movement becomes a characteristic of 
bodies rather than of the elements of which they are composed-in 
the limiting case, a characteristic given to the smaller partial mass by 
the total mass. 

Circular motion is the general presumption of the system. 70 To 
continue to assert that a world body like the earth is at rest implies 
a burden of proof that is contraiy to all probability in this system: 
"Ma chi a trovato questo? qui l'a provato? La commone ignoranza, 
il difetto di senso e di raggione." [But who has discovered this? Who 
has proved it? Common ignorance, the lack of sense and of reason.J 
In the same way, at the beginning of the dialogue De l'infinito the 
burden of proof in relation to the antithesis between the finitude and 
the infinity of the universe fell to hUn who wanted to defend its 
finitude. It could be assumed from the outset that-just as in the 
Copernican model of the transfer of the movement of one's standpoint 
to the movement·of the heavens-such a person projected the limi
tations of our sense perception onto reality without noticing what he 
was doing. 

The principle of indifference is joined by something like an "op
timistic principle of completeness," whose application yields the optimal 
filling of space by motion as well as the postulate of the infinite 
plurality of worlds: If it is good that this world in which we live exists 
and that it can only exist by filling a position in space. then it is also 
good that space in general is filled, since each position in space is 
equivalent to every other.71 In the same manner, it is argued that if 
there is a reason for the existence of a finite world, such as appears 
to us, then there is also a reason for the existence of an infinite world, 
such as we cannot experience.12 Similarly, from the indifference of a 
body's situation in relation to other bodies and light, the rotational" 
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movement of this body about itself is inferred. which makes it take 
up all possible attitudes to other bodies and light. And this in turn is 
only a special case of the indifference of matter to all of its form 
realizations, which yields the world principle of the metamorphosis of 
matter. 

In spite of the Nolan's proximity to Leibniz, a oucial difference 
becomes visible, which corresponds to the difference betWeen the 
impersonal and the personal concept of God; the same ingredients of 
argumentation will cause Leibniz in his exchange ofletters with Samuel 
Clarke to deny the reality of space and time preCisely on account of the 
indifference of their parts and to elevate the principle of sufficient 
reason into the premise of the personal world cause because only it 
could choose one of the infinitely many , possible worlds for realization. 
It becoIIles evident when we examine this difference that Leibniz falls 
back to a position behind the very position of the Nolan that had 
become compelling for the latter as a result ofhis atteIIlpt at overcoming 
the nominalistic antinomies. It turns out, from this comparison, that 
Leibniz stood closer to his voluntaristic opponent, Samuel Clarke, in 
terms of his central stock of presuppositions than to the Nolan, who 
seems so similar to him in his speculative language. Chronological 
sequence does not pr~vide an adequate criterion of the direction of 
relation to the epochal threshold. 

The application of the principle of indifference to matter compels 
one to reinterpret the Aristotelian account of the relation of matter 
to form. Matter is not desirous of form, but neither is form 'imprinted' 
on it as .an undefined substratum; rather it produces form, after the 
analogy of organic growth, from its womb ("dal suo seno"). But the 
particular concrete form into which matter enters cannot be its per~ 
fected definition, since forms change unceasingly on the surface of 
IIlatter ("nel suo dorso"), while matter is eternal, and thus is something 
divine in the things theIIlSelves (''uno esser divino neUe cOse"). It is 
not form that conserves matter, because what is transitory cannot 
conserve what is eternal; instead, matter brings form into existence 
and maintains it therein ("la materia conserva la forma"). Hence matter 
is not "as good as nothing," is not a naked and impotent lack ,of 
definition; 73 instead, it is the substantial core of the world, its constants. 
Form arrives at realization by participation in this being that belongs 
to matter, but no definite form 'fills up' its volume of being. This is 
the source of the change of forms in the world, of the 'impatience' 
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of matter with which it continually dis~ngages itself from one form 
in favor of another ("ma piu tosto che la materia rigetta quella forma 
per prendeT l'altra"). It is the intraworldly correlate of the potentia 
abroluta of the world grOlmd, the 'image' of the latter's insistence on 
the canying out of omnipotence. Bruno even goes sao far as to say 
that matter is more averse to form than desirous of it":'" giving meta
phorical expression to the 'facticity' of every particular form, to the 
blockage of universal participation by each of its concrete phases.14 

Once again Bruno's affinity to Copernicanism is confirmed in conN 
nection with a state of affairs that had caused so much disappointment 
to Copernicus himself with the advance of his reform since the early 
sketch in the Commentariolus: the increasingly evident lack of simplicity 
on account of the necessary inclusion of individual motions that are 
combined in the motion of the earth. Bruno sees this instance as a 
confirmation of his thesis rejecting the clarity and identity of form in 
nature. He discusses this Copernican dilemma toward the end of the 
fifth dialogue of the Cena and sees in it a verification of the fact that 
in spite of its eteffi<!:l circular movements, nature has a teleology going 
beyond the repetition of the identical: "Che nella natura non e cosa 
senza providenza e senza causa finale" [That there is nothing in nature 
that is without providence and without a :final cause]. This teleology 
is comprehended in two basic concepts: renewal ("rinovazione e ri
nascenza") and participation ("participar tutti gli aspetti e relazioni"). 
The complexity of the earth's movement prevents constellations from 
being able to repeat themselves within the period of a year; only thus 
does the earth take part in the 'program' of the processual overtaking 
of possibility by reality and the drive of the world stuff toward ever 
new realization. 75 

The idea of metabolism as the way in which organisms preserve 
themselves through change is clearly present in the background; But 
the identity of form that is preserved in that process is only the foreN 
ground, phenomenal aspect of the turnover of matter that is possible 
and taking place in it. The fact that the individual enjoys and seeks 
to preserve himself in his existence, which, however, is always con
ditional on the disappearance of other individuals,ois only a symptom 
of the fulfillment of his function within the universal metamorphosis. 76 

In the context of this reinterpretation of the relation of matter to 
form, we are also able to undeTstand why Bruno, who says of himself 
that he had earlier been a partisan of the· atomism dlat derives from 
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Democrltus and Epicurus, had given up this position again to draw 
near to the schema of the Aristotelian matter/form relation - at bottom, 
to conserve a piece of Scholasticism; 
, The atomistic conception unites materiality and specific forms in 

the ultimate elementary units to which all characteristics of the phe
nomenal world are reducible. The change of founs in the visible world 
is then only the sense-perceptible aspect of the real configurations 
that are taking place in the underground of the invisible. If the analysis 
of the Nolan's basic ideas that has been given here is correct, his 
dissociation from atomism follows as a, compelling consequence. The 
metamorphosis of homogeneous matter that takes place in infinite 
space and in£nite time was an idea that was bound to fascinate Bnmo 
and that for the first time made possible the adequate expression of 
his conception of unity and multiplicity, of the identity of the world 
principle of the potentia absoluta and the highest inclusiveness of its 
realization." But in spite of this ,approach to Aristotelianism, his concept 
of form is not that of the orthodox forma substantialis [substantial fonn] 
of Scholasticism; on the contrary, it is File sum of the accidental de
terminations that are brought by local movement, as the elementary 
factor, into ever new constellations.'lI On these assumptions, the com
plexity of the earth's movement-Bruno mentions only daily and 
annual motion" precession and nutation -fits in effortlessly. A con
sequence of this complexity is that in l;he course of time, all parts of 
the earth participate in all configurations and attitudes to the sun and 
are thus made subject to all the corresponding influences and con
ditions. 79 Bnmo says that the long-term alterations in the appearance 
of the earth's surface, with which Aristode was perfecdy familiar, were 
nevertheless something that he could not explain, since he knew only 
the daily and annual motion of the sun as possible factors in these 
alterations -in other words, he did not know the subder "imprecisions." 

Bruno's sympathy with the pagan metamorphosis of the gods
even with the animal multifonnity of the Egyptian pantheon - arises 
from and corresponds to his idea of the condition, as regards form, 
of matter in the universe, which at no time is content with itself and 
yet has no need of a transcendent supplement. That is not simply 
mythology-above all, it is not myth once again, neither a renaissance 
of the ancient world nor a 'secularization' of the Middle Ages; to 
assume that it is would be to infer what is meant to be expressed 
from the means of expression. In the syndrome we have described, 

-------~~ 
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of matter and movement, conservation and participation, drive for 
form and denial of form, wrui.t awaits formulation -speculative, fanciful., 
poetic, cosmological, and any other type of formulation -is the changed 
overall state of substance. What was called "substance," following 
Aristotle, has long been on the point of passing from _ the eide!-ic 
firmness of the unchangeable and metaphysically guaranteed' essence' 
['Wesen'] into the abstract constants to which the modem age will be 
pledged -into the magnitudes, no longer referable to intuition, of 
mass, inertial motion, the speed of light, gravitation, power, energy. 
It tends, then, to be conceived as an unfolding process, and, given the 
merely 'foreground' character of apparent formations and species, to 
be only a cross section, halted at an arbitrary point and capable of 
morphological inventory, of a process of those abstract factors that is 
never terminable in a result. Here also nomin,alism, with its critique 
of the realistic theory of concepts, had begun to destroy the substantial 
core constituents of reality, to dissolve their eidetic contours; but on 
account of its voluntaristic dogmatics, it had not been able to bring 
about any antithesis but that of divine abundance and human economy, 
and thus had not carried the problem beyond the level of logic. Thus 
man was supposed to con~ue to be directed to isolate and to assert 
himself against the world and to seek his salvation outside it. 
_ It is clear that the Nolan has no independent anthropology; for him, 
man i" not a subject sui generis. Man retracts himself, as one of the 
endless phases through which nature's self-realization passes, into the 
universal process, which in his way and with his own means he 'pushes 
forward.' Talk about man is an incidental subject in cosmology. If 

- man rises above the other beings, then that is not to be understood 
as a central and unique position in the world, but rather as raising to 
a higher power the universal tendency towards transformation of 
whatever is given, as a translation of the process into 'work.' 

In the first section of the third dialogue of the Spaccio, Zeus replies 
to the application ofIdleness {Ocio} and Sleep (Sogno) for a place among 
the constellations with a rejection of idleness in favor of work. The 
gods had given man intellect and hands, he -says, so that he should 
be able not only to be active according to nature and its order ("secondo 
la natura e ordinaria"), but to go beyond the laws of nature ("ma, e 
oltre, fuor Ie leggi di quella") in order to produce another nature, 
other courses of events, other orders ("accio, formando 0 possendo 
formar altre nature, altri corsi, altri ordini con l'ingegno"). In this 
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freedom from being bound by what exists, there lies, according to 
the words of Zeus, the possibility of man's attaining the likeness of 
God, as "dio de la terra" [god of the earth]. Going beyond nature, as 
what already exists, becomes the existential sense provided for man 
by nature. 

With a reversal of Lucretius's culture criticism, Bnmo rejects, through 
the mouth of Zeus, the idea of a golc;len age of an animallike, idle 
mode of life of men who depend on and submit themselves to nature. 
It is true that here also the necessities and difficulties of existence 
have led to the adaptation of abilities to the exigencies of the sur
rounding world; but the achievement of autonomy by the inventions 
and discoveries that were made in this way, as the process of culture, 
is legitimiZed as the imitation of divine action. Self-empowerment over 
against nature is reinterpreted as empowerment by nature. Since now 
the infinity of omnipotence is imitated as progress from day to day 
through new inventions and through exertion that continually fits itself 
for new undertakings, 'Godlikeness' is no longer the signature of his 
orjgin imprinted on each individual but rather the ideality, to be 
realized by the species, of its future. Here the metaphorical interpre
tation of history as the organic maturation and aging process of a 
species-being appears to break. through into the idea of progress. 

The difference from the Cusan is clear; no individual can fulfill the 
existential sense of the species, and consequendy mankind c~ot 
experience its final union with the Divinity in any historical member 
of the species. The hypostatic union would not be the center and 
turning point of history but rather the breach of its sense, and its end. 

This differentiation is essential in defining relations to the epochal 
threshold. For the Cusan, man's Godlikeness [Gottebenbildlichkeit, the 
term !"hat is used to imply being "made in God's image"] is an eidetic 
characteristic, an essentially definitive predicate, which is capable of 
a uniquely highest actualization and maximal "precision." For the 
Nolan, Godlikeness is an ideal that gives a direction to man's distance 
from his origin in bestiality, but a direction that promises no rest in 
the attainment of a goal. 80 Here again time is the real condition of 
the pqssibility of the ideal; the figure of the substantial form is lost 
as something present and is projected into the dimension of time. The 
interpretation of man as a self-developing being who raises himself 
to higher powers only anticipates the continuum of evolution that, for 
the fauna of the extrahuman realm, must still provisionally be seen 
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as metamorphosis, as the change of fonus each of which has its own 
established character. Man in this universe is oniy the transition from 
one condition of transfonnation to another, the continuation of the 
one great process by new means. He is not a microcosm, not the 
central dynamis [power, ability] that is able to be every entity over. 
again. 

In order to bring the difference _ between the configurations [with 
respect to the epochal threshold] fully into focus, one must reread 
once more what the Cusan had written about man: The unity of what 
is human, realized in the concrete human existence (humaniter contracta), 
seems to include the universe in itself. in the manner suitable to' it. 
The power of this unity is a match for the universe and forces it into 
man's power, so that nothing escapes his ability (ut nihil omnium iius 
atifugiat potentiam). For he trusts himself to comprehend everything 
with the senses or reason or intellect. These faculties lying in him lead 
to a self-assessment that believes itself capable of approaching every- _ 
thing according to the measure of the human. Man is the world, even 
though he cannot be everything concretely, just because he is man; 
therefore he is a microcosm or a human world fhumanus mundus}. The 
reahn of humanity embraces God and the universe in human power. 
Thus man can be a human God and can be God in a human manner, 
he_ can be a human angel. a human beast, a human lion or bear or 
anything else, since it lies within man's power to be everything in his 
own way.SI 

Despite the ease with which one could inistake the language for 
his, the Nolan could not have written that. With him, the indefinable 
potential of the human is encircled by the figures of its possible failure. 
What man can become, without ever being it-the image and likeness 
of the Divinity-repeats itself, on a different level, in animals, which, 
like the ape and the night owl; can figure «ad imagine e similitudine 
de l'uomo" [as the image and likeness of man] or can be found as the 
hidden reality in the apparent form of the human, "sub imagine et 
similitudine hominum') [under the image and likeness of man].32 Met
amorphosis and mask game, the reality of an essence and its pretense, 
real men and those "che son fatti ad imagine e similitudine di quelli'> 
[who are made after their image and likeness] become confusable for 
the perception that relies on itsel£ 83 The great biblical formulation of 
anthropology becomes the formula of a docetism, in which truth and 
illusion belong to one world and assurance can no longer be obtained 
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from the presence of the eidos [form, Idea]. In this indifference of 
essences, in which the figure is no longer an index of the substance, 
the "Asino Cillenico" [Cyllenean ass] is supposed to have had Aristotle 
as one of its reincarnations, and in his address to the ass, Mercury 
parodies Pico della Mirandola's Oratio de hominis dignitate [Oration on 
the Dignity oj Man]. 

The wisdom of the doeta ignorantza [learned ignorance] appears in 
the form of "Asinitit" (Asininity). It oscillates between satire on the 
sacrijicium inte11ectus [sacrifice of the intellect} and parody of a "knowing 
ignorance" that is no longer the index of the incomprehensibility of 
a transcendent truth but rather the suspension of a supposed knowledge 
that blocks the possibility of a new insight and whose surrender sets 
free movement that can lead to knowledge.84 The Meta ignorantia is 
turned back from transcendence to time; it is the wise ignorance that 
does not through self-satisfaction and certainty of. salvation disguise 
from itself the new beginning and the gain in truth. The "santi dottori 
e Rabini illuminati" [holy doctors and enlightened Rabbis) are per
sonified in "Asinitit," whose ass's hoof is the hand, now impotent, of 
Adam/Prometheus. a hand that can no longer reach out for the for
bidden fruit of knowledge, while its pointed ears are adjusted for 
credulous listening. 

The Nolan's turning away, immediate+y before the pyre burst into 
flames, from the image of the God who' became man and was cru
cified-this was not, or was not only, the defiant finale of the escaped 
monk; it was also, or especially. the gesture that maintains consistency 
with the vision of a new universe. What had made this vision compelling 
for the heretic was a unity of reality in which everything was indeed 
self-reproducing. self-manifesting God, and man also was a being who 
becomes God, a unity, however, in which, the universality of the trans
formation that embraces all realities did not admit the singularity of 
a God who forces His way into human history, of an act of salvation 
that identifies itself as the kenosis of isolation· from God, but instead . 
had to reevaluate this as the scandal and provocation of a counter
symbol. The great symmetry of man becoming God and God becoming 
man, which the Cusan had set up against the conflict that was breaking 
out between the medieval consciousness of God and the new con
sciousness of self, had been destroyed by the third element of the 
system, the no longer limited world, which Nicholas himself had in
troduced, still with caution, to balance the transcendent infinity_ 
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Between the Cusan and the Nolan an ambivalence in the concept 
of reality is decided that had seemed to be decided and brought to 
a close in the early history of Christian dogmatics, in the elimination 
of the Gnostic phenomenalistic Christologies, but had come to light 
again. The radical separation between the God of the Creation ~d 
the God of the tidings of salvation that was advocated by the Gnostic 
Marcion made Christ's corporeality function as a merely episodic ad
aptation to the conditions of man's imprisonment in the world, as a 
means of deceiving the demons who guard the universe and mankind 
within it. 

That is no obscure specialized topic in the history of dogma To see 
what has become self-evident as something that was not originally 
self-evident is the task of all historical reflection. The idea of the 
Incarnation is ultimately the result of a fundamental difference between 
biblical and pagan theology, which can be reduced to the simple fact 
that the word "God" left the tongue of the Jews with as much difficulty 
as it left the tongue of the Greeks with ease. Whether that was connected 
with the fact that the God of the Old Testament was the protective 
power allied with one people, withdrawn from and to be concealed 
from the rest of the world, while the Greek gods were of the world 
and enjoyers of the world, were receivable and transportable, need 
~ot be decided here. In the area of the Old Testament, a whole gallery 
of functionaries of salvation had been developed that were not gods 
and could not becorn.e gods; whereas for the Greeks and Romans, 
that sort of thing easily developed into a god, even into a disguised 
god capable of many metamorphoses. Thus when the 'Son of Man' 
was offered to the Hellenistic world as the bringer of salvation, it was 
natural for this world to understand him as the metamorphosis of a 
god -of the God, if there was only to be this one. But the Hellenistic 
world had also developed the philosophical critique of the myth of 
the gods and their 'stories,' and for this critique the metamorphoses 
of myth were in essence a lie, deceitful deception, misuse of the power 
of a god. He who was supposed to have brought the final truth could 
not get involved in a dimension of such ambiguity. The idea of the 
Incarnation as the union of two natures draws the consequence from 
this situation; it protects a process of dogmatic formation that in
creasingly justifies and formulates itself philosophically in such a way 
as to combat the suspicion that it is yet another myth. 
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The reconstruction of the term "person," to which Giordano Bruno 
was to take exception, is the best evidence of this intention. The 
original meaning of the word85 is directed precisely not at the core of 
the real subject but rather at the roles in which it pr:esents and veils 
itseI£ .The term resists a construction that wan~ to integrate two 
"natures" into one "person," and this in a sense .. that conforms only 
to our concept of a person, already stamped ana established by the 
subsequent history of its meaning. This conceptual history indicates 
that problems arise that had not only been unknown to the ancient 
world but also would have been incomprehensible to it They were 
suppressed, rather than resolved, by the device of a change of meaning. 
This is the origin of the efforts, so rich in controversy, of the' early 
centuries, With their allergic sensitiveness to the slightest appearance 
of a theological illusionism. The idea of the Indnnation-despite the 
fact that this could not have been the intention-was an infinite for
tification of human self-respect. Because of it, the form that God 
adopts ceased to be arbitrary and provisional, since this form becomes 
His special and lasting fate. This finality of the pact was the important 
thing for theology. It contained the irrevocable guaranty of the <eternal 
covenant,' whereas metamorphosis had an episodic character and 
included the implication that anything can become anything. To renew 
the mythical category of metamorphosis, to raise it to the level of a 
cosmic ritual, could only be an assurance on behalf of the universe 
and the absence of privilege among its fullness of forms, not on behalf 
of man. Late medieval nominalism had raised this problematic again, 
without realizing it, by placing the Incarnation under the condition of , 
absolute divine freedom and leaving man with no claim to be the 
essentially privileged creature in nature, who alone could become the 
medium of the self-communication of the hidden God. . 

The Nolan only accepted a challenge that was already historically 
posed He gave it an answer that went to the root of the formation 
of the age that had come to an end What was received as <joyful 
tidings' and in the toil of centuries had finally become <Scholasticism: 
he experienced as trauma. Even if he believed that he sought the new 
point of departure in what had been the basis of the "old true phi-
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losophy," that was a self-deception. History knows no repetitions of 
the same; 'renaissances' are its contradiction. ' 

Translator's Note 

a. Nicholas of Cusa, opera, ed. Jacques Lefevre d'Etaples (Paris: 1.'514), voL 'I, foL 1541'". 
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terrors of the end is already recommended at Mark 13; 18 and Matthew 24: 20, but really 
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4. O. Marquard, Sthwierigkeiten, p. 116n38. 

5. O. Marquard, Schwierigkeiten, p. 14. 

6. O. Marquard, Schwierigkeiten. p. l71n20 .. 

1. O. MaTquard. Sckwierigkeiten. pp. 16IE "No doubt it was the cunning of Blumenberg's reason 
that caused him, with his very attack on LOwith's and Taubes's continuity theses, to provide 
the sole opportunity for their real defense: his fimctional model ofbistory .... There Blumenberg 
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Chapter 1 

1. Plato, Timaeus 47 E-48 A 

2. Equally characteristic is Epicurus's explicit contradiction ohhis element of the Platonic myth 
(Diogones Laertius X 133-134); Necessity cannot be overcome by persuasion. This view is 
expressed by a 'theology' that does indeed endow the gods with language but does not allow 
their eternal conversations to have any consequences for the world 

3. A von Harnack, Marcum. Das Evangelium vom Fremden GMt. Eine Monographie xur Geschicht. 
deT Grundlegung der Katholischm KiTche (2nd ed. Leipzig: 1924) (henceforth: Marwm). p. 9. 

4. Martin Werner, The FDrmation rf Christian Dogma: An Historical Study rf Its Problem, trans. S. 
G. F. Brandon (New York: Harper and Bros., 1957), p. 219; original edition: Die Entstehung des 
chrfstlichen Dogmas, problemgesclW:htlich dargestellt (Bern: P. Haupt, 1941; 2nd ed. Tiibingen; n.d.), 
p. 527. See also H. Blumenberg, "Epothenschwelle und Rezeption," Philasophische Rund5chau 6 
(I 958): I 05-107: 

5. A von Harnack. Marcian, p. 20. 

6. A von Harnack, Marcian, chapter 7. 

7. Passio S. Pauli, Acta Apastolarum Apocrypha, ed. Lipsius and Bonnet (189l; photomechanical 
reprint Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1959), vol. 1, p. 30: "Haec audiens 
Nero et ira SllCcensUS, quia Inundi figuram Paulus dixerat resolvendam, iussit orones Christi 
milites igne cremari. Paulum autCffi ... capite ... truncari. ••• " The Stoic Ekpyrosis [world con
flagration] was not a 'preparation' for eschatology but itself a cosmic process. which was 
supposed to prece~e new world cycles. 

8. Augustine, Sarna 241.7 : ''Tu qui dids 'corpus est omne fugiendum,' occide mundum." The 
Platonist forgets that Plato allowed his demiurge to guarantee unperishableness to the stars 
(241.8). 

9. Augustine. De libao arbttrio I 1: "Npn enim iuste vindicarentur (sc. malefacta), nisi fierent 
voluntate." The same line of thought appears once again in the second book (II, 3), which was 
produced only in 395. In the Confessir)nes (X 4, 5), Augustine offers the fonnula "bona mea 
instituta tua: mala mea delicta mea sunt et iudicia tua. ... " 

10. De Uoero arbitTio II 49: " ... et dubitare de Iibera voluntate, sine qua recte vivi non posse 
concedunt, etia= qui pessime vivunt? Et certe nunc responde. quaeso. quid tibi melius esse 
videatur in nobis, sine quo recte vivi potest, an sine quo recte vivi no~ potest." 

11. De libero arbitrio I 25: "Quid enim tam in voluntate quam ipsa voluntas sita est?" I 26: 
" ... cum sit tam magnum bonum, velle solum opus est, ut habearur." II 51: "Noli ergo mirari 
si ceteris per liberam voluntatem utimur, etiam ipsa libera voluntate pe. earn ipsa= uti nos 
posse; ut quodammodo se ipsa utatur voluntas quae utirur ceteris, sicut seipsam cognosdt 
ratio, quae cognosdt et cetera." ill 7: "Q!1apropter nihil taIn in nostra potestate, quam ipsa 
vo1untas est." 

12. Augustine, De libero aTbitrio II 20. 
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Chapter 2 

1. Nietzsche, On the Genealcgy 0/ MOTal<, ''Third Essay," section 25, Basic Writing.s, trans. W. 
Kaufinann (New York: Random House, 1966), p, 591; Gesammelte Werke (Munich: Musmon, 
1920-) (henceforth: Musmon ed.), vol. 15, p. 440. 

2. Nietzsche, "Vorarbeiten zu cineI' Schrift nber den Philosophen von 1872/5" (hencefoX'th; 
"Vorarbeiten, . !'J, Musarion ed., vol. 6, p, 46. 

S. "Vorarbeiten ... ," Mosmon ed., voL 6, p, 50. 

4. "Vorarbeiten. .,.," Musarion ed., voL 6, p. 14: "Historical thinking and the natural sciences 
were needed against the Middle Ages: knowledge against faith. We now direct art against 
knowledge .•.. " P. 108: ''People became more clever during the Middle Ages .•.• This sharpening 
of the spirit by the pressure of a hierarchy and theology was absent in the ancient world." 
P. 100: "Science ... comes into being. , . when the gods are not thought of as good." 

5. ''Vorarbeiten. .. ,'' Musarion ed., voL 6, p. 7. 

6. ''Vorarbeiten. .. ," Musarion ed., voL 6, pp. 8-9. 

7. "Vorarbeiten. .. ," Musarion ed., vol. 6, p. 35. 

8. Marx, from the seventh notebook of the preparatory work for the dissertation, Friihe Schriften, 
ed. H J. Lieber and P. Furth (3rd ed. Darmstadt: WissenschaftlicheBuchgesellschaft, 1975) 
(henceforth; Friihe SchTfften), pp. 105-106. 

9. H. Blumenberg, "Selbsterhaltung und Beharrung. Zur Konstitution der neuzeitlichen Ra
tionaliciit," Abhandlungen de,. Akademie zu Main.:. Geistes- u, SOl:. wi.ss. kl., 1969 series, no. 11 (Maim; 
1970). ' 

10. Nietzsche, Beytmd Good and Evil, part One, section 13, Basic Writings, trans. W. Kaufinann, 
p. 211; Musarion ed., vol. 15. pp. 20-21 

11. Nietzsche, "Die Teleologic seit Kant," Mosarion ed~, voL 1, p. 410. 

Chapter 3 

L Irenaeus, Adver.sus Mercses II 14, 3 (FG, voL 7, p. 751): "Umbram autem et vacuum ipsonun 
a Democrito et Epicura sumentes, sibhnetipsis aptaverunt. •.. Semetipsos ergo in hoc mundo, 
cum sint extra Pleroma, in locum qui non est, deputaverunt. QJlod autem dicunt imagines 
esse haec corom quae sunt, rursus manifestissime Democriti et Platonis sententiam edlsserunt." 

2. kenaeus, Adve= hi.zereses ill 24, 2 (FG, voL 7, p. 967): " ..• cum vero, qui non est, somniantes 
super' hune, ut magnum deum putentur adinvenisse, quem nemo possit cognoscere humane 
generi communicantem, nee terrena adm.inistrantem.: Epicuri videlicet invenientes deum; neque 
sibi neque aliis aliquid praestantem, id est nullius providentiam habentem." V 26, 2 (FG, voL 
7, p. 1195): " ... etnolunt iustum esse iudicium dei. Quapropter et alterum quemdam excogitant 
patrem, neque curantem, neque providentem eorum, quae sunt erganos, aut etiam consentientem 
omnibus peccatis," 

S. Tertullian. Adver$us Marcit.mem V 4, 14: "derideri potest deus Marcionis, qui nee irasci novit 
nec ulcisci." I 25, 3: "immobilis et stupens deus"; 1- 26, 3: "stupidissimus"; V 4, 3: "deus ille 
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otiosus." Also: Adversus Valentinianos 7, 4: "sedet ... Bythos iste •.. in maxima ec altissima 
quiete, in otio plurimo placidae et ..• stupentis divinitatis, ut iussit Epicurus." In addition to 
strUcrural equivalern;e he asserts a dogmatic dependence, as a classic example of me dangers 
of the reception of philosophical doctrines: .. ':longum est ... ostendere hac sententia orones 
haereses damnari., quod omnes ex. subtiloquentiae viribus et philasophiae regulis constent, sed 
Marcion principalem suae fidei terminum de Epicuri schola agnoscat" (Adv. Marci(mem V 19, 
7). Ibid. I 25, 3: "si aliquem ~ Epicuri schola deum adfectavit Christi nomine titulare. ut quod 
beatum et inconuptibile sit neque sibi neque allis molestias praestet; hanc enim sententiam 
ruminans Marcion removit ab ilio (se. deol severitates et iudidarias vires." W. Schmid, in his 
article "Epikur" in the ReallexiR.Dnfiir An(ilc~ und Chrulentum, ed. Th. Klauser, vol. .5 (1961), 
pp.799-801, refers to the important, 'non-christian, pax-a1lel testimony of plotinus (Enneads II 
9, 15), who sees Epicurus and the Gnostics united in their devaluation of the cosmos. though 
"certainly the thought related primarily to mO'Phological similarity, scarcely to historical 
dependence." A passage in Hieronymus (D>mmentarii in isaiam prtpketam VII 18, 1) that resembles 
Plotinus's polemic very closely was already traced bad<, by Harnack to Origen. which according 
to W. Schmid allows us co regard A.mmonius sakkas as~ possible common origin of the 'topos': 
"dicit Epicurus non esse providentiam et voluptatem maximum bonum. Comparatione huius 
secleratior Marcion et omnes haeretici qui vetus lacerant testamentum. Cum enim recipiant 
providentl:am, accusant Creatorern et asserunteUIn in plerisque operibus errasse et non ita 
fecisse ut facere debuerat." 

4. Clarke's second rejoinder (Leibniz, PhiWsofthische Sckriften. ed. C. J. Gerhardt, vol. 7, p. 3(1): 
"In realiI}'. and with regard to God, the present frame, and the consequem disorder. and the 
following renovation, are an equally parts of the design framed in God's original perfect idea." 

5. Leibniz, Pkilosophiscke Schriften, vol. 7, p. 874. See his letter to the Princess of Wales of June 
2, 1716 Goc. cit.. p. 379): "C'est l'erreur de l'indifference vague ou du decret absolument 
absolu .... Cette erreur encore est la source du vuide et des atomes." 

6. Loc. cit., pp. 37Iff: ''Une simple volonte sans auOlll motif (a mere will) est une fiction non 
seulement contraire a la perfection de Dieu, xnais encore chimerique et conrradictoire, incolll
patible avec 120 definition de la volonte ..•. " Thus already in the DisCOUT$ de MetaphY5ique of 
1686: " ... il ne faut pas aussi s'.iroaginer des decrets absolus, qui n'avent aUcun motif rais
sonable _ .. " (sectiori 31). And still earlier, 1680, in a letter to Philipp in Hamburg, in the fonn 
of an argument againsc Descartes: "On voit bien que la volonr.e de Dieu meme ne sera qu'un.e 
fiction mise en jeu pour eblouir ceux qui ne s'attachent pas assez a approfondir ces choses. 
Car quelle volante (bon Oleu) qui n'a pas Ie bien pour object ou motif? qui plus est, ce Dieu 
n'aura pas meme d'entendement .... Mais de dire qu'un tel Dleu a fait les c:hoses, ou de dire 
qu' elles sont esee produites par une nettSSite aveugle, l'un vaut l' autre, ce me semble" fJ'hilosophiJck 
Schriften, voL 4, p. 285). W. Kabitt, Die Phib:>sophie desjungen Leibni:.. Untersuchungen %Ur Entwick
l71.ngsgeschichte seines Systems (Heidelberg: 1909), p. 122, quotes from a letter to Wedderkopf, the 
jurist in Riel, this sentence: "It is not in the power o£ any being to will whatever it likes [z71. 
WDlkn. Wll.! es wtll]." I 

1 .. Lucretius, Dc rerum natura (henceforth: Lucretius) V 181-186. 

8. William of Ockharn. Clm2mentary on the Smtences I 43, 1 M: "UtnJ.XXl deus possit facere aliquae 
quae nOn fi:cit nee feciet ... si esse[ causa naturalis, vel omnia produceret simul vel nulla.." 
QU()dlibeta VI 1: "Deus multa potest facere quae non vult facere." 

9. william of Ockham, Commentary on the 8mtenc£s I d. 2, q_ 4, 0: " ... aeacio est simpliciter 
. de nihilo, ita quod nihil essentiale vel intrinsecum rei simpliciter praecedet in esse reali, ergo 
nulla res non variata praeexistens in quocumque individuo est de essentia istius individui de 
novo treati, quia si sic, aliquid essendale isti rei praecederet et per consequens non crearetur, 
ergo non est aliqua res universalis de essentia istorum individuorum, quia si sic, illa praeexisteret 
omni individuo post primum productum et per consequens omnia producca post primum 
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productum nOn crearemur, quia non essent de nihllo." I d. 35, q. 5, E-P: "ipsa creatura est 
idea primo; ipsae ideae sunt ipsaemet res a deo producibiles; ideae oriunrur et intereunt, quia 
ideae sunt ipsaemet crearu.-ae quae oriunrur et intereunt. " . 

10. William of Ockha.m., ClJrnmentary an the Sentences I d. 14, q. 2, G: "ex hoc ipso quod vult, 
convenienter vult, et non frustra.." It is especially true of the way of salvation that God often 
does things medi4ntibus pluril>us, which He could also have done mediantibus paucUrribu.! (ClJrnmemary 
on the Sentences I d. 17, q. 3, DF). The 'circumstantiality' of even the potentfp. ",dinata is related 
to the principle of unthinking submission; the central, if not the sale, 'object' of the faith that 
guarantees salvation thus becOnles God's credibility itseJ£ 

11. William ofOckham, Q.uodlibeta VI q. 1: "Haec distinctio ..• est sic intelligenda, quod posse 
deum aliquid quandoque acdpitur secundum leges ordinatas et institutas a deo et ilia didtur 
deus posse facere de potentia ordinata. Aliquando accipirur posse pro posse omne illud quod 
non includit conttadictionem fieri, sive deus ordinavit se hoc f.teturum sive non, quia nlultum 
potest deus facere quae non vult f.tcere." 

12. This fannula was applied to the Hellenistic philosophies by Karl Marx in the prepararory 
work for his dissertation (Friihe SchTiften, vol. 1, p. 104~ "Thus, for example, the Epicurean and 
Stoic philosophies were the happiness of their age; when the universal sun has gone down, 
the nloths seek the lamplight of the private man." 

13. Marx, preparatory work for the dissertation (FrUhe Schriflen, voL 1. p. 89). 

14. W. BrOCker, Die Geschichte tier Philosophie VQT Snkrates (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1965), p. 17. 

15. Marx's doctoral dissertation, translated by Norman Livergood inActivity in Marx's Philosophy 
(The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 19671 part one, chapter 3, pp. 72, 74, 75 I;'riihe Schiften, voL I, pp. 
32-35). 

16. Lucretius II 1052-1057: "nullo iam pacto veri simile esse putandumst ... nil agere ilia foris 
'tot corpora material." It becomes dear to what a great extent this thought still lies within the 
horiron of the Greek cosmos when one sets beside it Kant's comparison between the improbability 
of the fundamental metaphysical concepts' prOducing anything positive and the improbability 
of the construction of a world in Epicurus's atomism: n ••• It seems more likely that Epicurus's 
atoms, afte, falling eternally, should suddenly for no reason run into one another, sO as to 
construCt a world, than that the most general and abstract concepts should do so in order to 
explain it" ("Triiume eines Ge.istersehexs" II 2: Akademie cd., vol. II, p. 358). 

17. H. niels, FTO.gmente tier Vonokratill.er (Berlin: Weidmann, 1934, 1951-1952, 1954) 68 A 40. 

18. Diogenes Laertius X 42: Lucretius II 513-514; " ... fateare ne<:cssest rilateriem quoque 
finitis differe figurls." See also Marx's dissertation, trans. Livergood. part two, chapter 2, p. 
89 fFrUhe Schriften, vol. I, pp. 49-50): "The statement of Leibniz, that no two things. are th~ 
same, is therefore turned about, and there are infinitely many atoms of the same fonn .... " 

19. Lucretius II 808. 

20. Cicero, De natura deorum I 20, 53 (= fragment 350 in H. Usener's EpicuTea, Leipzig, 1887), 
formulated this central. point of Epicurean 'metaphysics' thus: "pocuit enim nos idem qui 
cetera, natura effectunl esse mundum: nilill opus fuisse fabrica, tamque eam rem esse facilem, 
quam vos effici negatis sine divina posse sollertia, ut innumerabilis natura lllundos effectura 
sit, . efficiat, effecerlt." 

21. For the purpose of presenting the doctrine of his school, the Epicurean Velleius carefully 
uses the passage just cited from Cicero with natura in the ablative. that is, as a definition of 

..... 
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the mode of the world's corning into existence, whereas. in his attacks on the Platonic and 
Stoic cosmology, he uses natura in the nominative, in order to exhibit the hypostatizing of 
nature as a metaphysical power. Admittedly, the later Epicureans did not keep up this caution 
in the use of the concept of nature; even Lucretius (V 233ff) rendered nature independent as 
daeda~ TeTUm and thus began to efface the difference between Epicureanism and metaphysics. 

22. Kant, preface to Uniumal Natural Hi.s/;(}ry and Theory rifthe Heauens, trans. W. Hastie (Ann 
Arbor. 1969), p. 25 (Akademie ed., vol. 1, p. 227). 

23. Lucretius n 300-302; "et quae consuerint gigni gignentur eademJcondicione et cront et 
o-escent vique valebtmt,/quanuun cuique danun est per foedera naturaL" A conspicuous example 
of the 'productivity' of assumptions of omstancy is his consideration of the extreme hypothesis 
for explaining the phases of the moon, according to which these phases could be understood 
as a process of continuous perishing and coming back into existence of the body of the moon 
(Lucretius V 731-736); this would require the assumption of a very exact repetition of the 
same process of atomic fonnation-whlch, however, would not be illlUSual: "ordine cum 
(videas) tam certo multa creari." See also Lucretius I 204: "constat quid possit 000"; 1586-588, 
IT 709; "eadem.ratio res terrninat omnis"; III 787: "cerrum ac dispositumst ubi quicquid crescat 
et insit" (=V 131). Here also belongs the discussion of the question of the possibility of 
monstrous beings in nature, like the centaurs (portenta); Lucretius denies it with the argument 
that atomistic nature in particular does not allow one thing to couple with anything else it 
likes: "sed res quaeque suo ritu procedit et omnes/foedere naturae certo discrimina servant" 
tv 923-924). See also VI 906-907, where an attempt is made to explain magnetic stones. 

24. Clutrtularium Universitatis PaTiliensiJ, ed. H. Denifle (Paris: 1889-1891), vol. 1, p. 545, n. 34: 
Q!lod prima ""usa non PDJJet pluTes mun,u,s facere. The Aristotelian proof of the uniqueness of the 
world. in Thomas Aquinas: ExpositW de caelo I 16 (ed. Spiazzi, pp. 79-80). 

25. Grant McColley, ''The Seventeenth Century Doctrine of a Plurality of Worlds," Annals if 
Scfe1u;e 1 (l936):3,99ff: " ... There occurred in 1277 one of the Illost interesting events recorded 
in history ... the power of God definitely overshadows the physics of Aristotle." 

26. ChartuJariu.m Universitatis PaTiliensis, voL 1, p. 545, n. 26: O:J.lod prima causa posset producere 
iffectum lib! aequa1em nisi temp.rant potentiam suam. In this connection, with the liquidation of 
the ancient cosmos metaphysics, belong also the sentences nos. 48 and 53: Quod deus ncn potest 
e55. cawa nWiftuti, nee potest altquid de novo producer.; Q]!od deum n.cesse estfocere, quiCquid immediate 
fit ab /pro, 

27. William of Ockham., Commentary on the Sentences I d. 17, q. 1, L: uquacumque fanna posita 
in anima poteSt deus velIe animam annihilare antequam dec sibi vitam aetanam, et velIe 
numquam earn recreare ... poteSt omtingenter annlhilare iIIud quandocumque placet sibi: sed 
istam animam contingencer creavit, ergo ipsam potest annihilare." Lac:. ciL, q. 1. M: "ego 
autern pono quod nulla forma nee naturalis nee supranaruralis potest deurn sic necessitare .... " 

28. William of Ockham, CQ11Zmentary on the Sentences! d. 17, q, 3, F; " ... frequenter faot deus 
xnediannbus plunbus quod passet facere mediantibus pauciorihus." 

29. William of Ockharn, Commentary on the Sentences I d. 17, q. 8, G: ." .. omnipotens non potest 
eflicere amne illud quod non indudit contradictionexn, quia non potest efficere deum." This 
holds also for the initial question of the doctrine of grace: " .•. quam.vis deus non posset facere 
tantern caritatem quin posset facere. maiorem, non sequitur eam posse facere mfinirum" (q. 
8" C); n ••• patet quod auctoritas philosophi (Sc. Aristotelis) non est recipienda in hac parte .•. quia 
posset deus facere unum alium mundum; immo credo quod non posset Jacere tot mundos 
£nitos quin posset facere plures" (q. 8 YJ. God as Creator is not "causa naturalis: si esset causa 
naturalis; vel omnia produceret simul vel nulla" (I d. 43" q. 1, M). The created world could 
be the best of the possible worlds only at the cost of this principle: " ... probabUe autem 
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reputo quod deus posset facere alium rnundum rneliorem isturn. distincrum specie ab isto, et 
maxime quoad aliquas res distinctas specie, et quoad pluralitatem specierurn." 

80. Kant. Untvmal Natural History and Theory 0/ the Heavens, tranS. W. Hastie (Ann Arnor. 
University of Michigan Press, 1969), part; I, p. 64 (Akademie ed., vol. 1, p. 255); Critique of 

Judgement D. section 86 (Akademie ed., voL 5, po 442). Giordano Bruno's distinction between 
the 'world' as the one universe and "world" as a tenn for individual-cosmic bodies already 
tends in this direction (Theus de magio. V; opera latina, ed. F. Fiorentino et at ~aples: 1879-1891), 
vol. 8, pp. 457f1}. Telescope and microscope induced as a popular thought experiment the 
idea of ~worlds' nested within one another, best worked out perhaps in the letter from Johann 
Bernoulli to Leibniz dated November 8, 1698 (Le;bniz. M6them&iscJu: Scluijten. cd. Gerhardt. 
vol. 8, part 2. pp. 548ID: "The creatures that we observe under the microscope have not only 
their own 'world,' with sun, moon and stars, but also their crwn microscopes, with which they 
in their rum observe creatures of whose 'wodd' they know nothing; but this is still not the 
whole story-aren't we ourselves perhaps only microscopic objects for beings who don't 
imagine that we have a 'world' like theirs? Est enim utrobique par rat/Q." Bemoulli may have 
developed his 'conjectures' from a suggestion in the Port-Royal logic: L'an de penser (1622) IV 
1. 

IH. Lucretius II 180-181.; " ... nequaquamnobis divinitus esse creataminaturamrnundi, tama 
stat praedita culpa." 

32. Lucretius VI 9-11: "nam cum vidit hie ad vietum quae flagitat ususl omnia iam fenne 
mortalibus esse parata/ et, proquam possent, vitam consistere tutam. ... " -

88. Usener's fragment469 (~ Diano's fragment 56); see W. Schmid, article "Epikur" in ReallexiJwrt 
for Anttke und Christentum (Stuttgart: Hiersemann, 1950-1981l, voL 5, pp. 722, 763. 

84. Cicero, De finibus I 13, 45-46: "Quarurn (se. cupiditaturol ea ratio est, ut necessariae nee 
opera multa nec impensa expleanrur; ne naturales quidem multa desiderant, propterea quod 
ipsa natura divitias, quibus contenta sit, et parabiles et tenninatas habet; inaniurn autem 
~piditatum nec modus ullus nec finis inveniri potest." 

85. Lucretius V 51-54 !reading: imm07talibus de dwis). 

86. Cicero, De ~atura de~TUm I 18, 47-48 (= Usener's fragment 352). 

87. Philodemus, De dis III (from the tranSlation ofw. Schmid, "Epikur"-clred in note 38-
p. 734). With the exception of immortality, man is capable of the full eudemonia of the gods 
(Usener's fragment 602). On provisos with respect to the interpretation of Epicurean theology 
in tenns of its systematic function, see Schmid's article, po 739; and also on the authenticity 
of Lucretius in connection with this question, p. 762. -

38. Lucretius V 82-90; see a1so V 1204-1240: Gazing at the heavens awakes concern (GUra) 
about the powen (jmmema potestas), to which man can only surrender (ludibritJ Sibi habere videlur). 
The weakness of reason (ratUJnis ege5tas) makes it constitutionally liable to such concern. 

39. Marx's dissertation. trans. Livergood, part two, chapter 5, p. 108 -lJ'riihe Sthr!flen, vol 1, p. 
68). 

40. Marx's dissertation, trans. Livergood, part; two, chapter 5, pp. 106-107 fFriihe Schriflen, vol. 
1, pp. 65-66) [translation alteredL 

41. Marx, preparatory work for the dissertation, Friihe Schriflen, voL 1, pp. 77,90. 

42. Epicurus as quoted by Seneca, Ad Lucilium 9, 20 (= Usener's fragment 474): "Si cui sua 
non videntur arnplissima, licet totius mundi dominus sit, tamen miser est. " 

~j 

j 
I 
I 
I 
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43. Cicero, De fi:nihus I 6, 19: "declinare dixit atommn perpaulum quo nihll pesset fieri minus; 
ita effici oomplexiones et <:opulat:iones et adbaeslones atomorum inter se, ex quo cfficeretur 
mundus ..•• ··- -

44. Lucretius II 251-260. 

45. Lucretius II 261fI: "nam dubio procul his rebus sua cuique voluntas/ principium dat. .•. " 
269: "ut Videas initium motus a corde crean ••. " 279fI: " .•. taJnen esse in pectore r1QStro/ 
quiddam quod contra pugnare obstareque possit. ... " 289-293: "sed ne mens ipsa ne<;eSSWll/ 
intestinum habeat cunctis in rebus agendis ... id facit exiguum clinarnen principiorum .•.• " 

46. Marx's dissertation, trans. livergood, part two, chapter 1, p. 82 IFriihe Schriflen, vol. 1, p. 
42): ''Thus as the atom frees itself from its relative existence, the straight line, by making an 
abstraction of it, by turning aside from it, so the whol~ Epicurean philosophy turns aside from 
the restrictive mode of being whenever the concept of abstract individuality, the autonomy 
and negation of all relation to other things, is ~o be represented in its existence." 

47. This idea also penetrated into popular literature; thus in the French Roman de Sidrac of 
the thirteenth century, which links it to the preeminence of man over all creatures: "Ql.tel1e 
est la plus belle chose que Dieu alt falte en ce monde? L'homme"-cited in Cb.-V. Langlois, 
La Conna.iwznCJ! de la Nature et du Monde d'apr'es des ictttsfrantais a l'usagff des laics (Paris: 1927), 
pp. 233, 241. 

48. Albertus Magnus, Commentary on Isaiah <opera omnia, ed. B. Geyer (Munich: AschendorfI; 
195]-]980), vol. ]9, p. 61?}. "Omnia enim deus creavit ad iucuriditatem sancrorum." Duns 
Scotus, opus O"rmiense III d. 32, q. 1, n. 6 <opera, ed. Vives, vol. 15, p_ 433): " ... deus vult 
mundum sensibilem in ordine ad hominem praedestinatum .... " 

49. Albertus Magnus, Summa Thealagica II tract. 1, q. 3, a. 1: "Creator creando demonstrat 
suum posse .•.. " Duns Scotus, C=mrntary on the Sentences I d. 8, q. 5: " ... quare .voluntiU 
voluit hoc, nulla est causa, nisi quia voluntas est voluneas." 

50. J. Lappe, Nicolaus von Autrecoun. Sein Leben, seine Phil.&<>phie, seine Schriften (Miinster: 1908, 
Beitriige rur Geschichte der Philosophie des Mittelalters 6, 2), p. 33~: " ... non porest evidenter 
ostendi nobilitas unius rei super aliam." This holds logically even for God, Whose omnipotence 
does not enable one to deduce His precedence in regard to nabilftas: " ..• quacunque re de
monstrata nullus scit evidenter, quin ex-cedat nobilitate omnes alias ... nullus scit evidenter, 
quin ipsa (Sc. res demonstrata) sit deus, si per deum intelIigamus ens nobilissimum ... aliquis 
nescit evidenter, quod una res sit finis alterius." 

51. Duns Scotus, utrum Chrisms sit praedestinatus esse Filius Dei, ed. E. Longpre. in Wissenschafl 
und Weish~it 2 (1935):90-93. The text is governed by the precedence of gwria over gratia: 
" .•• prius fuit praedestinatio Christi ad gloriam quam ad W"lionem illam ... summum opus 
divinurn non videtur solum esse occasionatum; sed si solum esse!: facta incarnatio Verbi divini, 
quae summum opus est inter omni opera Dei, propter lapsum hominis, esse[ solum occasionata." 

52. " •.. potins factus est homo, quia voluit, skut potius assumpsit naturaIIl. nostran"l quam 
aliam. quia voluit~: Ms. Mon. Cod. !at. 8943 ful. 108r, cited after E. Hochstetter, Studien ztlt" 
MetaPhysik und Erkenntnisleht"e V!ilhelms wn Ockhdm (Beilin: 1927). 

53. Feuerbach, "Zinzendoxf lIDd die Herrnhiiter" (1866). Werke, ed. Bolin and JodI, vol. 10, 
pp. S0-85. 

54. The "Maximal God" is found in NietzsChe, The Genealogy afMorab, III 20; here the correlate 
of theological maximalism is the "maximum of the feeling of guilt," whose transfonnation 
into a sort of "second innocence" haS atheism as its precondition. The historical nexus of 

._._------_._----
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theological absolutism and human self-assertion is here seen in the narrow fonn of moral relie£ 
Talk of the theological maximum and minimum is also found in Kant, Vorlesungen iiber die 
phiUJsophische Religianslehre, ed_ 1(. Beyer !Halle: Akademischer Verlag, '1981), p_ 13), who wants 
to know what "rninirnum of theology" is required for 'religion' in the practical sense, and 
contrasts with this minimum the maximum "which is riot necessary for religion in general 
and is also too strong for healthy reason": "The maximum of theology would be the knowledge 
that God exists" (marginal notation in the Danzig lecture--transcript:l-so radically had 1;he 
range of the antithesis been narrowed, and indeed for Kant, too, through exclusive reference 
to the possibility of morality. 

55. Luther, I>isjmtatio contTa JCholasticam theologiam, n. 11; Werke Un Auswahl, cd. 0_ Clemen et 
aI. (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1930-]935), vol. 5, p_ 321. In the prehistory of this thesis of Luther 
belongs the marginal notation that he entered as early as 1509 in his copy of Augustine's 
Civitas det: "Stoicae igitur reliquiae sunt hodle maxima pars philosophorum" aoe. cit_, p_ 4). 
The humanistic reception of ancient philosophy, rather than Scholastic Aristotelianism. rep
resented for him philosophy's content of human autarky_ See 1.. Grane, Contra Gabrielem_ Luthers 
Aweinandersettung mit Gabriel Biel in der Duputatio contra Scholasticam TheDlogiam (Gyldendal, 1962: 
Acta Theologica Danica 4), and now It. Lorenz, Die unvollendete Bifreiung yom Nominalismw. 
Mmtin Luther und die Grenun hermmeu.lischer Theologie bei GeThard Ebeltng (Gutersloh: Mo!m, 
1973), pp_ 92-123. 

Chapter 4 

1. W_ Heisenberg, Physi.cJ and PhiWsophy_ The Revolution in Modem Sdence (New York; Harpe. and 
Row, 19(8), p_ 74_ Francis Bacon saw the new 'seriousness' in the turning of interest from the 
extraordinary aspects of nature to its lawful regularities, from the t:U1'i1Jsa industria that amuses 
itself with the ["-'US naturae, to seria utilttas. Special magical intervention must give way to 
thoroughgoing mastery of reality as soon as onc can no longer rely on reality's teleology_ The 
extr(Il)aganlia et quasi al:n-upta in nature are not to be written off, but rather to be investigated 

. as particularly insauctiveinstances of universallawfuiness, the miTacu1a natU'tae being analyzed 
as cases of the conCUr;US raTlLS ofJorma and lex W(J1)tlm Organum II 27-2&; Works, ed_ Spedding, 
Ellis, and Heath, voL 1, pp. 280-2&2)_ 

2_ Descartes. MedUationes I par. 12; Oeuvres, ed. Adam and Tannery (Paris: Cerf, 1897-1913), 
voL 7, p. 23. 

3_ As Schopenhauer obscJ"Yed-Parerga I; siimtliche WIThe, ed. W_ von LOhneysen (Stuttgart . 
Cotta, 1960-1965), vol. 4, p_ I3-the function of the proof of God's existence in the Third 
Meditation is only superficially a continuation of the medieval tradition of proofs, and in its 
real function it inverts that tradition: Descartes "assumed the reality of the external world on 
the strength of God's guarantee when; in reverse, he proved the existence of the world only 
from the existence and veracity of Cod: it ;s the reverse of the cosmolOgical proo£" 

4. Descartes, Meditatione5 I par_ 2; Oeuures, ed. Adam and Tannery, voL 7, p. 17: " ___ non minus 
accurate ab iis quae non plane cerra sunt atque indubitata, qUaIn ab aperte falsis assensionem 
esse cohibendam .• _ ." 

5_ Descartes, PrincIpia philruophiae, part I, principle 6: "Sed interim a quocunque tandem simus, 
et quantumvis ille (sc. originis nostrae author) sit potens, quantumvis falla.x; hanc nihilominus 
in nobis libertatem esse experimur, ut semper ab iis credendis, quae non plane certa sunt et 
exp1orata. possimus abstinere; atque ita cavere, ne unquam erremus." In the contradiction 
betWeen mens jinita and potentia i'!ftnita, the evidence of freedom has precedence over all other 
ideas: " ___ libercatis autem et indifferentiae, quae in nobis est, nos ita conscios esse, ut nihil 
sit, quod evidentius et perfectius comprehendemus" (part I, principle 41)_ 
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6. W. KamIah, "Der Anfang der Vemunft bei Descartes-autobiographisch und historisch," 
ArchitJjiir Geschichte tier PhiJosophie 43 (961):76: According to KamIah, Descartes gamed from 
this encounter an acquaintance with the 'Leonardo tradition' of deplatonized mathematics, 
and his pretended break with tradition was actually a change of traditions. The result would 
b<: that the systematic sequence is the reverse of the biographical sequence: that Descartes 
only assimilated his conception of th<: ra cogitans to his understanding of the ra extenso. secondarily 
and that the rumi.ng istylized as 'illwnination') that occurr<:d in the overheated room in the 
Bavarian winter quarters at Neuberg is only the transition (elevated to the status of a 'beginning') 
from a dialogical stimulus to an act of authenticity that is intended to be exemplary: "That 
in principle any man 'could' find, prepare, and traverse the whole path of science does not 
mean that anyone really could do that-but it seduces one into this stylization that Descartes 
undertakes, and what is more, it achieves this seduction by means of an enormous egocentric 
prejudice" Ooc. cit., p. 84). 

7. L Blanchet, Les antfcidmtJ historuj7.tes du Je pense donefe suis' (Paris; Alean, 1920), pp. 13-15. 
Etienne Gilson in Descartes, Diu:I)Ur.; de lo. Mftlwde, t.xt. et commentaire par E. Gilson (Paris: J. 
Vrin, ]947), pp. 295-298. 

8. Descartes, Meditation.s I par. 9; Oeuvres, ed. Adam and Tannery, vol. 7, p. 20: "Verumtarnen 
i.nfixa quaedam est meae menti vetus opimo, Deum esse qui potest omnia .... " The position 
of Descartes's proof of God's existence in his overall argument becomes clearer when one 
observes that it is not this God whose existence needs to be proved; the ontological argument 
from the concept of God is indispensable because what is at stake there is more than mere 
existence; it is a specific attribute. 

9. This pretended spontaneity is taken at its word when one charges Descartes with having 
"made man independent through the power of ratio, having tmu him out of the links that, 
in the totality of his spiritual f.seelischenl relations, gave him peace in the Being that was more 
powerful than him," L. Landgrebe, "Descartes," in G. W. Leibnh: Vortrage tier aus Anlass Mine.! 
}JOO. Geburntages in Hamburg abgehtdtenen wissenschaftlichrn Tagung (Hamburg: Hansischer Gilden
Verlag, 1946), p. 229. Or M. Heidegger, ''The Age of the World Picture," in The Q!testwn 
Concerning Technowgy, tranS. William Lovitt (New York and London: 1917), pp. 139-140-
original edition: Hohwege (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 1950), pp. 91-92-"Descartes' 
interpretation of what it is to be and of truth first creates the presupposition underlying the 
possibility of a theory of knowledge or a metaphysics of knowledge .••. With the interpretation 
of man as subtectum, DescarteS creates !:he metaphysical precondition of the anthropology to 
COlne .•.• Descartes can be overcome only through the overcoming of that which he himself 
fOlUlded .... " 

10. Descartes, Meditationes In par. 4; Oeuvres, ed. Adam and Tannery, vol. 1, p. 36: " ... aliquem 
Deum talem mihi naturam indere potulsse, ut etiam circa ilIa deciperer, quae manifestissima 
viderentur. " 

11. William ofOckham, Commentary on the SNltences IT d. 19, H; "deus-autem nulli tenetur nee 
obligatur tanquam debitor: et ideo noI!- potest facere_ quod non debet fucere: -nee potest non 
facere quod debet facere." - - --

12. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologuu I q. 76;- a.c5: "i:J~ anirila-lntellectiva converuenter 
tali corpori unlatur." The special concern here is with the objection that it necessarily follows 
frOlll the materiality of the body tha!: the instn.unent of the_ soul- is monal: "Si quis vero dicat. 
quod deuS potuit hanc necessitatem vitare; dicend1.im est quod in oonstitutione rerum naruralium 
non consideratur quid deus facere possit;sed quid ilatul"ae rerum eonveniaL_ •.. " But the lack 
of viability of the -argument of conformity [convenientia] in the: Christian context ean be seen 
in -the way in which in paradise, according to theolOgy, the body !:hat is morial 'by nature' 
imm<:diately had restored to it-nan.per fUltu"""" ;sed per grotW.e divinae donum-the immortality 
that it had just 10SL -
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13. William ofOckham, Commentary on the Senien=,'ProbJgus 11, DD-HH. The n¢tu. inluittva, 
which natuTaliter does not come about without the existence of its object. is here assimilated 
to the rwtitia :abJtTactttJa that continues to exist when its object no I<mger exists (re Jimpliclter 
de5tructa). The saIne argumentation is given in Q.uodlibeta VI q. 6: "Utrum cognitio intuitiva 
posset esse de obiecto non-existente." The principle of the eliminability of seamdary causes, 
which renders the cosmic 'agenda' contingent, signifies for the theory of knowledge the possible 
indifference of the objects that in fact exist, and thus of what is actual compared to what is 
possible: "Omnem elfectum quem mediate causat cum causa sectmda potest immediate per 
se causare. Sed in notitiam intuitivam corporalem potest mediante obiecto. Ergo potest in eam 
immediate per se." . 

14. A Majer, "Das Problem der Evideru in de. Philosophie des 14. Jabrhunderts," SdrolaJtik 
38 (1963) (henceforth: "Das Problem der Evidenz"): 186-]87 for Peter Aureoli and p. 194 for 
Francis of Meyronnes. This last, the magister abstractwnum, answers the question regarding the 
realtt(Jj praesentialttate non existente in the negative because kno;wledge is not a mere quality in 
the subject but a real relation, which essentially presupposes both termini ,.eiatfunis, so that this 
is something that even God cannot alter: "dico et credo quod ilia regula, quae est communiter 
a theologis concessa (that is, the principJe of immediacy), est vera in absolutis et tamen non 
in relativis ... " (cited after A. Majer, "Das Problem del' Evidenz," p. I 94n26). 

15. A. Pelzer, "Les 51 articles de Guillaume Occam censures, en Avignon, en 1326," Revue 
d'Histolre EcdisiJJStique 18 (1922); 240-270. In the catalog of incriminated propositions, the thesis 
that is our present subject is represented in its most cautious formulation by no. 10: "notitia 
intuitiva secundum se et necessario non plus est existentis quam non-existentis nee plus respicit 
existentiam quam non-exlstentiam." It is the formulation from the prologue of the Commentary 
on the Sentences I 1, BB, which limits itself to the question of the persistence of an idea that 
was once derived from a real object, after the annihilation of that object. 

16. William of Ockham, Q.w:JtiJibeta VI q. 6: "non tamen potest (se. deus) aliquem effectum 
facere sine causa prima. Unde sicut non est poss'bile quod color causet effective vision em. suam 
in oculo nisi sit actualiter praesens, ita non est possible, quod deus causet vision em in intellectu 
nisi exhibita sua actuali praesentia." See A. Majer, "Das Problem der Evidenz," p. 194. 

17. Peter of Ailly, Commentary on the Sentences I q. 1 a. 1, cand. 3 (cited after A. Maier, "Das 
Problem der Evidenz," p. 2]9): " ... loquendo de evidentia secundum quid seu conditionata 
vel ex suppositione scilicet stante dei influentia generali et cursu naturae solita nulloque facto 
miraculo talia (se. extrinsecum sensibilia) possunt esse nobis suflicienter evidentia, sic quod de 
ipsis non habemus rationabiliter dubitare •. , . Probatur hoc quia stante dei influentia etc. non 
stat talia nobis apparere et non sic esse, unde quamvis talis apparentia posset esse ipsis obiectis 
non existentibus per potentiam. de. absolutam, taIllcn propter hoc non habemus rarlonabiliter 
dubitare. Nam ex hoc IIlulta inconveni<mtia et absurba sequerentur. , , , Secunda sequitur quod 
non posset sufficienter inferri ex una re alia nec ex cause posset concludi effectus nec e contra, 
et sic perirent orones demonstrationes.naturales." 

18. Walter Burleigh, Commentary en the PhysicJ m 11 (cited after A- Maier, Zzm.tlu:n Philosophie 
und Mechanik. Studien ZUT NaturplriWsopkie de.- spiitscholastik., Rome: Edizioni di storia' e letteratura, 
1958, p. 47); ". , . motum esse est supponendum a narurali (sc. philosophoJ tamquam principium 
cognitionis, tl ideo negare motum esse est destruere scientiam naturalem: nee cum negante 
xnotuni esse habet philosophus naturalis loqui." 

19. Gregor of Rimini (d. 13SS}, Commentary on the Sentences I d, 3, q. 1, a. 2. See A Majer, "Das 
Problem de.-- Evidem," pp. 222H: Peter of AiIly, in his Commentary on the Sentemes of 1375 (I 
q. I, a, 1: ut=m posJibiJe sit viatorem habere notitiam e-oidentem de alupia ueritate), gave a typically 
'Scholastic,' that is, purely verbal solution of the pr-oblem:" An evidentia obsoluto. simpliciter would 
be precisely an evidence, assent to which involves no risk whatever of deception, whereas an 
evidentu. secundum quid can be relied upon only under the familiar conditions (stante dei injlu.entta 
genera/i et nullo facto miracuio). 
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20. P. Bayle, DU:titnmaire hi.JttJriljue Ilt t:ri.tiq;u, 2nd ed.. (Amstadam, 1102), ill 2581; ''Ne peut
il pas se comporter envers DOllS comme un medeci.n envers les malades et comme un pere 
envers ses enfants? Ce sont des p=onnes que l'on trompe tres-souvent et avec sagesse, et 
pour leur profit. Aurions-nous bien Ia force de cohtempler Ia verite si Dieu nous la presentoit 
toute niie?'~ 

21. Article 31: ChaTtularium Universitatis Parisiensis, vol. 2, pp. 610-614. See F. Stegmiiller, "Die 
lWei Apologien des Jean' de Mirecourt;," Recherches de TMoiogie ancienne et midiEvale 5 
(1933):192-204, and A. Maier, "Das Problem der Evidenz," p. 195. As is so often the case, the 
incriminating content of the thesis cannot be unambiguously determined; A. Maier suspects 
that there were among the censors supporters of the opinio communis itself, who wanted to 
resist specifically the deductions directed against Ockham's thesis. 

22. This thesis also stands on the 'list of errors' (article 2~), though in a more cautious formulation; 
"Q!.1od probabiliter potest sustineri cognitionem vel vblitionem non esse distinctam ab anima, 
imrno quod est ipsa anima. Et sic sustinens non cogeretur negare propositionem per se notam 
nee negare aliquid, auctoritatem admittendo." 

23. Jean de Mirecourt. Apologia I (ed. F. Stegmiillerl, prop. 45: "Secundam tamen (sc. opinion em) 
libentius dicerem si auderem. Eligat studens quam voluerit." In the ApolOgia IT, prop. 14, he 
says he was not speaking of the potmtia absoluta when,he discussed this question: "alius sensus 
est, quod de potentia dei absoluta, et de hoc nihil dix.i." However, this is a defensive assertion 
that is entirely inconsistent with the argumentation that was given. Where, on the contrary. 
the consideration which I have described as pragmatic-that of the unfittingness [inCQnvenicntiaJ 
of the impossibility of certainty-appears, it necessarily amounts to the assumption of the 
potmtia ordinata, that is, the assumption that God leaves it up to the things to take their own 
course: "si sensatio exterior causaretur obiecto non causante vel non existente, pemer omnis 
certitudo ... sf sensatio exterior posset conseIVari naturaliter sine obiecto, pemet omnis certitudo 
de existentia sensibilis non facto miraculo imIno deo pennittente res agere suos cursus; con
sequens est inconveniens" (Jean de Mirecourt, Commentary on the Sentmces I q. 1; cited after A. 
Maier, "Das Problem der Evidem," p. 218). 

24. Jean Buridan, QyaestWnes super libris qWlttuor de caew et mundo I q. 17. ed. E. A. Moody 
(Cambridge, MA: Medieval Academy of America, 1942), par. 79: "Unde credo quod non sit 
possibile aliquem effecrum proportionari potentiae divinae propter i:nJ.initatem illius potentiae." 
Buridan takes up the problem again in quaes&> I 22: "Utrum sit dare maximum in quod 
potentia potest." In regard to the question whether God could move the heavens more rapidly 
than they actually move, Buridan considers what Aristotle would have said (par. 99). The 
answer. There is an 'appropriate' speed for the motions of the heavens, and this is exactly 
what is conferred on the spheres by the prime mover. This very- accurately conjectured ancient 
answer conflicts with the nominalist principle of the insurmountable comparative. of which. 
to be sure, Buridan asserts that although it would not have been acknowledged by Aristotle, 
nevertheless it is lOgically suitable to his system (dicendum esset secundum Arutotelem). The distinction 
between wh,,:i; Aristotle would have said and what he would have 'had to say' is instructive 
in what it shows us of the conscious distance of nominalism from the reception of antiquity, 
even if it is falsely made in this case. 

25.. F. Krafft, "Der Matheinatikos unci der Physikos. Bemerkungen 2U de,. angeblichen Platocischen 
Aufgabe, die Pblinomene zu retten," in Alte hobleme-Neue i/.ns4tze. Drei VMtrage (Wfuzhurg: 
1964. Beitriige zur Geschichte der Wissenschaft unci Technik. 5); Han$·Bhnnenberg, Die koper
nikanische Wende (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp. 1965), pp. 81-92. 

26. Thomas Aquinas. In AriJ/Otelis libros De caew et mund(J n, leaW 17 n. 450-451; ed. Spiazzi 
(Turin; Marietti, 1952), pp. 225ft: ~ .•• tentare debemus dicere circa mas dubitationes id quod 
nobis videtur; ita scilicet quod nos reputemus dignum esse quod promptitude hominis con
siderantis huiusmodi quaestiones, magis debeat irnputari verecundiae, idest honestati vel tnO-

~--------"'---"""'------------
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destiae, quam audaciae. idest praesumptioni; si ramen ille qui huiusmodl. dubitationes considerat, 
diligat etiam parvas suflicientias, idest parum suflicientes rationes. ad inveniendum de illis 
rebus. de quibus habemus maxitnas dubitationes; et hoc propter desiderium quod qui. habet 
ad philosophlam, Ut scilicet eius principia stent, idest firma peimaneant. ... Illortun ramen 
suppositiones quas adinvenenmt, non est necessarium esse veras: licet enim, talibus suppos
itionibus metis, apparenda salvarenrur, non ramen oportet dicere has suppositiones esse veras; 
quia forte secundum aliquem alium xnodmn, nondum ab hominibus comprehensum, apparentia 
circa stellas salvantur. Aristoteles tamen utitur huiusmodi suppositionibus qua>')t:um ad qualitate.m 
moruum, tanquam veris." Duhem pointed out as the source of this formula Simplicius's com
mentary on the De Caeta (ed. Heiberg, p. 32), which was already available to Aquinas in Latin.. 

27. Thomas Aquinas, Summ4 theowgiae I q. 32, a. 1, reply to the second point. See In Boethium 
de trinitate IV q. 3. reply to the eighth point. 

Chapter 5 

1. Nicholas Copernicus, De revahdUmibw (}TbirJ.m caelestium. Praifatto ad Pauium III. 
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11. Robert Boyle (1626-1691), quoted in]. Meier, Rabert Boyles Naturphilasophie !Fulda, 1907). 
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l1W3, Corresp(md~e rfSpinJJ%.4, trans. A. Wolf(London: George Allen and Unwin, 1928~ p. 113: 
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which have nothing to do with any familiar time, whether finite or infinite, but are merely 
an indefinite. even astonishing expression of the 'gradualness' with which variation is piled 
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VII'" J 9. Jahrlumderl (Hamburg: 1935), p. 9S. 
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32. Ferdinanda Galiani, Dialogues entre M. Marquis de Roqu.ema.ure, et Ms. Ie Chevalier Zanobi, ed. 
Philip Koch (Frankfurt! V. Klostermann, 1968), p. 225. 
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mouve.ment perpetueL EIle l'a trouve; c'est elle-meme." Translated by M. B. AndeI'-lon (Chicago; 
A. McClurg, 1911), p. 105. 

2. Hans Lipps, "Die philosophischen Probleme der Naturwissenschaft" (1931), in Die Wirkltchkett 
des Menschen (Frankfurt: K1ostennann, 1954), p. 193. 

3. J Chr. P. Erxleben, Arifang5griinde der Na.turlehrq (4th ed. COttingen, 1787), section 15. 
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7. Jiirgen Mittelstrass, op. cit. (;note 4), p. 83. 
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9. Cicero, Tusculana.e Disputationes V 10: "Socrates autem primus philosophiam devocavit e caelo 
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1. Aristotle, Metaphysics A 3; 984 a 18-19, b 9-11. Physics A 5; 188 b 29-30. 

2. Goethe, Maximen und RejlexiiJnen, Werke (Zurich: Artemis, 1948-), voL 9, p. 611. 

3. Cicero, Tusculanae Disputattones I 45: "Haec enim pulchritudo etiam. in terns patritanl illam 
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4. Plato, Theaetetus 174 A. 
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6. Xenophon, Memorabilia I 1, 9; 12-13. 

1. Xenophon, Memorobilia I 1, is-I6. 

8. Diogenes Laemus II 92. 

9. Diogenes Laerrius VI 1'03. 

10. The attempt to deny Anaxagoras credit for the ideal of pure theory of the cosmos and 
to label this a Peripatetic projection has rightly been rejected by G. MillieI', "Probleme der 
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arlstotelischen Eudaimonielehre," Museum Hel:ueticum ] 7. (1960): 124-127. In fact, the unambiguous 
formula of the Eudemian Ethics (1216 a 11-14), that Anaxagoras'had specified "observation of 
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that it was not enough to ascribe absolute value to the theoretical form of life, under the 
circumstances of the polis; this is also suggested by the defense that Euripides allotted to his 
friend-see EuripidJs Pe7lutarum TT<tglJediarom Fragmenta, ed. A. Nauck (Leipzig: Teubner, 1892), 
#91O-in which he protested that pure theory had immanent ethical returns, thus coming 
dose to the Socratic solution of the problem as the identity of knowledge and virtue: "Blessed 
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W, Nestle, "Apragmosyne," in Griechische studJen (Stuttgart: H. F C. Hansmann, 1948), pp. 
874-886 places the £gure of Socrates in the wider context of the argument over the form of 
political life in Athens. :;on argument that had been induced by the penetration of Sophism 
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against political indifference and with his moral critique of Athenian power politics (in the 
editing of the second book in 404 B.~ 

11. Plato, Apology 19 BC. 

12. Diogenes Laertius n 45. 

13. Plato. Phaedo 96 AC. 

14, Plato, Pha,do 98 B-99 E. 

15. Plato, Phaedo 101 C-108 C. 

16. Plato, Ph&do 114. CD. 

17. Plato, Gcrgias 523 A.. 

18. Plato, GWgias 527 A. 

]9. Plato, Tima= 29 D. 

20. Plato, Laws 821 A. 
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22. Aristotle. Metaphysics A 1; 980 a 21. 

23, Aristotle, Metaphysics A 2; 982 b 20-983 a 5; translated by R McKeon, The Basic Works if 
Aristotle (New York.: Random House, 1941), p. 692, 

24. Aristotle, Rhetoric A 1; 1355 a 15-17. 

25. Aristotle, Nie(m'uu;hean Ethics X 7; 1177 b 26-1178 a 8. 
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(impiety) was to be made agahlst Aristotle too, as we know from Athenaeus (fi;agnIent 645 R), 
It is presupposed here that it is only through a hf)tnoiosis [assimilation} of the knower that he 
acquires knowledge of the object, that is, that not only do 'eternal objects'-in particular, the 
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stars-presuppose for their knowledge somethlng divine in man (according to the Presocratic 
principle that like is known by like), but also, in the realization of this knowledge, that potentiality 
is actualized-to this extent the Aristotelian doctrine of potency and act gives the schema of 
knowledge a tendency toward metamorphosis [that is, divinizatianj. One must keep this in 
mind in order to understand the reproaches of an admixture of 'magic' in the cognitive will, 
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27. Averioes, In de generatione animalium V 1: "Aristotelis doctrina est summa veritas, quoniam 
eius intellectus fuit finis humani intellecrus. Quare bene dicitur de ilIo, quod ipse fuit creatus 
et darus nobis divina providentia. ut non ignoremus possibilia sciri." 

28. The origin of this maxim cited in Walter Burleigh (1275-ca. 1343), De viia et morilnts 
philo;oplwrum, ed. H. Knust (Tiibingen: 1886), c. 121, cannot be established, but it is unlikely 
that the philosopher and writer of the Almagest was its author. 

29. On the verbal history of rurimus and rurimitas, see A. Labhardt, "Curiositas. Notes sur 
l'histoire d'un mot et d'une notion," Museum Helvetirum 17 (1960):206-210; even if it hardly 
detennmed the Scholastic antithesis between curimitas and studUnitas, the original analogy to 
studiosus, which induced the -i-, is interesting. 

30. Strncorum vete-rum fragmenta, ed. von Amim (Leipzig: Teubner, 1921-1924) (henceforth: SW'l, 
vol. 2, fragment 1t35. 

31. SW, vol. 2, 1t130. 

32. Sextus Empiricus, Adversus mathematicos VII 416. 

33. Sextus Empiricus, Pyrrlwnian Hyputyposes II 253. 

34. SVF, vol. 2, #116: "Quodsi aliquid aliquando aeturns est (Sc. animus), necesse est id ei 
verum, quod occurrit, videri." 

35. SW, vol. 1, #66. 

36. SVF, vol. 2, 1t55; Sexrus Empiricus, Adversus matilematic<J5 VII 248, 257. 

37. Seneca, De oti£>, c. 32; see EPistulae ad Lm:uium 94, 56. 

38. Seneca., Naturales quaestiones VII 25, 5. 

39. Of the curimus sPectator, he could also say that he inquires after what concerns him: "quidni 
quaerat? scit illa ad se pertinere" (Naturales quaestiones I 12). Here the hiding places of nature 
and the secrets of the gods set no bounds to the courage of the inquiring spirit: "Magni animi 
res fuit, rerum naturae latebras dimovere, nee contenrum exteriori eius eonspectu, introspicere 
et in deorum secreta descendere. Plurimum ad inveruendum contulit, qui speravit posse reperiri." 

40. Seneca., Epistuliu ad Lurilium 90, 16: "Simplici cura constant necessaria: in delicias laboratur. 
Non desiderabis artiftces, si sequere naturam.. Illa noluit esse districtOs: ad quaecumque nos 
eogebat, instruxit"; 90, 18: "Nihil horum ab illa nobis imperarum est, nihil aegre quaerendum, 
ut possit vita produci. Ad parata nati sumus: nos omnia nobis diffici1ia faciliumfustidio fecimus .... 
Sufficit ad id natura, quod poscit." 

Chapter 2 

1. Cicero, De natura de~rum I 20, 54: "Itaque imposuistis in eervicibus nostris sempiternum 
dominurn, quem dies et noctes timeremus. Quis enim non timeat omnia provident em et 
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cogitantem et animadvenentem et omnia ad se pertinere putantem, curiosum et plenum negotii 
deum?" 

2. Epkurus, Ratae sententiae [Principle Doctrine;] 11 and 12. 

3. Epicurus, Ratae sententiae 18. 

4. Lucretius, De rerum natura II 1033ff. 

5. Cicero, De f[/jidi; II 9-20. 

6. F'mnicus Maternus, MatheJis, ed. W. Kroll and F. Skutsch (Leipzig: Teubner, 1897-1913) ill 
8-15. 

7. The primitive, preastronomical condition as a situation in which man must fear the presumed 
lawlessness of naturatphenomena is also mobillied against Epicurus by the Stoic Manilius in 
his Astronomicon I 66-72: 

Nam rudis ante illos (sc. sacerdotes), nullo diso:imine, vita 
In speciem conversa, op= ratione carebat: 
Et stupefacta novo pendebat lumine mundi, 
Tum velut amissis maerens, tum !aeta renatis 
Sideribus, vmosque dies, incertaque noctis 
Tempora, nec similes umbras. lam sale regresso, 
lam propiore, suis poterat discernere causis. 

Both justification and impeachment of astronomy can be found in the background of Stoic 
motives. Pliny, Historia naturalis II 95, tells of the cataloging of the fixed stars by Hipparchus 
(in the second century B.Cj, who asked hlmseI£ at the appearance of a 'new star,' whether 
such a thing often happens and whether there are changes in the loc.ation and size of the 
fixed stars; he thereupon presumed (ausus rem etiam deo improbam) to carry out determinations . 
of the location and size of the fixed stars with his own apparatus (organis excogitatis), so as to 
inake it possible for posterity to observe changes on this basis (caelo in hemlitoJ:e cunctis reltcto). 
Pliny is full of praise for this lonij"term res!!arch undertaking (numquam satis laudatus), but he 
reveals how unusually far cosmological curiosity had gone in this case, how implausible were 
the motivating doubts regarding the traditional conception of the heavens (ad dubttatUmem est 
adductus), by painstakingly embedding this subject in a justification of astronomical knowledge 
through the essential kinship between souls and stars. Victor Hugo misunderstood the passage: 
"Panols la science fait obstacle a la science. Les savants sont pris de scrupules devant l'etude. 
Pline se scandalise d'Hipparque; Hipparque, a I'aide d'un astrolabe informe, essaie de compter 
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Compter les etoiles. c'est faire une mechancete aDieu. Ce requisitoire, commence par Pline 
contra Hipparque, est continue par l'inguisition contre Campane1la. La science est l'asymptote 
de la verne ••• " (William Shakespeare, part one, book 3, chapter 4). 

Chapter 3 

1. M. Hossenfe1der, Ungewfsshelt und Seelenrohe. Die Funktion der Skepsis im Pytrlwnismus (dissertation, 
Giessen: 1964). Modified in his Introduction to Sextus Empiricus, Grundriss der pyrrhQni<chen 
Skepsis (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1968), PI" 10-11. 

2. Augustine, opus impeTftctum contra secumklmJuliani Te;ponsionem 6, 26: "Beati quippe orones 
esse volumus, quod ipsi quoque philosophi huius sa~ et Academici de rebus omnibus 
dubitantes, . teste patrono suo Tullio, coacti sunt confiteri: idque unum esse dixerunt, quod 
disputatione non egeat:. ... " 
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3. Plato, TimD.eus 48 D; 72 D. 

4. M. Hossenfelder, op. cit. (note 1) p. 1 L 

5. Sextus Empiricus, Pyrrhontan Hypotypcses (henceforth: Sextus Empiricus) I 1,4; I 25, 200; I 
'26,201. 

-6. SextUs Empiricus 183, '226. 

7. Sextus Empiricus I 7. 18; 1 10, 19. 

II. Sextus Empiricus I 7, 15. 

9. Sextus Empiricus I 33, 226; compare I 33, 230. 

10. Sextus Empiricus I 23, 191: translated by R. G., Bury as Outlines tfl'yrrlwnism (London and 
New York: Loeb CIassica1 Library, 1933~ vol. 1, P. !ll7. 

11. That an attitude of radical questioning derives unavowed support from the conservative 
disposition of a reality on which one thinks one can depend is more tangibly demonstrable 
in the 6.eld of political theory because it always or usually has its documented practice: "In 
practice the very person who theoretically puts everything in question depends on everything 
going on in the old way. Theoretical radicalism depends on its practical opposite .•. "-H. 
Liibbe, "Zur Theorie der Entscheidung," in Collegium PhilQsophicum. StudienJoachim RittfJT zum 
60. Gebumtag (Base); 1964). pp. 136ff. The practice of the Skeptic evades US; we can only 
imagine what it might be. The art of ignoring all questions and submi~ting oneself to present 
'conditions' presupposes a trUSt (concealing itself from itself), ~ the way ,of the world that 
Nietzsche will entit:le "absurd." 

Chapter 4 

1. acero. De finibus bonorum et malorum IV 5, 11: Common to human 11UJdestia and cosmic
divine moderatit> is the observation of measure, of which astroriomy provides knowledge even 
when it remains purely phoronomic and mathematical. 

2. acero, De finibu.s IV 5. 12; "lnest in eadeIIl explicatione naturae insatiabilis quaedam e 
cognoscendis rebus voluptas, in qua una confectis rebus necessariis vacui negotiis honeste ac 
liberaliter possimus vivere." 

8. Cicero, De 4ficii.s I 4, 18. Such a contradiction is found by A. Labhardt, "Curiositas," Museum 
Helveticum 17 (1960}:211, and leads him back to the difference between the Stoic and the 
Aristotelian influences on Cicero. 

4. Cicero, De 4ficii.s I 6, III: "Orones enim trahimur et ducimur ad cognitionis et scientiae 
cupiditatexn. .•• " 

5. Cicero, De '!ificiis I 6, 18: ''In hoc genere et naturali et honesto duo vitia vitanda sunt, unum, 
ne incognita pro cognitis habeamus bisque remere assentiaznur, quod vitium effugere qui 
volet--Qmnes autem Yelle debent-adhibebit ad considerandas res et tempus et diligentiam." 

6. acero, De o/ficiis I 6, '19: "Alterum est vitiwn, quod quidam nimis magnum studium multamque 
operam in res obscuras atque difficiles confenmt easdemque non necessarias." 

7. Cicero, De rdficti.5 I 6, 19: " ... quae orones artes in ven investigatione versantur, cuius studio 
a rebus gerendis abduci contra officium est. Virtutis enim laus omDis in actione consistit .... " 
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8. Cicero, De finibus V 18, 48: ''Tamus est igitur innatus in nobis cogniuonis amor et sdentiae, 
ut nemo dubitare possit, quin ad eas res hominum natura nullo emolumento invitata rapiatur." 

9. Cicero, De finibw V 18, 49: ''Vidit Homerus probari fabulam non posse. S1 cantiunculis tantus 
vir metitus teneretur; sdentiam pollicentur, quam non erat mirum sapientiae cupido patria 
esse cariorem. Atque omnia quidem scire, cuiuscumque modi sint, cup ere curiosorum, dud 
ve.-o maiorum rerum contemplarione ad cupiditatem scienriae summorum vironun ~t 
putanciurn." 

1 O. Cicero, De finibw V 19, 50: ''Q!.1em enim ardorem studli censetis fuisse in Ardllmede, qui 
dum in pulvere quaedam describit atcenrius, ne patriam quidem captaIn esse senserit?"; Irans
larion by H. Rackham (London and New York Loeb Classical Library, 1914), p. 451. 

11. Cicero, Tusculanae diJputatwnes I 44; ttanslarion by J. E. King (London and New York: Loeb 
Classical Library, 1921}, pp. 53-54. 

12. Cicero, De dWinrdWne 1 35: "Latet fortasse obscuritate involuta narurae. Non enim me deus 
ista scire, sed his tantummodo uti voluit." 

13. Ambrosius, De ifjidiJ miniJtrarum I 26-21; see also Exameron V 24, 86. 

14. Philo, De migratione Abraham; 10. 

15. Philo, De migratione Abraham; 136. 

16. Philo, De.migratio1U Abraham. 185. 

17. Augustine, De mwibus ecclesiae rutJw/icq,e et de moribw Manichaearum I 38. The passage is cited 
by, for instance, Thomas Aquin:as, Summa theoWgica n 2, q. 167, a.. L 

18. Philo, De migratione Abrahami 187. 

19. Philo, D~ migratione Abrahami 8. 

20. Philo, De migratione Abraham! 38. 

21. Philo, De migratione Abrahami 40,46. Thus even God's words are 'seen' (47-52), and God 
'sees' men's thoughts, while among one another men depend on the deficient mode of hearing, 
having to 'lranSlate' their thoughts into words (811. The ethos of"the MigrrdW Abraham; is the 
steadfastness of properly oriented vision (222). On the transformation of the Old Testament 
language of hearing into the Greek language of seeing, see Hans Jonas. Gnosis und sp&antiktT 
Geul (GOttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1934-54), voL 2, part I, pp. 95ff., and Hans 
Blumenberg, "Licht a1s Metapher del" Wahrheit," Studmm Generau 10 (1957):442. 

22. Philo, De migratwne Abrahami 40. 

23. Philo, De =niiJ I 21-32. 

24. Chagigah tract IT, I, dted by Hans Jonas, op. cit. (note 21), p. 206. The references are to 
cosmology and demonology. cosmogony and eschatology, as the spatially and temporally 
exlreme p0le!s of reference of curiosity. 

25. This is still the problematic of the Socratic maxims of self-knowledge and their Platonic 
-retraction into cosmic metaphysics. In an anecdote handed down by Eusebius in PraejNJ.ratio 
Evtmgelica XI 3, 6-8 (ed. K. Mras, Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1954-1956) from the life of Socrates 
by Aristoxenos-in Die Schu.te des Arutoteies, ed. Wehrli (Basel: B. Schwabe, 1944-1959). vol. 1, 
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part 2. fragment 53-this is ascribed to Indian wisdOlll under the posrulate of the unity of 
knowledge of the dlvine and of the human: Plato is said to have placed the treatment of the 
whole of narure before that of hu:man matters and that of logic; as the doctor must have 
knowledge of the whole organism before he can treat a particular organ. so also roan can 
only meaningfully be viewed as a member of the cosmos.. 'This insight is supposed to have 
been Ir3nSmitted to Socrates himself through association with Indians in Athens. when he was 
asked V!hat he philosophized about. and answered that he investigated human life. AI that, 
one of the Indians laughed at him and said that one could only fathom human affairs through 
knowledge of the divine. This etiological anecdote furnishes an origin for an entire tradition; 
see Plato, Phaedo 96 Aff; Aristotle, De part. animo I 1; 642 a 28ff; Metapkysit;s I 6; 987 b Iff; SliT, 
voL 1. p. 486. voL 3, p. 584; Cicero, Academ. post. I 4, 15ff; Tusc. disp. V 4, 10; De republ. I 10, 
15. 

26. Plotinus, Enneads IV 8, 2. 

27. Plotinus. Enneads I 8, 4. 

28. Plotinus, Enneads ill 7, 11. 

29. Plotinus, Enneads IV 8, L 

30. Irenaeus of Lyoo, Adver= haerese! (henceforth: Adv. haer.) I 2, 1-3. 

31. Irenaeus, Adv. haer. n 1, 3: ..... et in infinitulll de his quae continentur. et de his quae 
continent, incidet 8enno." Irenaeus recognizes dualism as the root of the unappeasable compulsion 
to continue 'and so on'; he makes cogitare into the (so characteristic of anti-Gnostic language) 
excogitare, the compulsion to arbitrary speculation: "et semper necessitas erit excogitare altera 
Pleromata, et alteros Byilio$, et nunquam aliquando consistere, semper quaerent~s alios, praeter 
dictos" (II 1, 4). Dualism, if it is to function. has to admit a presupposition that is incompatible 
with the nature of divinity, namely, that the one authority does not trouble himself with the 
other-the premise, that is, of the Epicurean theology of 'carefree' gods: "Et cum haec sic se 
beant, unusquisque deus suis contentus erit, et non curiose (!) et de alienis; sic quo minus, 
iniustus erit et avarus, et cessans esse quod deus est" (U 1, 5). But if a god should choose not 
to assert his power over everything, he would contradlct himself and lose an essential attrihute: 
" .•• et solvetur omnipotentis appellatio!' Thus the readiness of faith to stop at a 'last resort' 
has its correlate in the nature of the divine itself, which includes the element (originally a 
reproach against the Stoics' god) of the curWsum. 

32. Irenaeus, Ado. haer. II 1,3: " ... ut nunquam stet eorum excogitatio in uno deo, sed per 
occasionetn plus quam est quaerendi, in id quod non sit excidat, et absistat a vero deo." 

33. Irenaeus, Adv. haer. II 16, 1: "Rursum igitur si illorum imago conditio est, quid prohibet 
illa corum, quae super ea sunt, imagines esse dicere. et quae super ea sunt, rursus aliorum; 
et in immensas imagines imaginum. excidere?" 

34. lrenaeus. Adv. haer. II 16. 3: " ..• ipse a semetipso exemp1u:m et figurationem eorum quae 
facta sunt, accipiens .•. cogi aliquando in aliquo up<) statuere sensum, et ex eo figuralionem 
factorum confiteri. •.. " 

35. Irenaeus, AdrJ. haer. n 25, 4: "Ordlnem ergo serva tuae sdentiae et ne ut bononnn ignants 
supertranscendas ipsum deu:m; non enim transibilis est: neque super demiurgum. requiras quid 
sit; non 'enim inve:nies ... Non enim excogitabis. sed contra naturam sentiens, ens insipiens; 
et 8i in hoc perseveraveris, incides in insaniam, sublimiorem teipsum melioremque factore ruo 
existimans, et quod pertranseas regna eius." 

30. Irenaeus, Adv. haer. II 25. 1: ..... sed ipsos numeros, et ea quae facta sunt aptare debent 
subiacenti veritatis argumento. Non enim regula ex numeris, sed numeri ex regula; nec deus 
ex factis, sed ea quae facta sunt, ex deo. Omnia enim ex uno et eadem deo." 
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87. A:s an example, Irenaeus, Adu. /zaer. n 28, 7: "Nos aute~ adhuc in terra conversantes, 
nondum assidenteS tbrono ems .... " 
38. Irenaeus, A.dv. haeT. n 28, 2. 

89. lrenaeus, A<irJ. MeT. n 2&, 2: "Et non est mirum si in spiritalibus, et coelestibus, et in his 
quae habent revclari, hoc patimut- nos: quandoquidem et:iaJn eorum quae ante pedes sunt 
(dko autem quae sunt in hac crearura, quae et contrectantur a nobis, et 'videntur, et sunt 
nobiscum), multa fugerunt no.tram scientiam, et deo haec ipsa committimus. Oportet enlrn 
ewn prae omnibus praecellere." A:s examples he cites the causes of the flooding of the Nile, 
the phenomenon of migratory-birds, the tides, meteorological phenomena, phases of the moon, 
etc. "In his omnibus non quidem loquaees erimus, requirentes eausas eorum; qui autem ea 
fecit solus deus, viridicus est." The passage also makes clear, incidentally, the origin of the 
vBro.mfjactum convertibility axiom, whkh seems so 'epistemological,' from the theological re
servation of majesty. 

40. Irenaeus, Adv. ha.er. n 26, 1: .' •.. per quaestiomun subtilitates et minutiloquium in impietatem 
cadere." 

41. Irenaeus, Adv. /zaer. n 16,2. 

42. lrenaeus, A.dv. haer. n 27, 1. 

48. Irenaeus, A.t/v. Mer. n 27, 2: "ltaque secundum hane rationem homo quidem semper 
inquiret, nunquam autem inveniet, eo quod ipsam inventionis abiecerit disciplinam.:' . 

44. Clement of Alexandria, Slromateu I 1 7, 81. 

45. Clement. StTomateis V 1, 10. 

4p. Clement of Alexandria, PmtreptiJr.05 ]X 86, 2. The interpretation of Odysseus's wanderings 
is prepared for here by the biblical analogy of the desert wandering of the Hebrews after the 
exodus n:om Egypt fProt-rcptiJr.os ]X 85, 2}. 

47. Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis VI 11, 89. 

48. Clement, St-romateis VI 10, 82. 

49. Clement. Slromateis VI 10, 83 (compare I 9, 43). 

50. Clement, Stromateis VI II. 93. 

51. Clement, StTo11iatti$ nl, 2. 

52. Clement, Stnmu:zlei; I la, 48. 

58. Hippolytus, RifUtatio omnium /zaeres;um vn 13. On allegorical interpretations of Odysseus, 
see H. Rahner, "Odysseus am Mastbaum," ZeitJchtiftfoT KatholiJc:he Theologie 65 (1941):123-152 
and the same author's Griechirche My then in c:hri.stlicher Deutung (ZUrich: Rhein-Verlag, 1945), pp. 
414-486. . 

54. On curiositas in Apuleius see H. J. Mette, "Curiosicas:'in Festsch7ifl B. Snell (Munich; Beck, 
1956), pp. 227-285, and also A. Wlosok. "Zur Einheit der Metamorphosen des Apuleius," 
Philolcgw 113 (1969}.63-84. 

55. Plutarch, De cunositate 516 DE. 
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56. Plutareh, De cu:riosuate 519 C. 

51. Plutarch, De curiositale 511 CE. 

58. Apuleius, Meta11Uffphoses 1 2: " • , . non quidem curiosUIIl., sed qui"velim scire vel C1lru':t:a vel 
!:erte plurima." '. 

59. Apuleius, Metamoyphoscs III 14, l:familio.ris curiositcu (thus also IX 12, 2); IX 13,.4: ingcnUa 
curiosit<U; IX 15, I: genuina curiositas. 

60. Tertulli.an, De baptumo 12. 

61. TenulJian, De anima In 4; 11 6: "late quaeruntur incerta. latius disputantur praesumpta. 
Quanta diflicu1tas probandi, unta operositas suadendi." Dpe70sitas serves here, as it did already 
in Q!..rintilian (Instituiit:> Oratmia Vll 3, 55), as the precise equivalent of the Greek terms pe:riergia 

and polyp-ragmosyne. One can perhaps define the d~erenee in meaning between operositas and 
ruriDsi/.as by saying that the intell.ecrual difficulty ,,*d complication produced by curio.Jitas is 
converted into OPeT(JJi4u, and manifests itself as curi.ositatiS JabOT (De teslimonit:> antmae I 2). 

62. Tertullian, De praesmptit:>ne hae7eticl1rUm (henceforth: De praesCT. haer.) 9: "Unius ..• et cerci 
instituti infinita inquisitio non potest esse. Quaerendum est donee invenlas, et credendum, ubi 
in-veneris. " 

63. Tertullian, De pra.escr. haer. 7. 

64. Tertullian, De resurrectione camu 5: "ita nos rhetoricari quoque provocant haeretici, sicut 
etiam philosophari." 

65. T ertullian, De praesa. /uJer. 7. 

66. Tertullian, De testimonio animae 1: ''Te simplicem et rudem et impolitarn et idioticam 
compello qualem te habent qui te solam habent. .. i" . 

67. Tertullian, De testimonio animae 5: "Haec testimonia animae quanta VeTa tantO simplicia, 
quanta simplicia unto vulgaria, quanto vulgaria tanto oommunia, quanto communia tanto 
naturalia, quanto naturalia tanto divina." 

68. Tertullian, Adverrus nationes 11 4: Thales stands for the philosophers "qui stupidam exerceant 
curiositatem naturae quam prius in artificem eius et praesidem." 

69. Tertullian, De anima 10, 4-5. The anatomist Herophilus serves here to typify a curiruitas 
that, in its pursuit of knowledge, despises man: "ille medicus .•. qui hominem odit, ut nosset ... " 
'l1iat the organic object might always have been altered by the anatomist's intervention was 
a consideration raised by Skepticism: " ... quia possit fieri ut patefacta et detecta mutentur" 
(Cicero, Academica n 39, 122l . 

. 70. Tertullian. De anima 1, 6. 

71. Tertullian. De anima 1,4. 

72. Tertullian, De praescr. haer. 14: "Adversus regulam Csc- fidei) nihil scire omnia scire est." 

73. Tertullian, Apolageticum 47, 3-4; De anima 2, 4: "cum maxima iniuria veritatis." 

74. Tertullian. Apo~ge~t;um 1, 8: "hie tantum curiositas humana torpesdt amant ignor· 
are ... malunt nescrre. 
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75. Tertullian, Adversw MaTcWnmI 1, 2. 

76. Tatian (QratW ad Graero! 40,2) and Clement of Alexandria (Stromateis I 17,87), had made 
use of the metaphor of oounterfeit coinage in order to characterize pagan periergia's supposed 
drawing from biblical sources, and no doubt with the specific itnplication that by r~tamping 
the genuine coin, the marks of its origin were to be destroyed. 

77. Lactantius, Divinae institutUmes <henceforth; l)iQ. imt.) I 1, 5. See Hans Blumenberg. "Kritik 
unci Rezeption antiker Philosophie in der Patrist:ik. ~ St:udiwn Generale 12 (i959}:485-497. 

78. Lactantius, Dill. ins!. n 8, 64: "adeo nefas existi:rnandum est ea scrutarl, quae deus voluit 
esse celata." . 

79. Lactantius, Diu. irut. n 8, 70: "Denique cum aperiret bornini veritatem deus. ea sola scire 
nos voluit, quae interfuit hominem scire ad vitam consequendam: quae vern ad curios am. et 
profanam cupiditatem pertinebant, reticuit, ut arcana essent." 

80. Lactantius, Div. inst. II 8, 60-68: "At ideI!4 quoties Epicureus est, et non vult, a deo factum 
esse munclUI!4 quaerere solet, quibus manibus, quibus vectibus, qua molitione hoc tantum 
opus fecerit. Videret fortasse. si eo tempore potuisset esse, quo deus fecit. Sed ne perspiceret 
homo dei opera, nolcit = inducere in hunc mundum nisi perfectis omnibus. Sed ne induci 
quidem poterat. Quomodo enim subsisteret. •.. " 

81. Lactantius, Div. inst. II 8, 68-69: "Opera ipsius videntur oculis: quomodo autem ilia fecerit, 
ne mente quidem videtur ... Hoc est enim modum conditionis suae transgredi nee intelligere, 
quousque hornini liceat accedere." 

82. Irenaeus, Adv. hMr. II 3, 2 (against the Gnostics): "Q:riescant igitur dicere, ab alio factum 
esse mundum: simul enim ac mente cepit deus et factum est hoc, quod mente conceperat. 
N:ec enim possibile erat alium quidem mente ooncipere, alium vero facere, quae ab ilio mente 
ron.epta fuel"ant." The distinction between Idea and appearance has been abandoned; if the 
possibility of creating the world is not an 'objective' one, potentially open to everyone, then 
neither can the possibility of apprehending its conceptual order be open to everyone. Gnosls 
becomes impossible when it is impossible for a 'second party' to insinuate himself into the 
mystery of the Creation. 

83. Lactantius, Dw. inst. II 8, 71. 

84. Lactantius, Div. irnt. ill 20, 2: "Non inficiot' fuisse ilium paulo oordatiorem quam ceteros 
qui naturam rerum putaveront ingenio posse oomprehendi In quo illos non =cordes tantum 
fuisse arbitror, sed etiam impios: quod in secreta caelestis illius providentiae curiosos oculos 
voluerint immirtere." 

85. Lactantius, Div. imt. ill 20, 10-11: "Celebre hoc proverbium Socrates habuit: QJIod supra 
nos. nihil ad nos. Procwnbamus igitur in terraIn, et manus, nobis ad praeclara opera claw. 
convertamus in pedes. Nihil ad nos caehnn (ad cuius contemplationem '!'ll17lUS excitati), nihil 
denique lux ipsa pertineat." 

86. Lactantius, De ira dei 7, 5: "Homo autem recto statu, ore sublimi ad contemplationenl 
mWldi excitarus confert cum deo vultum et rationem ratio oognoscit." 

87. Lac:tantius, Dw. imt. n 1. 14K; II 2, 18-20; ill 12, 26; V 19, 1. Also: A.. Wlosok, LaR.tam. 
und die philoJ,*hische GnDSis (Heidelberg, 1960, Abhandlungen der Akademie zu Heidelberg, 
Phil.-hist. XL 1960 Series, no. 2, pp. 8-47. 

88. Amobius, AdveTSW gentes II 39. On this see Hans Blumenberg, Das dTilte HOhlengl,ichnis 
(Turin, 1961, Studi e Ricerche di Storia della Filosofia 39). 
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89. Arnobius, Adversus gentes II 51. 

90. Arnobius. Adversus gent .. II 56. 

91. Arnobius, Adversus gentes II 61; "Remittite haec deo atque ipsum scire concedite, quid, 
quare, aut unde sit. ... Vestris non est rationibus liberom implicare vas talibus. et tam remoras 
inutiJiter curare res. Res vestra in andpiti sita est salus dieo animanun vestrarwn. ••. " 

92. Arnobius. Adver.sus gent .. I 38; "(Chri.s!:usJ qui quo auctore, quo patre mundus iste sit 
constitutus et conditus, fecit benignissime sciri." 

93. Arnobius, Adver;us gent .. II 74. 

94. Atnobius, AdveT.SUS gentes II 60. 

Chapter 5 

1. Augustine, Cmjtmumes V 3, 4: "Mente enim sua quaerunt ista et ingenio, quod tu dedisti 
eis, et multa invenerunt et praemmtiaverunt ante multos annos defectus luminariwn solis et 
lunae quo die, qua hora. quanta ex parte futuri essent, et non eos fefellit numerus et ita factum 
est ut praenuntiaverunt." 

2. Augustine. ConjessUnus V 3, 4: "Et mirant1.)r haec homines, et stupent qui nesciunt ea et 
exsultant atque extolluntur qui sciunt; et per impiam superbiam recendentes et deficientes a 
lumine tuo, tanto ante solis defecrum. futurum praevident et in praesentia auum non vident. 
Non enim religiose quaerunt, unde habeant ingenium, quo ista quaerunt." See V 3, 5: "sibi 
tribuendo quae rea sum ac per hoc student perversissiroa <:aecitate etiam tibi tnbuere quae 
sua S1.Ult. ••• " (Same section:) "Sed non noverunt viam .•• per quod fecisti ea quae numerant 
et ipsos qui numerant et sensum quo cern1.Ult quae numerant et mentem de qua numerant. .•. " 

8. Augustine, Conftssumes V 3. 3: "Nee propinquas nisi obtritis corde, nee inveniris a superbis 
nec si illi curiosa peritia numerent stelias et arenam et dimetianrur sidereas plagas et investigent 
vias astronun.'" 

4. Augustine, Confessit1nes, V 3, 6: "Multa ramen ab cis (sc. philosophlsl ex ipsa creatura vera 
dicta retinebam e[ occurrebat mihi ratio per numeros et ordinem temporum et visibiles at
teStationes siderum.. ... " 

5. Augustine, CoriftillWnes X 35, 55: "Rine edam in ipsa religione deus tentatur, cum signa et 
prodigia flagitantur. non ad aIiquam salutem, sed ad solam experiendam desiderata." 

6. Augustine, De diuems f}71aesoomlnt.s LXXXlII 30: "Frui ergo dicimur ea lCC de qua capimus 
voluptatem. Utimur ea quam referimus ad id unde voIuptas capienda eSL Omnis itaque humana 
perversio est, quod etiam v.it:it.un vocat.ur, fruendis uti ve1le, atque utendis fiui. Et nm;us omnis 
ordinatio quae virtus etiam noroinatur, fruendis frui, et utendis uti." 

7. Augustine, De tioctrina christiana I 20: "Nos itaque qui fruirour et utimur aliis rebus, res 
aIiquae sumus. Magna enim quedam res est homo, factus ad imaginem et similitudinem 
dei .•• Itaque magna quaestio est utrum frui se homines debeant, an uti, an utruroque ... utrum 
propter se homo ab horoine diligendus sit. ... " 

8. Augustine, De tMctrina chri.stiana I 21: "Sed nec seipso quisquam frui debet, si liquido advertas; 
quia nee seipsum debet propter scipsum diligere. sed propter ilium quo fruendum est ... sed 
ad seipsum conversus, non ad incommutablle aIiquid eonverrltur." 
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9'-Augustine, De Gen'$i ad [itt.ram IV 26: '! ... vitium est etoinfumitas animae, ita suis operlbus 
delectari, ut potius kt eis, quam in se requiescat ab eis; cum procul dubio melius aliquid in 
ilia sit quo ea facta sunt, quam ipsa quae fucta sunt .... " God must enjoy being able to create 
His Creation without this power being 'confirmed' by its actual exercise; this is due to His 
self-sufficiency. But the fact that for man self-enjoyment derives precisely from the confirmation 
of his power in his° works is an implication of finitude that is not yet seen here, and that it 
would have been difficult for Augustine to comprehend with the means employed in the 
critique of curWs#as. : . 

10. Another catalog of the levels of cwiosita$ is given by the corrunentary on the first Epistle 
of John 2 : 16 (the triad of vices), In epiWJlt;zm Joannis n 13: "lam. quam late patet.curlositas? 
Ipsa in spectaculis, kt theatris, in sacramentis diaboIi. in magicis artibus, in maleficiis ipsa est 
curlositas. Aliquando tentat etiam servos del, ut velint quasi miraculum facere. tentare utrum 
exaudiat illos deus in miraculis, curiositas est ... " 

11. Augustine. Confession.! X 35, 55: "Rinc ad perscrutanda naturae, quae praeter nos est, 
operta proceditur: quae scire nihil prodest, et nihil aliud quam scire homines cupiunt." 

12. Augustine, De m01ibus eceleJiae et de morilrns Manichaeorum I 85-38. 

13. The Scholastic formula for this state of affairs was given very precisely by William of 
Ockha.m in his Commentary on the Sentences (I q. 27, a. 2 R): "(Augustinus) ponit quod taUs notitia 
qua anima novit se antequaln se cogitaret, est ipsamet substantia animae, quae est :memoria, 
quia S<;. nisi ess~ aliquod impedimentum, ita posset anima cogitaTe virtute illius substantiae." 
One needs only to put curWsitos in place of impedimentum to perceive Augustine's position: 
" •.• et omnia ista sunt intelligenda de anima si non esset impedimenturn quaIiter impeditur 
pro statu isto." Augustine's Gnostic presuppositions-in which the schema is laid out, according 
to which awakening from forgetfulness already is deliverance-have such fur-reaching reflex 
effects that the salutary knowledge is not received from outSide as a revelatory 'teaching' but 
rather is 'set free' as self-consciousness as soon as the 'call' to remembrance is heard. 

14.. Augustine, De nwribus ecclesiae et de m01ibus Manichaeorom I 38: "Unde tanta etiam superbia 
gignitor, ut in ipso coelo. de quo saepe disputant, sibimet habitare videantur"; tranSlated by 
D. Be I. Gallagher, The Catholic and Manichaean Ways 0/ Lye (Washington: Catholic University of 
American Press, 1966), pp. 32-33. 

15. Augustine. De moribw ecclejiaJ! et de nwribus Manichaeorum 1 38: "Ql1amobrem recte etiam 
curlosi esse prohibemur, quod magmun temperantiae munus est ... philosophia est a:mor 
studiumque sapientiae .... " From this passage, which. he cites in S= tM6Wgica n 2, q. 167. 
a. 1. Thomas Aquinas may have acqun-ed the distinction between CUTios~ and .u~ita$, 
between presumption to and =-tion toward knowledge. 

16. Augustine. Crmfessiones V 3. 5: "Non noverunt bane viam qua descendant ad ilium a se et 
per eam ascendant ad eum. Non noverunt bane viam et putant se excelsos esse cum sideribus 
et lucidos; et ecce ruenmt in terram. ••• " The metaphor of the steJ.lari%atioll of man points, 
on the one hand, to self-elevation, and, on the other hand. to the refusal, in starlike 'self
illumination,' to recognize the human spirit's need for illumination from outside. 

1 7. Augustine, De Gmesi ad !.itteram I 89. 

18. Augustine, De Gmesi ad litUmm n 38. 

19. Augustine, RetractatUmes n 24: "In quo opere plura quaesita quam inventa sunt: et corum 
quae ~venta sunt, pauciora firmata; cetera vero ita posita; vclut adhuc requiranda sint." 

20. Augustine, De Gmeji ad litter-am n 20: " ... sed spirirum dei, qui per ipsos (.sc. auctores 
nostros) loquebatur noluisse ista docere homines nulli saIuti profutura." 
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21. Augustine, De ~C$i ad li.tteram II 29. 

22. Augustine, De Gene.! ad litWram II 20: "QJlid en:im ad me pertinet, utrum coelum sicut 
sphaera undique concludat terram in media mundi mole libratam, an eam ex una parte desuper 
velut discus operiat?" 

23. Augustine, De Gene.! ad lttteram II 34: " ... nobis autem de intervallis et magnirudine 
siderum subtilius aliquid quaerere, talique inquisitioni rcibus graviorlbus et melionbus necessarium 
tempus impendere, nee expedit, nec congruil," See III 20: ". ~ ,et occupantes (sc. res), quod 
peius est, multum pretiosa et rebus sahlbribus impendenda, temporum spatia." Further, Episto/o. 
] 1 2: ''llla namque quae de hoc mundo quaeruntur, pee satis ad beatam vitam obtinendam 
mihi videntur pertinere; et 5i aliquid affenmt voluptatis, cum investigantur, meruendum est 

. tamen ne occupent tempus rebus impendendmn melioribus." 

24. Augustine, De Gene5i ad litteram II 23: "Et ab ipsis ~ppe qui haec curiosissime et otiosissime 
quaesierunt, mventum est, etiam coelo non moto, si sola sidera verterentur, fieri potuisse 
omnia quae in ipsis siderum conversionibus animadversa atque comprehensa sunt." 

25. Augustine, De dvW1te dei XXI 1. 

26. Augustine, De duitate dei XXI 3, 1: " ... et haec est corum tota ratio, ut quod experti non 
sunt, nequaquam esse posse arbitrentur." 

2 7. Augustine, De cttJitate dei XXI 7, I: "Brevis sane is~ est ratio, fateor, sufficiensque responsio. 
Sed cum deus auctor sit narurarurn omnium, cur nolunt fortiorem nos reddere· ration em, 
quando aliquid velut impoSSlbile nolunt credere, cisque redditionem rationis poscentibus res
ponderous, bane esse voluntatem omnipotentis del; qul certe nOn ob aliud vocarur omnipotens. 
nisi quoniam quidquid vult potest; qui pomit creare tamen tam mulra, quae nisi ostenderentur, 
aut a credenclis hodieque testibus dicerentur, profecto impossibilia putarentur, non solUIll quae 
ignotissima apud nos. verum etiam quae notissima posui." 

28. Augustine, De ctvitate dei XXI 1, 1: "Cur itaque facere non possit deus ••• qui fecit roun
dum, •. innumerabilibus miraculis plenum; cum sit omnibus quibus plenus est procul dubio 
mains et excellentius etiam ipse mundus miracu1um?" 

29. Augustine, De cttJitate del. XXI 8, 2: "Portentum ergo fit. non contra naruram sed contra 
quam est nota natura." 

30. ''Turbavit profecto tunc, si ulli iam fuerunt candnes aso-ologorum, quos velut inerrabili 
computatione de praeteritis ac futuris astrorum 'motibus conscriptos habent, quos canones 
sequendo ausi sunt dicere hoc quod de Lucifuro contigit, nee antes. nec postea rontigiSse"; 
translated by Marcus Dods; The City if~d (New York:!Hafuer, 1948), voL 2, p. 429. Augustine 
formulates very elliptically what he wants to say in accordance with the logic ofbis antithesis 
of miracle and scienee: namely, that the aso-onomers deny altogether any event, whether past 
or future, like that said to have befiill.en Venus. 

31. Augustine, De duitate de! XXI $, 4: ". , • quo. commoneantur. cum aliquid adverterint in 
aliqua institotionenaturae, eamque sibi notissirnam fecerint, non se inde deo debere praescnbere, 
quasi cam non possit in longe aliud, quam. cis oognita est, vert ere atque mutare." See 8, 5: 
''Skut ergo non fuitimpossibile deo, quas voluit institttere; sic ei non est impossibile, in quidquid 
volueri\, quas instituit, mutare paturas." 

32 .• Amobi~, AdveT5U$ gentes I 1: " ... apud nos ••. causas, per quas suis mundus aberravit ab 
legtbus. ... 

33. Augustine, De civitate del II 3. 

----_._-_ ........ 
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Chapter 6 

1. Thus in the Vua of the Abbot of Fleury (who died in 1004); "ipse, adhuc maiora gliscens 
scientiae scrutari arcana ••• aliquantulum quidem in astronomia, sed non quantum cu
pierat. .. "-in Patrologia cu= completus. Series latina, ed. J. P. Migne (Paris: 1844-1864) {henceforth: 
PLl. vol. 139, p. 390. 

2. Lwer de T,gjtauratWne S. Martini Tamacemis, in Monumenta GermaniM historiJ;/l, scriptorum, voL 
14: 274; reference from O. Meyer. 

3. Gerhoch von Reichersberg (died 1169), Libel/us de ordine thnorum Sancti Spiritus: " ..• ipsae 
cursus suos tarn certa tamque firma lege custodiunt, constitutione dei et praecepto quod ille 
posuit, ut recte illarum fortitudo sit hornini rationali pro miracuIo paTiter et exempl0, arguens 
illius oboedientiam si quando a proposito Slbi exorbitat praecepto." Curfusitas appears in Gerhoch 
in the triad of Adam's temptations as the motive of et mala scire !.De inWltigatione Antichristi n 
18). Citation after P. Classen, Gerhoch von Reichersberg (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1960). 

4. Peter Damian, Epi.stola 28, PL, voL 144, p. 419: "lam quam late patet curiositas ipsa; in 
spectaculis, in theatris, in sacrarnentis diabolicis, in magids artibus, in maleficiis ipsa est cur10sitas; 
aliquando tentat servos dei. ut velint quasi miracuIum facere. tentare utrum exaudiat eos deus. 
In miraculis curiositatem, hoc desiderium non est a Patre" (quoting Augustine; see note 10 to 
part m. chapter 5). 

5. Peter Damian, De S/lncta simplicitate scientiae injlanti anteponenda, section 8, in PL, vol. 145, 
pp. 701ff: " ... noli huiusmodi sapientiam quaerere, quae tibi simul cum reprobis et gentilibus 
vaIeat con venire. Quis enim accendit lucernam. ut vide at solem? ... Ipsa quippe vera sapientia 
se quaerentibus aperit, et sine adulterincae Iuds auxilio lucis inocciduae Be fulgor ostendit." 
The 'pious' position opposed to grammar is impressively fonnulated in section 1: "Ecce, frater, 
vis grammaticarn disce.e? Disce demn pluraliter declinare." 

'6. Peter Damian, De dtuina omnipotentia in TepaTaticne clm'Uptae etfactts i":foctts Teddendis {henceforth: 
De divina omnipotentia), PL, vol. 145, pp.595-622. 

1. De divina omnipotentia 5: "Videat ergo imperite sapientium et valla quaerentium caeca temeritas; 
quia si haec quae ad artem pertinent disserendi, ad deum praviter referant. ... Haec igitur 
quaestio, quoniam non ad discutiendam malestatis divinae potentiarn, sed potius ad artis 
dialecticae probatur pertinere peritiam; et non ad virtute= vel materia rerum, sed ad modum 
et ordinem disserendi et consequentiam verbon.un. ... " 

8. De divina ommpotentia 5: "Secundum naturalem nanlque variae vicissitudinis ordinem potest 
fieri, ut hodie pluat; pOtest et fieri, ut non pluat. Sed quantum ad consequentianl disserendi, 
si futurum est ut pluat, necesse est omnio ut pluat; ac per hoc prorsus impossibile est ut non 
pluat. Quod ergo dicitur de praeteritis hoc consequitur nihilominus de rebus praesennbus et 
futuris: nimirum. ut sicut orone quid fillt, fuisse necesse est, ita et orone quod est, quamdiu 
est, necesse sit esse: et orone quod futurum est, necesse sit futurum esse." 

9. Dedivina omnipotentia 5: "Et quia inter rodlmenta discentiUlll vel artis humanae nullam 
apprehendere peritiam, curiositatis suae nubilo perturbant puritatis ecc1esiasticae discipli
nam ..• absit, ut sacris legibus se pertinaciter inferant et divinae virtuti conclusionis suae 
necessitates opponant. Q!lae tamen artis humanae peritia ... non debet ius magisterii sibimet 
arrogancer ampere, sed velut ancilla dominae quodam famulatus oosequio suoservire ••.. " 

10. 'De divina omnipotentia 1-1: "Ipsa quippe rerum natura habet naroram suam, del scilicet 
voluntatem, ut sicut illius leges quaelibet creata conservant, sic illa cum iubetur suiiuris oblita, 
divinae voluntati reverenter ooediat." 
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I L De divina tmmipotentia 12. 

12. Albertus Magnus. De boIUJ IV. q. 1, a 4, m opera, ed. B. Geyer (Munich: Ascheno;lorff, 
1951-1980, voL 28, p. 233: "curiositas et prudentia non runt circa eandem materiam; ergo 
curiositas non est extremum ad prudentiam. ... " 

13. Albertus Magnus, loc. cit. (cited in note 12); " .•• curiositas eat investigatio eonun quae ad 
rem et ad nos non pertinent. Prudentia aute.m tantum est de his quae ad rem et ad nos 
pertinent. '2 

14. Albertus Magnus, loe. cit. (note 12): "Et hoc vocatur vltium curiositatis et non est de 
operabilibus prudentiae, sed potius est de scibilibus speculacivae, lieet mala intentione scientia 
ipsonun quae taliter sciuntur, acquiratur." 

15. Thomas Aquinas, In Arl.stotelis libntm de anima commentarlum I, leet. 1, n. 3: " ... sciendum 
est, quod omnis scientia bona est: et non s01= bona, vermn etiam honorabilis. Nihilominus 
tamen una scientia in hoc superexcellit aliam. Qrlod autem omnis scientia sit bona. pate!; quia 
bonum rei est illud, secundum quod res babet esse perfecrum: hoc enim unaquaeque res 
quaerit et desiderat. Cum 19itur scientia sit perfectio hominis, inquantum ho.mo. scientia est 
bornun hominis.» 

16. Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles 1II c. 25, n. 8: "Naturaliter inest omru.ous horoinibus 
desideriurn cognoscendi causas eorum quae vldentur; unde propter adrniratioriem corum quae 
videbantur, quorum causae latebanr, homines primo philosophari ceperunt; mvenientes autern 
causam quiescebant. Nee sistit inquisitio quousque perveniatur ad primam causam; et tunc 
perfecte nos scire arbitramur quando prirnarn causam cognosOmus. Desiderat igirur homo 
naturaliter cognoscere prirnam causam quasi ultimum finem .... " 

17. Thomas Aquinas. Summa theologtca n 2, q. 166, a 2, reply to the third point: "Sed quantum 
ad cognitioncm est in horoine contraria inclinatio, quia ex parte anlmae inclinatur homo ad 
hoc quod cognitionem rerum desideret; et sic openet ut laudabiliter homo huiusmodi appetitum 
refrenet, ne immoderate rerum cognitioni intend at. Ex parte vero naturae corporalis homo 
inclinatur ad hoc ut laborem inquirendi scientiam vitet. Q!.1antum ergo ad prirnum studiositas 
in refrenatione consiscit; et secundum hoc poniIur pan temperandae. Sed quantum ad seomduIn 
laus virtutis huiusmodi consistit in quadam vehementia intentionis ad scientiam rerum per
cipiendam. ••• ;~ translated by Thomas Gilly, O.P .• in St. 'I1Itmza$Aquinas. Summa Tkeologiae (New 
York: McGraw-Hill; London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1911). voL 44. p. 199. 

18. Summa theologica II 2, q. 161, a I: "Aliter autero est iudic.andum de ipsa cognitione veritatis 
et aliter de appetitu et studio veritatis cognoscendae." 

19. Significantly, Thomas citeS for this idea not Cortjemams V S, but rather a 'harmless' passage 
from De vera religiorze 29 which fits the cosmological turning better. See Summa theologica n 2. 
q. 161, a. 1: "homo appetit cogn9scere veritatem circa creaturas, non referendo ad debitum 
finem, scilicet ad cognitionem deL" 

20. Summa theowgica n 2. q. 161, a. I, reply to the fust point: "bonum hominis consistit in 
cognitione veri; non tamen summum hominis bonum consistit in cognitione cuiuslibet veri, 
sed in perfecta cognitione summae veritatis .... " 

21. Summa theolog;ca II 2. q. 167. a. I, reply to the third point. 

22. Thomas Aquinas. In Ari.s/:Qtelis UlmJs de coelo e>:jJoJitio II leet. 7. n. 4 (364), conunenting on 
De mew II 5; 287 b 28-283 a 2: ". ~ homo non cognosdt mensuram suae facultatis circa 
inquisitionem veritatis." 

23. Summa theolcgica II 2, q. 8.5, a 4. 
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24. Thomas Aquinas, De malo, q. 11, a. 4. 

25. Siger of Brabant, O:¥=twnes in Metaphysicam, ed. Graiff ~uvain:· Institute Superieur de la 
Philo sophie, 1948) n 4: "Q!.Iaeritur utrUIn potentia hominis quam habet ad addiscendum vel 
ad sciendum possit compleri per actum, vel sit potentia. ad infinitum. ... Dico quod potentia 
ralls non est ad infinitum, sed ad a<:tum qui complerl petest. ••• Sed scibilia non sum infinita, 
a.un nec species entis sint infinitae. Nee propter infinitatem quae sit in modo sciendi clarius 
et darius, quia perfectio scientiae dupliciter est: quaedam enim est per definition em; quaedam 
per demoostrationem ... possibile est ut sdatur perfecte per demonstritionem ..• quando 
eDim habetur definitio perfecta alicuius, tunc scitur perfecte: et tunc sdtur sicut homo potest 
scire." 

26. Francis Bacon, Works, ed. Spedding, Ellis, and Heath (London: Longmans, 1889). vol. 1, p. 
119. In the preface dedicating De dignitate et augmentl.s sCientiarum II to the King (Works, vol. 1, 
p. 485), Bacon identifies the traditional literature with the Pillars of Hercules and the addressee 
of 1;he dedication with the guiding star of the voyager of the new science who is unconcern.ed 
by the Nee pl:u.s vltra: "Q!.lousque enim tandem paucu10s aliquos scriptores statUemus nohis 
tanquam Columnas Herculis, ne plus ultra in dottrinis progred:iamur. cum habeamus Majestatem 
tuam instar lucidi et benigni syderis. quod nos inter navigandum conducat et fortunet?" The 
allegory is formulated yet more strongly in the preface of 1620 to the Imta.umtio magna (Works, 
voL 1, p. 125), where man's fulse assessment of himself appears as embodied in the Pillars of 
Hercules: ''Videntur nobis hoi:nines nec opes nec vires suas bene nosse •... Quare sunt et suac 
sdentiis columnae tanquam futales; cum ad ulterius penetrandwn homines nee desiderio nee 
spe excitenrur." 

27. Joseph GJanvill, Plus ultra or the Progress and Ad(}(i~6ment qf Knowledge since the daJs qf Aristotle 
(London: 1668; Gainsville, Scholar's Facsimiles and Reprints, 1958). 

28. Petrarch. Epmolaf de rebus familiaribus IV 1: "Altissimum regio.nis huius montem ••• hodierno 
die, sola videndi insignem loci altitudlnem cupiditate ductus, asccndi." 

29. For the ancient world, just as for the Middle Ages, there ;s an odd inhibition against 
viewing the world from above or thinking ofit as viewed from above by man. Man's 'natural 
abode' is below, and his constitutive direction of gaze is upward from below, the gare of the 
contemplator casu.. Jacob Burckhardt writes, ''It is true that lovingly executed representations 
almost always relate to the neighborhood, indeed to what is narrowly enclosed, [0 forest glens, 
grottos etc .•.. On the other hand, however many acropolises towered high above their cities, 
there is no representation of the view from the heights into the deep and the distance. Solon 
on the Acropolis of Athens sees only the roofs of the city round about and tb.inks of the great 
misery that sits there below.» The view of the world from above is reserved for the gods, as 
already in the Iliad XVI 297, where Zeus has driven the clouds from the summit of the 
mountains and now the splendid view of the world lying below him opens up: Jacob Burckhardt, 
Griechische Kulturgeschichte U3edin and Stuttgart: W. Spemann, 1898-1902), voL 3, p. 2. Also, in 
the Nachtrligen: "But especially the ascent of the highest and steepest summits, of which Greece 
has no lack, is not a matter of course. The earliest association of ideas, which suspected that 
the mountain summits were the seat of the gods, may have been due to the fact that at the 
time these heights were unclimbed. The sun illuminated them with its first rays; brooks and 
springs flowed down from them; storms gathered on them.. A second stage was that one 
ascended them and doubtless immediately made sacrifices there ...• " The gaining of the view 
'from above' in painting is one of the innovations of the beginning of the modern age, especially 
on the part of Leonardo but also in Altdorfer's Battle I!f Alexander, see J. Gantner, Le=dos 
Vz.<icnen von tier Siniflut und vom UnteTgang 6.er Welt. Geschidrte ciner kiimtkrisdlen Idee (Bern; A. 
Francke. 1958), pp. 138, 143, 148-149. 

SO. Petrarch, Epistolac de rebusfomiliarilna N l:"'«Occupavit inde animum nova cogitatio atque 
a lads traduxit ad tempora." 
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31. Petrarch, Ioe. cit. (nOte 30): "Obstupui fateor. ; • iratus mihimet quod nunc etiam terrestria 
mirarer, qui iampridem ab ipsis gentium philosophis discere debuissem nihil praeter animum 
esse mirabile, cui magna nihil est magnum. Tunc vera montem satis vidisse contentus. in me 
ipsw:n interiores ocuIos reflexi. ... ~ 

Chapter 7 

1. Pettarch, Epmolae de relms familifIDlms m 1-

2. l'etrarch. Epistolae de rebus fomiliarilnM V 7. 

3. Petrarch, Invective contra medicum, cd. G. Ricci (Rome: Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 1950), 
m. 

i . 

4. William of Ockham, Commentary on the Sentences, Prdlogus nr 9 CC: " ... dico quod theologia 
nostra non est ·de omnibus nec complexis nee incomplex.is: quia intellecrus vix suffici.t ad ilia 
quae sunt necessaria ad salutezn." 

5. ~. Die Vorliiuftr Galileis tm 14. Jahrlw.ndert (Rome: Edlzioni di stacia e letteratura. 1949), 
pp. 114-115. 

6. A. MaiC{", "'Ergebnisse' der spatscholastischen Naturphilosophie," St;holastik 35 (1960):181. 

1. Nicolas of Oresme, De annmensurabilitate <Jet incommenmraUlitate motuum cacti, citation from 
A. Maier, Metaphysische Hintergritntk der spiitscholastisdzm NaturphilosojJhte (Rome: Edizioni eli storia 
e letteratura, 1955), p. 30: "An nescis quod I"erum mundi proportiones nosse praeci.sas humanum 
transcenelit ingenium. quod cum de sensibus quaerit, a sensibus debet incipere, quibus nequit 
depreheneli praecisio punctualis? Si enim excessus imperceptibilis, immo minor paJ'S quam 
eius millesima, aequalitatem tollit et proportionem murat de ratiow ad irrationalem, quomodo 
motuum aut magnitudinum caelestium punctualem praportionem poteris agnoscere?" See also 
E. Grant, ''Nicole Oresme and the Commensurability or Incommensurability of the Celestial 
Motions," ATchwe for the History if the Exact ScimCes 1 (1961):420-458. 

8. A. Maier, Metaphysische Hintergritnde der spiitscholasttschen Naturphilosophie (Rome: Edizioni di 
storia e letter'atura, 19M}, p. 402. 

9. Robert Grosseteste, Notulae ad Physicam 1¥, ed. A. Maier, Zwischen Philosophic und Mechanik 
(Rome: Edizioni di slona e letteratura, 1958}, pp. 24ff: f'sicut enim quae vere in se finita sunt, 
nobis sunt infinita, sic quae vere in se sunt infullta, illi (sc. deo) sunt finita, iste autem omnia 
creavit numero, pondere et mensura, et iste est mensurator primus et certissimus ...• Unde 
si nulli creato est infinitum finitum, nullum creatum sic mensurat." 

10. Jean Gerson, Lecttones duae contra vanam curWsitatem, opera omnia, ed. M. 1.. E. Du Pin 
(Amsterdam: 1706), voL I, pp. 86-106 (henceforth: Contra tJ4tlam curitJsitatem)_ 

11. Gerson, Contra vanam curiositatem I: "appetitus propriae =cellentiae et subiecrlonis fuga et 
divinae maiestatis quoddam. phantasti<:Um ..... (par. 90). 

12. Gerson. Cont7a vanam cu'rWJitatem· I: "curlositas est vitium quo dimissis utilioribus homo 
converti.t studium suum ad minus utilia vel inattingibilia sibi vel naxia" (par. 9I). "singularitas 
est vitium, quo dim.issis utilioribus homo convertit studium sum ad doctrinas peregrinas et 
insolitas" (par. 91). 

13. Gerson. Contra vanam curfusltatem I: "Physica siqUidem perscrutatio ductum ratiocinationis 
naruraIis insequens nequit immensum progredi. certis enim limidbus coarctetur aponet, quos 
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limites dum praetergredi superba curiositate COnAtur, quid mifandum si praeceps et si absque 
due tore et lurnine caeca ambulans offendat ad lapidexn erroris et impingens se conterat" (par. 
91). " ..• curiositas non comenta suis :6nibus fefellit philosophos ..... {par. gal. 

14. Gerson, ContTa vanam curiJJ.sitatem I: "Q.uia certe ea quae in Iiberrima porestate dei posita 
erant, dum attingere et ad quasdam necessitatis regulas adducere conad sunt, ipsi evanuerunt 
in cogitationibus suis et obscuratum est insipiens cor eonnn." At the center of the rejection 
Stands inquiry about the origin and end of the world: "Q.ualiter et quando rnundus lnceperit 
aut si finituris sit, soo nequit ex quibuscumque experientiis quas philosophia sequitur, quoniam 
hoc in liberritna conditoris voluntate situm est. Philosophl igiture dum hoc secretum divinae 
voluntatis penetrare, duce experenda, moliuntur. quidni defrciant? Qlloniam sicut divlna voluntas 
huius ratio est, ita solis illis scire concessurn est, quibus ipsa voluerit revelare" (par. 92). 

15. Gerson, Contra vanam curiositatem II: "Signum curiosae singularitatis est fastidire doctrinas 
resolutas et plene discussas et ad ignotas vel non examinatas velle converti .... Mavult enim 
curiositas quaerere invenienda, quam inventa cum venerarione srudiosa intelligere" (par. 91). 
"Signum curiosae singuIaritatis est indebita doctorum et doctrinarum appropriatio" (par. 97). 
"Provide<ernus insuper novis theologizantibus qui per tales materias magis ad admirationem 
et de adrniratione ad curiosam perscrutationem quam ad aedificatianem solidarn commoventor" 
(par. 10 1). "Figuraro huius conside<ationis praebet nobis aedificatio illa rurris Babel .•• " (par. 
105). 

16. Thomas a Kempis, D. imitdicme Christi ill 54: "Natura appetit scire secreta et nova audire, 
vult exterius apparere et mulra per sensus experiri ••• sed gratia non rurat nova nec curiosa 
percipere quia totum hoc de vetustate corruptionis est orrum." m 58: "Cave ergo, fi:li, de istis 
curiose tractare quae tuam scientiam excedunt." 

17. Nicholas of Cusa, De vC1l<ltwne ~ap;entlae 1: "Sollicitamur appedru naturae nostrae indito 
ad non solum sciendam sed sapiendam seu sapidarn scientiam habendum." See De £kaa 
ignoTantia I I: "Q.uam ob rem sanum lib= intellecrum verum, quod insatiabiliter indito 
discursu cuncta perlustrando attingere cupit, apprehensum amoroso amplexu cognoscere 
dicimus. 4 •• " 

18. Nicholas of Cusa, De venatume sapientiae 12. 

19. Nicholas of Cusa, De ccmiecturis I 3. 

20. Nicholas of Cusa, De beryllo c. 82. 

21. Nicholas of Cusa, De beryllD c. 82: "Nam si (sc. Plato) conside<asset hoc, reperisset utique 
menrem nostram, quae mathematica1ia fabricat, ea quae sui sunt officii verius apud se habere 
quam sint extra ipsam. Puta homo habet artem mechanicam et liguras artis venus habet in 
suo mentali concepru quam ad extra sint figurabiles; ut domns, quae ab arte fit, habet veriorem 
liguram in mente quam in lignis .•.. Sic de circulo, linea, triangulo atque de nostro numero 
et omnibus tahbus quae ex mentis concepru initium habent et natura earenL .•. Ideo Plato 
non videtur bene considerasse, quando mathematicalia, quae a sensibilibus abstrahuntur, vidit 
veriora in mente, quod propterea illa adhuc haberent aliud esse verius supra intellecrum. ... 
Et si sic considerassent Pythagorici et quicumque alii, clare vidissent mathematicalia et numeros, 
quae ex nostra mente procedunt et sunt modo quo nos concipimus non esse substantias aut 
principia rerum senSlbilium, sed tantum enrl-um rationis. quorum nos sumus conditores." 

22. Nicholas of Cusa, De £kcta ignorantia n HI: "Qui (sc. deus) edam vult ut in admirationem 
ex mund' machina tam mirabili ducamur; quam tamen nobis occultat eo plus. quo plus 
admiramur, quoniam ipse tantum elt, qui vult omni corde et diligentia quaeri." 

23. Nicholas of Cusa, D~ titJc{;(J. ignOTantia II 1: "ars edam naturam imitatur, quantum potes.Jt 
sed numquam ad ipsius praecisionem poterit penienire. ~ 



I 
I: 
; 

639 
·Notes to Pages 360-370 

24. Nicholas of Cusa, ldwta de mmte 9: "Philosophus: Admiror, cum mens, ut als, idiota, a 
mensura dicatur, cur ad rerum mensuram tam avide feratur.-ldiota: Ut suiipslus mensuram 
attingat. Nam mens est viva mensura, quae mensurando alia sui capadtatem attingit. Omnia 
enim agit, ut se cognoscat. ... " . 

Chapter 8 

1. Copernicus, De r¥volutitmiiJus wbium caelestium I 4: "Q!1am ob causam ante omnia puto 
necessarium, ut diligenter anirnadvertamus, quae sit ad caclum terrae habitudo, ne, dum 
excelsissima scrutari vol.w:nus, quae nobis proxima slnt, ignorernus, ac eodem errore, quae 
telluris sunt, attribuamus caelestibus." 

2. Cope=icus, De 1'1Jf/()[utionibus orbium caclestium I, prooemium: "At cum omniwn bonarum artium 
sit abstrahere a vitiis et hominis menteIn ad meliora dirigere, haec praeter lncredibilem animi 
voluptatem abundantius id praestare potest." 

3. The LiUmry Works qf Leonardo da Vinci, trans. Jean Paul Richter (London: Sampson Low et 
al., 1883), P. 395. On the relation between the fragment on the cave and the Mruronna cfthe 
Rodu, see]. Gantner, Le<Jnardos nswnm (Bem: A. Francke, 1958), pp. lOOIf. In the first half of 
the century. the most important justification of interest in subterranean things was Georg 
Agricola's treatise on mining, Bermannw we de re 1lU!tallica (1528). 

4. George Berkeley, "A description of the Cave of Dunmote," W.".ks, ed.. A. A. Luce and T. 
E. Jessop (Edinburgh: Thomas Nelson, 1948-1957), voL 4, pp. 257-264. 

5. Edward Rosen, "Copernicus on the Phases and the Light of the Planets," Organon n (1965), 
pp.61-78. 

6. John Keill, Introductit> ad VeTam astTD7Wmiam (Oxford: 1718), p. 194. English edition 1721. 

7. Jean-Sylvain Bailly, Histoire de l'astrQnomie moderne (paris: 1779), vol. 2, p. 94. 

8. Ja:n Czynski, Kopemik d us travaux (Paris: 1847), pp. 100-10L 

9. CaInille FJarnmarion, V", de Copernic CParis: 1872}, p. 207. 

10. Thomas S. Kuhn, The Copernican Revolution. Planetary Astronomy in the Development qfWestem 
Thought (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957), pp. 222-223. E. Rosen. on p. 67 of 
the article cited in note 5, draws attention to the fact that Kulm appeals, in support of 
Copernicus's supposed reference to the phases of Venus, to RltVOlutioTW I HI, although he 
reprints this text, which contains nothing of the sort, in his own book. 

11. Copernicus, De rewlutionibw Qroium caelestium I 10; "Oportebit igitur vel terram non esse 
centrum, ad quod erdo syderum orbiumque referatur, aut certe rationem ordinis non esse ... "; 
translated by Edward Rosen, vol. 2 in Copemkus, Camplete Works (London: Macmillan, 1972-), 
p.20. 

12. ThOl'l'la,S Digges, Perfit Description qf the Caelestial[ Orbes acc.".ding to the most aunciente doctrine 
qf the Pythagoreans lately rerJiued by Capem~ ami by Geometrit:a11 Demonstrations opproued (1576); 
edited by F. R. Johnson and s. V. Larkey in ''Thomas Digges, the Copernican System a:nd the 
Idea of the Infinity of the Universe," Huntington Library Bulletin 5 (I 934). See F. R. Johnson, 
''The Influence of Thomas Digges on the Progress of Modern Astronomy in Sixteenth-Century 
England," Osiris 1 (1986):390-410, and A. Koyre, From the Closed W.".ld to the Infinite Unf:IJme 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, ]951), pp. 35-38. 
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13. Thomas D.igges. Peifit DesCription (note ll?): "Heexein' can wee never sufficiently admire thys 
wonderfuJl and incomprehendible huge frame of goddes woorke prqponed to our senses .... " 

14. Thomas Digges, Perfit DesmptWn (note 12): " ... even tyll our syghte being not able fardel' 
to reache Or conceyve. the greatest part rest by reason of their wonderful! distance inuisible 
vnoo vs. And this may well be thought of vs to be the gloriouse court of ye great god, whose 
vnsearcheable works inuisible we may partly by these.his visible comecrure, to whose infinit 
power and maiesty such an infinite place surmountinge all other both in quantity and quality 
only is conueniente." 

15. Thus M. Nicolson. ''The Telescope and Imagination," ModemPhiWlogy 32 (1934/5): 233-260. 

16. Roger Bacon, opus T~um. ed. Brewer {London; IS59}, Co I: " ••• sapientiam philosophlae 
usque ad ultimam sui deducere potestatem." 

11. Galileo, Didlogo dei massUni sistemi del nwndt.J III: " .•. all' eta nostra e piaciuto a Die «lI1cooere 
all' umana ingegno tanto mirabil invemion, di poter perfezionar la nostra vista. ... " 

18. Kepler. De macula in .sole 6bll!rvata: "0 multiscium et quovis Sceptro pretiosius perspicilhun! 
an qui te dextra' tenet, ille non dominus constiruatur operwn Dei?" 

19. Christoph Scheiner. Rosa Urs£nasive sal ex a.dlll;Tandt; facvlarum et 1TII.lC1.l1arum marum phaenomeno 
varius nee non circa centrum ~uum et /lXsm fixum ... mobilis tlStensus (1680) n, c. 1, par. 68. 

20. Joseph Glanvill, Plus ultra or the Progress and Advancement if Knowleage since the days if Ari.<;lotle 
(London: 1668; Gainesville, 1958), chapter 7. 

21. B. H. Brockes,ITdfsches VeTgniigen in Gott (1748), voL 9, p. 487. 

22. Lessing, Gesammelte Werke, ed. P. Rilla (Berlin: Aufbau, 1954-195S) voL 8, p. 422. 

Chapter 9 

1. Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, part five, section IS8, trans. WaIter Kaufmann, The Basic 
Writings if Nielz.tche (New York: Random House, 1968); p. 291. 

2. Goethe, Fragmente ~UT Wis.lemchaftsgeschichte, Werke, ed. E. Beucler (Zurich: Artemis, 1948-), 
vol. 17, p. 157. 

8. On "pedantry as the substitute attitude of a consciousness which is blocked from meeting 
its needs": T. W. Adorno. introduction to Emile Durkheim, Sowlogu und Philosophic (Gennan 
trans., Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1967), p. 82n, commenting on the passage corresponding 
to this one in Die LegitimUat der Neuzeit (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1966)' pp. 380-881. 

4. Justus Liebig, "Francis Bacon von verulam und die Geschlchte der Naturwissenschaften" 
(1868), in Reden wnd Abhandlungen (Leipzig: 1S74), pp. 233-284. 

5. Francis Bacon, Novum flTganum II 9. On the distinction between nature's CU1'J'US comuettlS and 
irs pr,uter-generatitmes, see his De IlUgmentiJ scienli.antm II 2. 

6. NOVUllI organu.m, fJrIlejat£o: ..... ut mens suo jure in rerum naturarn uti possit." 

7. Novum organum 1129: "Recuperet modo genus humanurnjus suum in naturam quod ei ex 
dotatione divina competit, et derur ei copia: USIlIIl vero recta ratio et sana religio gubernabit." 
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8. Nwum qrganum, prlMjatio: ''Jd tamen posteris grarum esse solet, propter usum operis expeditum 
et inquisitionis novae taedium et .impatientiam." 

9. N()IjUm organum, praifatio: "Nemo enim rei alicuius naturam in ipsa re recte aut feliciter 
perscrutatur; verum post laboriosam experimentorwn variationem non acquiescit, sed invenit 
quod ulterius quaerat." Hence the importance of 'negative instances' in the cognitive process; 
man =ot know all lnitro contemplationis, rather his path goes by the procedere primo per ne
gativas . .. posl omnimodam exclustonem (N()VUm organum II 15, 2). 

10. Nooum organum I 28: " ..• ex rebus admodum v~ et multum distantibus spal"Sim collecrae 
(sc. interpretationes) ..•• " . 

11. Novum Mganum I 98: " ..• occulta naturae magis se produnt per vexationes artium. ... " 
Here it is presupposed that the Aristotelian distinction.between 'natural' and 'violent' movement 
is no longer made or should no longer be made; otherwise the latter could not provide 
infonnation that can be carried over to the former. An indirect reference to its object defines 
the 'interpretation' of nature: " ... omnis verior interpretatio naturae conficitur per instantias, 
et experimenta idonea et apposita; ubi sensus de experimento tantum, experimentum de 
natura et re ipsa judieat" (Novum organum I 50). In contrast to this 'translated' explanation of 
nature the instrumental strengtbenings of the senses, the organa ad ampl(ficandoi l/mSUS, lose 
importance for Bacon, 

12. F. Schalk, "Zur Vorgeschichte der Diderotschen Enzyk]opadie," Romanische Fon(;hung 70 
(1958):40ff: "The peculiar disdain, both of mathematics and of the mechanical aids to research, 
that Bacon =luoits and that brought on him the censure of his critics in the nineteenth (the 
'technical') century becomes intelligible only when one turns one's gaze, with him, to the Adam 
who ruled the coomos by giving names." But the typified nonvioleru dominion by means of 
the word is suspended on this side of paradise and becomes a utopian figure; where Bacon 
describes paths to knowledge in the present, his language is filled with expressions of toil and 
violence. The "idea of the regnum Jwmtnis as the dominion of the magicians over the cosmos 
and the management of this dominion in the service of humankind" (Schalk, loe. cit.. po 46) 
gives its character only to the totality of completed knowledge. 

18. Francis Bacon, Valerius terminus 1: "In aspiring to the throne of power the angels trnnsgressed 
and fell; in presuming to come within the oracle ofknowledgc: man transgressed and fell. ... " 

l4. Valerius terminus I: " ... he was fittest to be allured with. appetite of light and liberty of 
knowledge; therefore this approaching and intruding into God's secrets and mysteries was 
rewarded with a further removing and estrnnging from God's presence." 

15. valerius terminus 1: " ... it was not that pure light of natural knowledge, whereby man in 
Paradise was able to give unto every living creature a name according to his propriety, which 
gave occasion to the fall; but it was an aspiring desire to attain to that part of moral knowledge 
which defineth of good and evil, whereby to dispute God's commandments and not to depend 
upon the revelation ofms will, which was the original temptation." 

16. Valerius terminus 1: « ••. as if according to the innocent play of children the divine Majesty 
took delight to hide his works, to the end to have them fuund out ...• " Compare N01JW1I 
organum, I 132. 

. ] 7. Valeriw terminus 1: " ... God hath framed the mind ofman as a glass capable of the image 
. of the universal world, joying to receive the signature thereof as the eye is of light, yet not 

only satisfied in beholding the variety of things and vicissitude of Hmes, but raised also to 
ilnd out and discern those ordinances and decrees which throughout all these changes are 
infallibly observed." 

-~- - - -_._---_._ .. _--------
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18. Valerius terminus }: "And although the highest generality of motion OJ" $\.UIl.IIllUy law of 
nature God should still J"eseno-e within his own curtain. yet mlmy and noble are the inferiOl'" 

and secondary operations which are within man's sounding." 

19. Valerius ·terminus 1, " .•. but it is a restitution and reinvesting (in great part) of man to the 
sovereignty and power (for whensoever he shall be able to call the creatures by their true 
names he shall agam command them) which he had in his first state m: creation." 

20. valerius terminus 1; "And therefore knowledge that tendeth but to satisfaction is but as a 
courtesan, which is for pl~asure and not for fruit or generation." Compare Valerius terminus 
9. 

21. Valerius terminus 1: " ... the new-found world of land was not greater addition to the 
ancient continent than there remaineth at this day a world of inventions and sciences unknown. 
having respect to those that are known, with this difference, that the ancient regions of 
knowledge will seem as barbarous compared with the new, as the new regions of people seem 
barbarous compared to many of the old." Compare Valerius terminus 5. 

22. Valerius terminus 11, "That those that have been conversant in experience and obseno-ation 
have used, when they have iI;ltended to discover the cause of any effect. to fix their consideration 
narrowly and exacdy upon that effect itself with all the circumstances thereof, and to vary 
the trial thereof as =y ways as can be devised; which course amounteth but to a tedious 
curiosity. and ever breaketh otT in wondering and nOl in knowing .... " 

23. Now.m organum, praefatW: "Ql.tin illis hoc ferre solenne est, ut quicquid ars aliqua non 
attingat id ipsum ex eadem arte impossibile est statuant!' Compare Now.m Mganum I 88. 

24. Now.m Q1'g(I1lUm I 109; I 122. Valerlu.s terminus 11. 

25. Leibniz to Johannes Bemoulli, February 21, 1699, Mathematische Schtiften, cd. C. I. Gerhardt 
(,Berlin and Halle: 1850-1863), voL 3, p. 574: "Scio multos dubitare, ut insinllas, an nos possimus 
cognoscere, quid sit Sapientiae Justitiaeque divinae conforme. Puto tamen, ut Geometria nostra 
et Arithmetiea etiam apud Deum obtinent. ita generales boni justique leges, rnatbematicae 
certitudinis et apud Deum quoque vaIidas esse." Animadverdones in po.rlem generalemPrincipiorum 
Cariesianorum, ed. C. I. Gerhardt. Philosophische Schrijien (Berlin' 1875-1890), vol 4, pp. 375ff, 
commenting on on IT 45: " •.. sed natura, cujus sapientissimus Auctor perfectissimarn Geo
merriam exercet, idem observat, alioqui nullus in ea progressus ordinatus senrarerur." MathellJ 
divina., for its part, is not an independent and linal principle, but rather is founded on the 
principle of sufficient reason; it is the fann in which the rational explanation of reali2ed 
possibilities displays itself. Tentamen anagogu;um I?hilosophischeSchtiften, voL 1, pp. 213-214,304; 
compare vol. 2, pp. 105, 438; voL 3, p. 51; vol. 4, p. 216; and voL 1, p. 1911. This converges 
with the observation that LCl'bniz's divine geometry is Dot spatiaJJintuitive but rather, after 
the model of analytic geometry. the epitome of the generative calculus of bodies. Spatiall 
corporeal nature is only the pictorial equivalent of this geometry; but the Platonic sense of 
this assertion is suspended, though for Kepler it was still bound up with the God Who practices 
geometry: "Non aherrat ... ab archetypo suo Creator, geometriae fons ipsissimus, et. ut Plato 
scripsit. aeternam exercens geometriam ... " (j{armonice mundi, Guammelte Werke, ed. Caspar 
(MuniCh.: Beck, 1931-) vol. 6, p. 299). The progress of mathematics represents the process by 
which man penetrates into the coherence of rai:kJ su.fficiens and the world cakulus and thus at 
the same time withdraws his knowledge from the requirement of legitimation. . 

26. Galileo, Diawgo dei massimi sistemi (hence(orth' Dialogo) I: " ... adunque bisognera dire che 
ne anco la natura abbia inteso il modo di fare un intelletto che intenda." 

27. Dialogo I: ..... dico me l'intelletto umano -;;e intende alcune cosi perfettamente, e ne ha 
cosi assoluta ccrtezza, quanto se n'abbia l'istessa natura. ... " 
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28. Didlogo 1: " ••• poiche aniva a comprendeme la necessici., sopra la quale non par che possa 
esser sil;:ur= maggiore." 

29. DiaWgo I: " ... ami, quando io vo considerando quante e quanto maravigliose cose hanno 
intese investigate cd operate gli uom.i.ni, pur troppo chiaramente conosco io ed intendo,' esse .. 
la'mente umana opera di Dio, e delle piu eccellenti" The argument is less medieval than it 
looks; it assigns the burden of giving a satisfactory account of the intellect's author to its 
verifiable accomplishments instead of presupposing illumination and man's having been created 
in the image of God. 

30. Dialago IV: "Mirabile e veramente angelica dottrina.: ana quaIe malta concordemente risponde 
quell'altra, pur divina, la quale, mentre a concede il msputare intomo alla constitl14ione del 
mondo, ei soggiugne (foTse acao che l'esercizio delle menti umane non si cr-onchi 0 anneghittiscal 
che non siamo per ricr-ovare ropera fabbricata dalle Sue mant." 

31. Materialum; wBrecht$ '7..ehm des Gal;le;"(Frankfurt Suhrkamp, 1963), pp. 12-13. In addition, 
the note in "Construction of a Role" (p. 60): "He appealed to his irresistible inquisitive drive. 
as a detected sex criminal might appeal to his glands." The anthropological systematics in 
which Brecht's figure of Galileo belongs are clarified by the categories of his theory of the 
theater; in place of the Aristotelian dyad of 'pity and fear' in the dramatic reception.. there 
enter, for the non-Aristotelian experimental theater, "curiosity and helpfulness" (compare 
MateriJJ.lim, pp. 163, 169). 

32. Galileo, Di=Jni [Didlogues Concerning Two New Sciences] I: "Ma se Ie mgressioni possono 
arrecara la cognizione di nuov'e verita. che pregiudica a noi, non obligati a un metoda serrato 
e conciso, rna che solo per proprio gusto facciamo i nostri congressi, mgredir ora per non 
perder quelle notizie che forse, lasciata l'incontrata occasione, un'altra volta non ci si rappre
senterebbe? ami chi sa che bene spesso non si possano scopm curiositii pHi belle delle pri
marlamente cercate conclusioni?" 

33. Galileo, Dialogo ill: " ... un conoscere che infinite cose restano in natura incognite." 

34. Descartes to Mersenne, October 11, 1638, in Oeuvres, ed. Adam and Tannery (Paris: em, 
1897-1913), '1101. 2, p. 380: "llmesem.blequ'ilxnanque beaucoup ence qu'i1 faitcontinuellement 
deS digressions, et ne s'areste point a expliquer tout a fait une matiere; ce qui roonsere qu'il 
ne Ie. a point examinees par ordre, et que. sans avoir considere les premieres causes de la 
nature, il a seulement cherche les raisons de quelques elfets particuliers, et ainsi qu'il a basti 
sans fondement." 

35. U. Rieken, "GelehrteT" und "WtSSertSchajt" im F"fanw,iscJum. Beuriige xu illTer BexeiChnungsgeschidtte 
= 12. his 17. Jahrhundert (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1961), pp. 167-]68. In the DiscOUTl de 1.0. 
Methade (1), the 5ciertceJ curieuses are the disaplines lying apart from the Scholastic curriculum. 
See Etienne Gilson in Descartes, DiscOUT5 de 1.0. Mithade, texte et commentairc (Paris: J. Vrin, 1947l. 
p. 109, with the gloss reproduced there from Furetiere's DicUrmnaiTc unir.lerseL A trace of the 
magic and the mantic remains in such unusual interests, an excess over what is useful in life, 
which bars them from the system of the Method. (Gilson, op. at., pp. 120-121, 140-141). The 
antithesis, POUT 1Mn utilitilpouT rna cU;riosiu is found in the letter to Mersenne of February 9, 
1639 (Oeuvres, ed. Adam and Tannery, vol.. 2, p. 499). The defense of curicsiti by now is only 
inadenraland without argum.entative effort "Ce n'est pas un crime d'estre curieux de l'An
atomic ••. j'allois quasi tous les jours en la maison d'un bmu::he3-, pour Iuy voir ruer les bestes ... " 

. (vol 2, p. 62U. The tmanSWernble questions automatically elCCIude themselves under the criterion 
of the Method because their treatment evades mathemati%ation: Regulae ad diTectWnem ingenii 
8 ('1101. 10, p. 398), There remains the radical significance of the carefulness exerted in assuring 
oneself of the evidence: "Atque haec omnia quo &utius et curiosius examino, tanto clariuS"l':t 
distinctius vera esse cognosco ..... (Meditationes ill 16; Oeuvres, vol 7, p_ 42). 
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86. Furetiere, D!ctilmnaire univmel{1690): "C'est un curleux de.livres, de mkdailles, d'estampes. 
de tableaux, de fleuxs, de coquilles, d'antiquitCs, de choses narurelles." T).le idleness of dilettantism 
is indicated by a commonplace remark "C'est un chymiste curieux qui a fait de belles experiences, 
de .belles desC()uvertes." A Collegium Naturae CurioSilrum is put together in 1650; uncounted 
book titles offer "curious" objects for "curious" readers, like Caspar Schott's Technica CuriOsa 
of 1664 and Physiaz CuriOsa of 1662, W. H. von Hochberg's GiUJTgica CuriOsa of 1682/87, and 
the Schatzluzmmer rarer wul neull7' Curimitiiten in den allerwunderbalmten WUTckungen der Natur lind 
Kunst (}iamburg: 16S6). See H. Bausinger, "Aufldarungund Aherglaube," Deubche Vlerteijahresschrift 
filr Literaturwissenschtiftwul Geiste:sgeschichte 37 (1963):436-437. 

13 7. Jakob Brudcer, Kurtv! Fragen aur der PhilasophiJchen l£ut,Yri$ I (DIm: 1731), pp.223-224 (I 2, 
chapter 1, q. 21. 

38. Fontenelle, Hutot .. e des Oracles, ed. L. Maigron (Paris: Comely, 1908), p. 61: In the same 
year, 1686, in his influential Entretiens sur la pluralit; des mandes-ed. A Calame {Paris: Didier, 
1966}, p. 17-Fontenelle sees philosophy as a result of the paradoxical combination of curiosity 
and shortsightedness: "Toute Ia Philosophie ... n'est fondee que sur deux choses, sur ce qu'on 
a l'esprit curieux et ies yeux mauvais .... " 

89. J. G. Suher, Philascphische Schriften II <Leipzig: 1781}, p. 114. 

40. J. Brucker, Kurtu Fragen aus der PhilruophU.hen Histork II (Ul= 1731), pp. 880-883. 

Chapter 10 

1. Regarding this terminology: by "world model," I mean the systematic representation of 
reality that is dependent on the state of the natural sciences at a given time and that integrates 
the totality of their assertions; I designate as a "world picture" the summary of reality in 
which and by whose means man coordinates himself with this reality, orients his evaluations 
and the ends of his actions, grasps his possibilities and needs, and understands himself in his 
es.osential relations. 

2. Voltaire, Qju:sttons sur l'Encyclopidie: Bomes de t'esprit kumain, cd. R. Naves (Paris: Garmer, 
1961), pp. 472fT: "On demandalt un jour ii Newton pourquoi il marchait quand iI en avait 
envie, et comment son bras et sa main se remuaient ii sa volonte. n repondit bravement qu'il 
n'en savait rein. Mais du moins, lui dit-on, VollS qui connaissez sibien ]a gravitation des 
planetes. VOllS me direz par quelle raison elles tournent dans un seIlS plut& que dans un· autre; 
et il avoua encore qu'll n'en savait rien." The antithesis to Lcibniz's principle of sufficient 
reason as the hypertrophy of a pretension of reason that is indifferent to life stands in the 
background here. 

3. Voltaire. Micromigas 2, ed. I. o. Wade (Paris: Garnier, 1961), p. 124: "Notre imagination va 
au deli de nos besoins; nous trouvons qu'avec nos soixante et douze sens •.• nous sommes 
trep bomes. et malgre notre curiosite, et le nombre assez grand des passions qui resuItent de 
nos soixante et dome sens, nous avons tous Ie temps de nous ennuyer." 

4. Voltaire, Dlairmnaire Philosophique, article '.'Bornes de i'esprit humain," ed. R. Naves (Paris: 
Gamier, 1961), p. 60: 'je pourrais te fair un in-folio de questions, auxquelles tu ne devrais 
repondre que par quatre mots: Je n'en sais rien. Et cependant tu a pris tes d~, et tu es 
fourre. et ton bonnet l'est aussi, et on t'appelle maltre. Et eet orgueilleux imb€:cile, revetu d'1.Ul 
petit emploi dans une petite ville. croit avoir ache!e Ie droit de juger et de conrlamne. ce qu'il 
n'entend pas!" 

O. Voltaire, Dictifmannai-re Philowphique, article "Arne," ed. R. Naves (Paris: Garnier, 1961). p. 
14. 
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6. In his Dictionnaire article "Curiosite," Voltaire had criticized the beginning of the second 
book of Lucretius's didactic poem. where the image of the onlooker observing a shipwreck 
iTom security on the shore was used to illustrate the attitude of the Epicurean wise man to 
the world of atomistic accident: "Suave mare magno rurbanubus aequora ventisl E terra 
magnum alterius spectare laborexn. ... " 

1. 'The iconology of the triumphant sufferer on behalf of curiositf is perfected by the Berlin 
Academy's orator of the day, Emile Du Bois-:Reymond, in 1892: "It was the crowning moment 
in Maupertuis's life. One sees him standing in the snow, wrapped in his reindeer bide. perhaps 
amying out, by the light of a pine tOrch that barely illumines the polar night, the short 
calculation in his diary th.aJ: shows the flattening of the earth at the poles, and thus yields 
Newton's victory and his own victory. To describe him in this way would certainly have been 
better than in the attitude in which he was ridiculed by Voltaire, where he was indeed dressed 
in the costume of Lapland but had his hand on a globe. as though he were flattening the 
North Pole of an earth that was still plastic." 

8. Maupertuis, LettTe sur ie progres des ~nce$ (1152), sections 9 and 10, O/l!J:(ffes (Lyon: 1768; 
r~rinted Hildesheim: G. Olms, 1965), voL 2, pp. 400-:-40.'. 

9. Lettre sur Ie prDgr'Bs des sciences, section 6, Oeuvre5, vol. 2, pp. 396-398. 

10. In general, the telescope here again is still the classical instrument of curiosit!: "R.ien 
n'avanceroit plus res decouvertes que la perfection des telescopes ... " (Lettre $itT Ie jmJgr'Bs des 
menees, section 9). Maupertuis's impatience for the perfection of this instrument was justified 
when one considers the 'leap' that was still [D occur in the perfonnance of the telescope not 
many years later, with the Herschels. 

11. Lettre SU1' le propes des sciences, section 2, O/l!J:(ffes, voL 2, p. 386. 

12 •. LettTe sur ie pr~gres des sciences, section 5, Oeuvres, vol. 2, p. 396. 

13. Lettre $UT Ie progr'Bs des sciences, section 15, O=s, voL 2, pp. 422-423. 

14. Lettre mr Ie progres des sciences, section 7. Oeuvres, vol. 2, pp. 898-399. 

15. Lettre JUT Ie propes des menus, section 1, Oew.rres, vol. 2, pp. 382ff: 'j'aimerois micux une 
heme de conversation avec eux qu'avec Ie plus bel esprit de l'Europe." 

16. Lettre SUT Ie progres des sciences, section 17, Oeuvres, vbL 2, pp. 429-430. 

17. LettTe sur Ie progres des sciences, section 13, Oeuvres, vol. 2, p. 420. 

18. Lettre JUr Ie pogres des sciences, section 11, Ocuvre5, vol. 2, p. 410. 

19. M. Fontius, Voltaire in Berlin (Berlin: :Rutten and Loening, 1966), p. 153. 

20. Maupertuis, &sat de Crumowgie I, Oeuvres, vol. 1, pp. 1 Iff: "Le hasard, diroit-on, avoit produit 
une multitude innombrable d'individus; un petic nombre se trouvait construit de maniere que 
les parties de l'animal pouvoient satisfaire a. ses besoins; dans un autre infiniment plus grands, 
II n'y avoit ni convenance, ni ordre: tous ces derniers ont peri ... ces especes, que nous voyons 
auhourd'htii, ne sont que la pius petite partie de ce qu'un destin aveugle avoit produit." Here 
Maupertuis opposes the wave of literature in the first half of the eighteenth centuty aiming 
to prove the existence of God by teleolOgical arguments-not the least of his motives being 
to emphasize the solitary' position of his own proof of God's existence based on the principle 
of minimal action: ''N'est pas faire tort a. 1a plus grande des verites, que de Ia vouloir prouver 
par de tels 'arguments?" 
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21. Maupertuis, Essai t:k Crumolog;.e ill, Oeuvres, vol. 1, p. H. 

22. Maupertnis, Vemu P~ifJue I 1, Oeuvres. vol. 2, pp. 4ff: "Peu Curleux sur Ie passe, nous 
intelTogeons avec avidite ceux qui nous promettent de nous apprendre que1que chose de 
l'avenir ... Cependant l'obscurite est la meme sur l'avenir et sur Ie passe .•.. " 

23. Maupertuis, Essai t:k Crumologi4 III, Oeuvres, vol. 1, p. 74: "Q.uand je refiecills sur les barnes 
Ctroites dans lesquelles sont renfennees nos. connoissances, sur Ie dem extreme que nous 
avons de savoi.-, et sur l'impuissance ou nOUS s~mmes de nous instruire; je serois [entes de 
croire que cette disproportion, qui se trouve aujourd'hui entre nos connoissances et notre 
curio site, pourroit etre la sui~ d'un pareil desordre." 

24. Rousseau, Si Ie rftablissemenl des Sdences et des Arts a conl'rilrUe a ipu1'er les moeu,; (l150) (First 
Discourse): "Le voile epais dont elle a couvert toutes ses operations semblait nous avertir assez 
qU'elle ne nous a point desdnes a de varnes recherclles. Mais est-il quelqu'une de ses IC9IDS 
dont nous ayons su profiter, ou que nons avons negligee impunement? Peuples, sache'l done 
une fois que la nature a voulu vous preservex' de la science, comme une mere arrache une 
arme dangereuse des mains de son enfant ..•• " 

25. Rousseau, DiutnJ.ll sur l'oTigine et les fOtlt:kments t:k l'inegaliti parmi les hommes (1155) (Second 
Discourse). 1: "Ses modiques besoms se trouvent si aisement sous sa main, et il est si loin du 
degre de connaissances necessaire pour desirer d'en acquerir de plus grandes, qu'il ne pent 
avoir ni prevoyance ni curiosite. Le spectacle de la nature lui devient indiff"erent a force de 
lui devenir fumilier. C'est toujours Ie meroe ordre, ce sont toujours les memes revolutions: il 
n'a pas l'esprit de s'etonner des plus grandes merveilles; et ce n'est pas chez lui qu'il faut 
chercher la philosophie dont l'homme a besoin, pour savoir observer une fois ce qu'il a vu 
taus Ie .. jours. Son arne, que rien n'agite, se livre au seul sentiment de son e:l<istence actuelle, 
sans aucune idee de l'avenir,. quelque procllain qu'il pOOse etre .•. "; translated by G. D. H. 
Cole in TJu Social Conl1'act and DislXJUlles (New York: Everyman's Library-Dutton, 1950), p. 211. 

26. Rousseau, De la soctiti generate du genre humain (the second chapter of the first draft of the 
Contra! rociaJ, not included in the definitive version). Kant defined the function of Rousseau's 
theory of the state of nature mus: "Rousseau does not want us to return to,the state of nature 
but rather to look back to it" (Akademie edition, vol. 15, part: 2. p. 390). 

27. Rousseau, First Discourse, 2: "Q]1e de dangers, que de fau$ses routes, dans l'investigation 
des sciences? Par combien d'err-eurs, mille fuis plus dangex'euses que la vente n'est utile, ne 
faut-il point passer pour arriver a dIe?" Translated by G. D. H. Cole, The Social Conl1'act and 
Disc()IJ.Tses inote 25). pp. 158-159. 

28. H. S. Reimarus,Abhandlungenwn denwrneh7rr.$trn WahrheltendernatiidichenReligion (henceforth; 
Abhandlungenl (Hamburg, 17M, 6th ed. 1791), IX 5. 

29. David Hume, A Treatise of Human Naw.re, vol. 2, part: Ill, section X, Philosophical Works, eel. 
Green and Grose (London: 1874-1875), voL 2, pp. 226ff: "Human life is SO tiresome a scene, 
and men generally are of such indolent dispositions, that whatever amuses them, tho' by a 
passion mixed with pain, does in the main give mem a sensible pleasure." 

30. Reimarus, Abhandlungen VII 14. 

31. Reimarus, Abhandlungen VII 4. 

32. Lessing, E,ne Duplik (1778), Gesammelte Werke, ed. P. Rilla (Berlin: Aufbau, 1954-1958), voL 
8, P. 27; passage translated by Henry Chadwick in Lesstng's Theological Writings (London: Adam 
and Charles Black, 1965), pp. 42-43 (translation slightly revised he;re). 

33. Moses Mendelssohn, Kleine philosophisdre SchTfften (Berlin: 1789), p. 97. 
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34. Edmund Burke. A Phik£OjJhiad EtJ9Uiry into tJu Origin tf Oiu Ideas '!I the Sublime and Beautiful, 
ed. J. T. Boulton, CLondon; Routledge and Regan Paul; New York: Columbia University Press, 
1958), p. 3]; "'111e fust and the simplest emotion which we discover in the human mind, is 
Curiosity. By curiosity. I mean whatever desire we have for. or whatever pleasure we take in 
novelty. We see chU4ren perpetually runnlllg from place to place to hunt out something new; 
they catch with great eagerness, and with very little choice, whatever COIneS before them; their 
attention is engaged by every thing, because every thing has, in that stage of life. the charm 
of novelty to reconunend it. But as those things which engage us merely by their novelty, 
cannot attach us for any length of time, curiosity is the .most superficial of all the affections; 
it changes its object perpetually; it has an appetite which is very sharp, but very easily satisfied; 
and it has always an appearance of giddiness, restlessness and aruciety. Curiosity from its 
nature is a very active principle .... Some degree of novelty must be one of the materials in 
every instrument which works upon the mind; and curiosity blends itself more or less with 
all our passions." It is instructive to see what reshapings and shiftings of accent are consistent 
even with 'strong influence'; disinclination and and inclination toward what is playfully excessive 
appear to determine the difference, and "troublesome labor" as the price appropriate to the 
truth is unalterable even for Mendelssohn. 

35. F. Sch1awe, Friedrich Thcodor Vischer (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1959), p. 49. 

36. Lichtenberg, "Einige Betrachtungen fiber de physischen Revolutionen auf unsrer Erde," 
Vermischte Schr§fien (GOttingen: 1800-I 806), vol. 7 (henceforth: "Einige Betrachtungen"). pp. 
28-30. 

37. Lichtenberg, "Eiuige Betrachtungen," p. 30; " ..• litile more is left to man than the cultivation 
of the surface, by which I mean, the field of the moral world .... " 

38. Lichtenberg, ''Einige Betrachtungen." p. 58. 

39. Lichtenberg, Aphorumen, ed. A. Leitzmann (Berlin; B. Bebr, 1902-1908), B 373 (book B, 
from the years 1768-] 77 I). 

40. Lichtenberg, Aphorismen L (1796-1199) 419. 

41. Lichtenberg, Aphorumen L 536. 

42. Lichtenberg. Aphorismen J (1789-1193) 919. 

43. Lichtenberg, Aphorismen K (1793)18. 

44. Lichtenberg, "Uber das Gebiet der Naturlehre und die beiden physikalischen Systeme, 
das atomistischeund dynamische," VermischteSch>1ften{GOttingen: 1800-1806), voL 9. pp. 161-162. 

45. Lichtenberg. Ap!umsmen J 915. 

46. Lichtenberg, Aphorumen L (l 796-1 799l 10. On the limitation ofhuillan knowledge by the 
need for happiness, Lichtenberg had already noted this in 1777; Ult is always depressing for 
me when I consider that in the investigation of many things one can go too far; I mean that 
they can become. delrinlental to our happiness. I have a specimen of this in myself I wish 
that I had been less furtunate in my efforts to learn to get to know the hnInan heart ... " 
fAphoriMncn F 507). 

47. Lichtenberg, ''Einige Betrachtungen," p. 27. 

48. Lichtenberg, Aphorismen J 876. 
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49. On the strucnu-e of 'noopathology' in the Tran=dental Dialectic, see o. Marquard, 
Skeptische Methode ;m Blick auf Kant (Freiburg: Alber, 1'958), p. ·S1n18, 

50. A. Stadler, Kants Teleolcgie und ;hr. erkenntnistheoretische Bedeutung (J3edin: 1874), p. 14: "In 
its boundary concept, the thinking understanding reached its highest stage by recognizing 
therein its own mnernlost nanu-e. This concept is at the sa=e tUne ·the expression onts authentic 
dignity. For the fact that it was able to discover the funits of its activity from within the region 
that they mark off, even though it could not see beyond these sa=e limitS, demonstrates the 
magnitude of its competence. On the other hand, this concept is also a source of calm for the 
human inquisitive drive." Here the active components of the Kantian balance sheet are seen 
not so much &om the point of view of the pathology of reason and its painful cure by 
am.putation as rather in the achievement of a new intensification and calm, lying, as it were, 
in the line of progress, but also concluding it. One need not say that such a reception of Kant 
is a misunderstanding; but the aspect of therapeutic intervention, of the curtaihnent that CUts 
into the flesh, is overlooked. . 

Chapter 11 

1. Paul Valery, "Propos sur Ie progres," Oeuvres (Paris: Gallimard, Bibliotheque de la Pleiade, 
1957-1960), vol. 2, p. 1025. Further: "Avant-Propos i la Connaissance de la Deesse" (1920), 
Oeuvre.<, voL 1, p. 1273 (speaking of Symbolism): "Ce fur un temps de theories, de gloses et 
d'explications passionnees." 

2. Gespriiche Ale:<ander Tlon Humb{)idtl, ed. H. Beck (Berliru Akademie Verlag, 1959) (henceforth: 
Gespriiche), p. 249. 

3. A. G. Kastner, Gesammelte poetische und prosaische sdUhtwissenschaftlichen Werke (Berlin: 1841), 
voL 3, p. 54. 

4. Friedrich Just Riedel, Th.arie der sc/Uinen Kiinste und Wissenschaften (Vienna and Jena; 1714), 
p. 168. Still, at almost the same tUne a more assiduous author, who is still constrained by 
theology, can announce to his readers that he will not "pander to any extraordinary curiosity," 
so that, for example, in regard to t4e soul he will do no more than what is "fimdamental and 
useful," namely, to inve~tigate its powers as accurately as possible. This from Georg Friedrich 
Meier, MetaphJsik (2nd ed. Halle; 1765), voL 3, section 471. (I owe this reference to W. Strube.) 

5. Cespriiche (note 2), pp. 237-238. It is significant, though, that when Humboldt is interrupted 
by the respectful revolutionaries, he is not directly in the presence ofhis 'subject matter,' and 
in the attitude appropriate to that, but instead is in the role of the producer of literanu-e, the 
author of the best-seller, Kosmos. The comparison with Archimedes stems from Gauss (letter 
to Schumacher, April 17, 1849). 

6. Gesjd&he, p. 278. 

7. GeJPT&he~ p. 279. This same distinction is contained in the memoirs of the Egyptologist, 
Heinrich Brugsch, Mein Leben und mein Wandem (2nd ed. Berlin; 1894), pp. 25jf, whose patron 
Humboldt had been. His account ofhis first visit to the Egyptian section of the Berlin Museum 
in 1839 culminates in this sentence: "1 was seized not by mere curiosity [NeugierdeJ but by the 
sincerest desire for knowledge [WwbegieTde] . ... " 

8. Gespr&he, p. 58. 

9. Gespr&he, p. 286. 
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10. Feuerbach, SP;~w und Materialismus (1863-1866), Siimtliche Werke, ed. W. Bolin and 
F. Jodl (2nd ed. Sruttgart: Frommann-Hohboog, 1960-1964) (henceforth: Werke). vol. 10, p. 
202. 

II. Feuerbach, Die Eirzheit der Seete,,· und Gotteslehre, Werke, vol. 10, p. 174: "God alone decides 
the fate of the soul; He alone is the concept-articulated in full clarity, exhibited and realized
of the soul; He alone Is the soul that has been drawn into the light and out of the obscure 
and confused ideas that arise from its crmcction with the body." 

12. Feuerbach, Wider tim Dualismw ron Le£h urul Seele, Fleisch urul Geist, Werhe, voL 2. p. 834n. 

13. Feuerbach, W.der d8n DU<zlismw, pp. 849-350. 

14. Feuerbach, Nachgelassene ApJumsmen, Worke. voL 10, p. 317. Compare Ernst Bloch, Atheismus 
Un Christmtum Wrankfurt: Suhr1=np, 1968), P. 282: '"'in this way. then. Feuerbach's atheism is 
conceived both as the destruction of an enervating illusion and also precisely as an inspiring 
retransfonnation of the theological overcruning of restrictions into a finite, 1\uman one." 

15. Feuerbach, Der ratiDna!i.sti.;ch. urul ungliiubige UnsterbllChkettsglaube, Werhe, voL 1, pp. 172-114. 

16. H. S. Reirnaros, Ablumdlungen von don wmehmsten W,ahrheiten der natiirlicheil Religia" (Hamburg: 
1754) X. section 7. . 

I 7. E. Benz, "Die Reinkamationslehre in Dichtung und Philosophic der deutschen Klassik und 
Romantik," Zeitschnflfir ReligWm- urul Geistesgeschichte 9 (1957); 150-175. 

18. Feuerbach, Tagebuck 1834-1836, Werke, voL 2, p. 315; translated by Z. Hanft in The Fiery 
Brook: Selected wntings rfLudwig Feueroach (New Yock: Doubleday Anchor. 1972). pp. 280-281 
(translation slightly revised). 

19. Feuerbach, Der rattonaJistiscM und ungliiuIJige Unsterblichkeitsglaube, Werke, vol. 1, pp. 178-174. 

20. Feuerbach, Nachgel4ssene Aplwrismen, Werhe, vol. 10, p. 298. 

21. Feuerbach, Voriesung iiber Cdschichte deT mueren PhiloJophie (l835), Werke. vol. 2, p. 379; 
translated by Z. Hanft in The Fiery Brook .. Selected Writings (New York: Doubleday, 1972), p. 284 
(translation slightly revised). 

22. Feuerbach, review of U. Bayer, Dber den BegriJ! des sittlichen GeisUs (1840), Werne, vol. 2. 
p.130. 

23. Feuerbach, Doer Sp£ritualismus und Materialisr!=, W"ke, voL 10, pp. 180-181. 

24. Novalis. Schriften, ed. R. Samuel and p. Kluckhohn. (Leipzig: Bibliographisches Institut, 1929), 
vol. 2, p. 307. 

25. Novalis, op.. cit. (note 24), vol. 2, p. 298. 

26. Feuerbach, Werke, voL 10, p. 109. 

27. S. Freud, "Short Aocount of Psychoanalysis" (1923), Standard Edition rfthe Complete Psydwlcgical 
Works rf Sigmund Freud, ed. J Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1953-) (hencefortl;t: CrJmplete 
Psychological Works), vol. 19, p. 194; original: "Kuner Abriss der Psychoanalyse," (ksammelte 
Werke (London and Frankfurt: Imago and S. Fischer, 1940-) (henceforth! Gesammelte Werhe), 
vol. 13, p. 409. 



650 

Notes to Pages 448-458 

28. Freud, "On the ffistory of the Psychoanalytic Movement'; (I 914), Crnnpleu PsychorogicaJ Works, 
voL 14, p. 9; original: "Zur Geschichte der Psychoanalytischen Bewegung." Gc=nmelte W",.ke, 
voL 10. p. 41. . 

29. Freud. Gp. ctt. (note 28); C()1lIplete P,ydwrogical Works. vol. 14, p. 19; Gesammelte Werke, vol. 
10, p. 57. 

30. Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), Complete PsycholtJgicai Works, voL 18. p. 24; original: 
J=eiU tkl LlJ.ltprintips, GClammelte Wm\e, voL 13, p. 23. Freud inttoduces The Ego ana the Id 
with the comment that he is pursumg trains of thought begun in Bey01ld the Pleasu:re Principle. 
trains of thought that he regards "with a certain benevolent curiosity" (Gtsammelte Werke,1IoL 
13, p. 287). 

31. Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, £Amplete Psyclrologica1 Works. voL 18. p. 59; original: 
Gesammelte Werke, voL 13, pp. 68ft The appetite for knowledge [Wissl>egieTtle] appears as a fonn 
of youthful freedom from obligation in a letter to Martha Bernays, February 2, 1886-B,.;qe 
1873-1939, ed. E. 1.. Freud (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1968), p. 196: "There Wa$ a time 
when 1 was solely desirous of knowledge IWiss/Jegierigl and ambitious •.•• " 

32. A. C. MacIntyre. The Unconscic!us: A Conceptual AnaJysu u..ondon: Routledge and Kegan Paul; 
New York: Humanities Press, 1958), p. 93. 

33. Freud, encyclopedia article on "Psychoanalysis," Complete Psydwrogical Works. voL 18. p. 249; 
original: "Psychoanalyse," Gelammelte Werke, voL 13, p. 225. 

34. Fl'eud, ''TheCiaims of Psychoanalysis to Scientific Interest," Complete PsyclwrogicaJ Works, 
vol. 13, p. 165; original: Gesammelte Wcrke, voL 8, p. 390. 

35. Freud, fourth lect:uI'e of "Five LeCtul'es on Psychoanalysis," Complete P.sycJwlogica1 Works, voL 
11, p. 44; original: Gesammelte Wcrke, voL 8, p. 46. 

36. Freud, ''The Dispo.sition to Obsessional Neurosis," Complete Psychorogical Works, voL 12, p . 
. 324; original: Gtsammelte Wcrke, voL 8, p. 450. 

37. Freud, "Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of his Childhood," Complete PsychorogicaJ Works, 
voL 11, p. 183; original: Ge.sammelte Werke, voL 8, p. 206. 

38. Freud, "Leonardo da Vmci," CIYmplete Psydwlorfral WOTks, val. 11, pp. 64, 14-15; original: 
GesommeIte Werke, vol. 8, pp. 129, 141. 

39. Fl'eud, "Leonal'do da Vinci," Complete Psychological Works, voL 11, pp. 75. 17. 80 (translation 
slightly revised~ original: Ge.sammelte Werke, vol. 8,.Pp. 14,7-148. 

40. Fl'eud, "Leonardo da Vinci," Complete Psjchorogica1 Work.<, voL 11, pp. 122-123; original: 
Gtsammelte Werke, voL 8, p. 194. 

Part IV 

Chapter 1 

1. E. C. Count Corti, D",. Avfitieg des Hames Rothschild. (Leipzig: InseI. 1927). p. 285. 

2. In 1781 Goethe could still write to Charlotte von Stein, ''These days constitute an epoch 
for me again Imachen wieder in miT Epochel," simply because he feels driven "to certain decisions" 
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(May 8, 178 n Or a little later: acquaintance with Friedrich Melchior Grimm "certainly constitutes 
an epoch for me [macht gewiss Epoche bey miT], in the way I am situated" (October 1, 178 n And 
again, to the absent Charlotte: ''It is an amazing epoch for me, jusotowhen you are not with 
me" !July 9, 1786). Shortly thereafter, after his flight to I£al.y, he Writes in the diary he is 
keeping for Charlotte: "Farewell! Remember me in this important epoch of my life" (October 
14, 1186). Here the epithet ''important'' is still required in orde,- to reinforce "epoch." 

3. Goethe, Kampagne in FTanJu-eiCh, September 19, atnigbt, Werke, ed. E. Beutler(Zurich: Artemis. 
1948-), vol 12. p. 289. 

4. H. Diller and F. Schalk. "studicn zut' Perlodisierung und zum Epochenbegriff," Ahhandlungen 
deT AluuJemie z.U Mainz., Gemej- und .lOzi<dwm. KL (l972), no. 4. 

5. Goethe. Diary, June 24, 1831. 

6. Bossuet, Di.scmm JUT l'hi.stoiTe univeTSelk (3rd ed. Paris: 1700'); 13th ed. Amsterdam: 1738) I 5: 
"C'est ce qui s'appelle Epoque, d'un mot Gre<:, qui signlfie s'arreter, parce qu'on s'arrete la 
pour considerer comme °d'un lieu de repos, tout ce qui est arrive devant ou apres, et eviter 
par ce moyen lea anachrorusmes, c'est-a-dire, cette sorte d'erreur qui f.llt confondre les tems.." 
The term "epoch" is also applied to the most prominent turning point in the history of science. 
Alexis-Claude Clairault, who was adnlltted to the Academy of Sciences at the early age of 
eighteen on account of his accomplishments in mathematics and later participated in the 
expedition that Maupertuis led to Lapland to demonstrate the flattening of the earth at the 
pole, said in the open meeting of the academy on November 15, 1141, regarding the work 
of Newton: "Le fameux livre des Principes mathematiques de la Philosophie naturelle a ete 
l'epoque d'une grande revolution dans la Physique"-Du >Jjtfme du mande, dam les princ;pes de 
la grardtatUm universelk, published in 1754, cited by L Bernard Cohen in "The Eighteenth
Century Origins of the Concept of Scientific Revolution," Jl)V.mai aJ the Hiswry aJ Ideas 37 (1976): 
263. The connection of the concept of 'epoch' to the fundamental idea of 'revolution' is still 
based exclusively on the metaphor of the special point in the orbit of a heavenly body. Voltaire, 
finally, conceives of [the] 'enlightenment' as both the state of a republic of intellects extending 
across Europe and beyond and also an extension of time that is characterized by a radical 
change: ':Ie vois avec plaisir qu'it se forme dans l'Emope nne republique immense d'esprits 
cultives. La lumiere se communique de tous les cotes .... n s'est fait depuis environ quime ana 
une revolution dans les esprits qui sera une grande epoque"-letter to D. M. Golitsuin, August 
H, 1767, COYTespondance. ed. T. Bestennan (Geneva: Institut et musec Voltaire, 1953-1965), voL 
66, p. 18 I. Here the relation between 'revolution' and 'epoch' has reversed itself. the revolution 
introduces the epoch as the subsequent state that results from it. 

7. M. Riedel, "Epoche, Epochenbewusstsein," in Hi.stoTiJ;C!us Wtirterlmch tier Philowphi$, ed. J. 
Ritter (Basel and Stuttgart: Schwabe, 1971-)' vol. 3, col 597. 

8. Heine. DIe Romantische Schule I, Siimt/U:ke Sdrriftm. cd. K. Brieg1eb (Darmstadt: Wl$Sen.schafi1iche 
Buchgesellschaft, 1968-), vol. 3, P. 362. 

9. See part n, chapters a-S. 

10. Jacob Burckhardt, HiJtori.sche Fragmente, ed. E. Diirr Upt. Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlagsanstalt, 
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compare De Clmiet:turir I 3: "Deus autem omnia propter scipstim operarur .... " 
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quasi in fine, quiescunt" (Semw XXIII); "Creavit autem ultimo Deus hominem, tanquam in quo 
complemenrum et crearurarum perfectio consisteret" (Sermo XIX); "Et nonfuit possibi.le unive:rsam 
naturam conditam ad Divinitatem vern posse nisi in homine ... " ("Dies Sanctifi<::atus," par. 
32). Occasionally the traditio~ fonnula also recutS, which defines the role of man as witness 
to the gwna <lei; God must 'exhibit' his work if he wants to be glorified: "Nihil enim movit 
creato~ ut hoc uniVersunl conderet pulcherrimum opus, nisi laus et gloria sua quam ostendere 
voluit; finis igitur creationis ipse est qui et prindpium. Et quia om.nis rex incognitus est sine 
laude et gloria, cognosci voluit omnium creator, ut glorlam s= ostendere posset. Hinc qui 
voluit cognosci cream Intellectualem naturam cognitionis capacem." (letter to Nicholas Albergati, 
ed. G. von Bredow, Sitzungsberichte tier Heidelberger Aluuiemie, PhU-HiIt. KL, 1955, no. 3). 

52. Nicholas of Cusa, De dacta ignorantia II 12: "Non enim appetit homo aliam naturam, sed 
solum in sua perfectus e~e." . 

53. Nicholas of Cusa, De venatUme sapienti4e XXVII 81. The (up to the present) first and last 
German translator deprives the passage of its instructive contortedness by reading it as saying 
.that "'God possessed from eternity the idea of the creative wilL" 

54. Loc cit. !note 53); "Ipsa (sc mens) enlm ilIa in se rationabiliter determinavit." 

55. Nicholas of Cusa, De Mao. ignoranti4 m 3: " ... sicut ipse est llWilinus, ita et opus cius." 

56. Nicholas of Cusa, De vmatlone 5apientiae XXVII 81: " ... cum nihil esset creatum; •. , non 
fuerunt ilia plus crcabilia quam alia, quae nihil commune cwn istis habent et de quibus milium 
possumus conceptum facere." 

57. The creative will and the plan of creation are, as such, contingent; God could also not 
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This is the basis of the core sentences of chapter XXVlI in De venatione sapientULe! "Non enim 
praecessit ipsam mentem divinam alia mens, quae ipsam determinaret ad creandum hunc 
mundum. Sed quia ipsa mens aetexna Jibera ad creandum et non aeandum vel sic vel aliter, 
suanI omnipotcntiam, ut voluit, intra se ab aeterno detenni.navit." One easily sees that the 
voluntaristic abundance is involved in the ut voluit, which blocks the given interpretation of 
tieterminatio as the thinkable's being thought, just as it blods laying streSS on a posited posse 

.fieri, which oscillates between possibilitas and potentia in th~ Aristotelian/Scholastic sense. 
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58. Nicholas of Cusa, De doaa ignoTantia I 22: "Unde quamvis deus multa potuisset providisse, 
quae non providit nee provide bit, multa edam providit, quae potuit non providere, tarnen 
nihil addi potest divinae providentiae aut diminui." 

59. Lac. cit. (note 58): " .•• humana natura infmita eomplicat et eomplecdrur, quia non solum 
homines qui fuerunt. aunt et enmt, sed qui possunt esse, licet numquam =t, et ita complectirur 
mutabilia hnmutabiliter, sicut unitas infmitia omnem numerum. •• ; " 

60. Nicholas of Cusa, De docta igMrantia III 1: "Nihil in univcrso quod non gaudeat quadam 
singularitare quae in nullo alio reperibilis est." . 

61. Giovanni Pica della Mirandola, OTatiIJ de homtnis dignitate, ed. E. Garin (Florence: Vallecchi, 
1942); translated into English by c. G. Wallis (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 19(5). 

62. Giovanni Pica della Mirandola, HeptapEus, e. 5, ci 6, ed. E. Garin (Florence: Vallechi, 1942~ 
pp. SOOn:; "Est autem plerumque consuetudo a reg;bus usurpata et principibus terrae, ut si 
forte magniftcam et nobilem civita.l:ern o:mdlderint, iam w:be absoluta, imaginem suam in 
media illius Visendam omnibus spectandam.que constiruant. Haud aliter principem omnium 
Deum recisse videmus, qui tota mundi machina constructa postremum omnium hominem in 
media illius statuit ad imaginem suam et similitu~em formatum." Written four years after 
the OTatiIJ, this is the reg.-ession of a man who for years was driven about from place to place, 
who was pardoned in 1493, and for whom one year later Savonarola was to deliver a funeral 
oration. 

63. Giovanni Pica della Mirandola, OTatio de hominis dignitate (note 61): "Definita ceteris natura 
intra praescrlptas a nobis leges coercetur. Tu, nullis angusrlis eoercitus, pro tuo arbitrlo, in 
cuius manu te posui. tibi illam praefinies. Medium te mundi posuj, ut circumspiceres inde 
eommodius quicquicl est in mundo. Nee te caelestem nee terrenum, neque mortalem neque 
hnmortalem fecimus, ut tui ipsius q~ arbitrarlus bonorariusque plastes et fictor, in quam 
malueris rote formam effingas." The 'center' has become a location of indifference to the 
possibilities lying on the radii; one's position in the world is no longer an indication of one's 
essence, but rather the theme of a chosen self-~e: "Poteris in inferlora quae sunt bruta 
degencrare; potens in superiora quae sunt divina ¢X tui animi sententia regenerari.» Man is 
the self-definitive being, "cui datum id habere quod optat, id esse quod velit." 

64. Plato, Theaetetus 151 E-152 A 

65. Nicholas of Cusa, E,.citatumes I <Paris cd.), 

66. Nicholas of Cusa, De Judo glcbi n. 

67. Nicholas of Cusa, De beryllc 6: "homo habet intellectum qui est similitudo divini intellecrus 
in creando~21 

68. Nicholas of Cusa, De beryllc 29: "Ego autem attendo' quomodo etsi Aristoteles reperisset 
species aut verltatem circa ilia; adhuc propterea nop. potuisset attigisse quid erar esse nisi eo 
modo quo quis attingit bane mensuram esse sextarlum: qua est quod erat esse sextario. Puta 
quia sic est, ut a principe reipublicae ut sit sextarlum est eanstitutum. Cur autem sic sit et non 
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quod voluntate factum est, ex fonte prodiit rationis. Skut leo!: imperialis non est nisi ratio 
imperan.tis, quae nobis voluntas apparet." 

69. Nicholas of Cusa, De Beryl1a31. Between the essence (quiddita!;) of the creature and the 
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quasi verbum conditoris, in quo continetur ipsius intentio, qua apprehensa scimus quidditatem 
et quiescimus. Est autem intentionls gratia manifestatio, intendit enim se sic manifestare ipse 
loquens seu conditor intellectus. Apprehensa igit;ur intentione, quae est quidditas verbi, habemus 
quod erate esse. Nam quod erat esse apud intellectum, est in intentione apprehensum, sicut 
in perfecta domo est intentio aedificatoris apprehensa, quae erat apud elus intellectum." One 
sees how the Cusan too becomes entangled in the ambiguities of the metaphor, so rich in 
orientation for our tradition, of the 'book' of the world or nature and vacillates back and forth 
between the picture book and the book of symbols, where indeed even the picture book is 
not yet unambiguously tied down to the concept of the picrure that 'signifies itse!£' 

70. Nicholas of Cusa, De beryllfJ 16: "Nominant autem theologi exemplaria seu ideas del vol
untatem ... voluntas autem, quae est ipsa ratio in primo intellectu, bene dicitur exemplar .•.. " 

11. Edited by J. Koch, Cusanus-Texre I 2/5 lSitzungsberichte tier Heidelbcrger Akademie tier Wci=h#en, 
Phil-Hut. KL, 1937), p. 112. 

72. Peter Lombard, Sentences II, d. 7, a. 10: " •.. non est creator nisi qui principaliter ista 
format, nee quisquam hoc potest nisi unus creator deus. A1iud est enim ex intimo ac summo 
causarum cardine condere ac ministrare crearuram, quod facit solus creator deus; aliud aurem 
pro distributls ab ilio viribus ac facultatibus aliquam operationem forinsecus admovere, ut tunc 
vel tunc, sic vel sic, exeat quod creatur. Ista quippe originaliter et primordialiter in quadam 
textura elementorum cuncta jam creata sunt, sed acceptls opportunitatibus postea prodeunt." 
This distinction between the (primary) establishment of creatures and their (secondary) production 
should not be understood as an admission of the possible reduction.of nature to its purely 
material character for hwnan production; instead, everything whatsoever that can 'become' 
of the Creation is here already foreseen and anticipated in the Creation, even if it is not 
definitively actualized. . 

73. William of Ockham, ~dlibeta VII, q. 23. 

74. The question arises implicitly with the problem of the possibility of the actually infinite, 
insofar as the denial of the actually infinite seems to be a restriction of God's potentia absoluta; 
compare A. Maier, Die VfJtliiujer GaliJ.eis ;rn 14.Jahrhundert (Rome: Edirioni di storia e letteratura, 
1949), pp. 115-2] 5. The 'infinitists' who came forward in the first half of the fourteenth century 
decided against Aristotle and in favor of the potentia absoluta when they l"egarded the creation 
of an infinitum in actu as possible and .thus as free of contradiction. There, of course, the 
problem of an activity that is equivalent to the divine potency emerges only in connection 
with the question of a created intensive infinity, for instance in the C(mlrnrota.ry on the Sentences 
of Paul ofPerugia: "concedo quod Deus posset facere agens infinirae virtutis intensive," cited 
by A. Maier, Metaphysi.scke H;ntergriinde der SptitscJwlaslixhen Naiurphil=phie (Rome: Edizioni di 
storia e .1etteratura, 1955), p. 381. 

75. Nicholas of Cusa, De t;lJr>.iet:tzcriJ II 14. 

76. Lac. cit. (note 75): ..... nec est aliud ipsam admirabili virtute ad cuncta lustranda pergere 
quam universa in seipsa (sc. humanitatel humaniter complicare." 

7 7. Nicholas of Cusa, Idiota de mente, c. 2! " .•• ars mea est magis perfectoria quam imitatoria 
figurarum creatarum et in hoc infimtae arti similior." The translation. after H. Cassirer in E. 
Cassirer, Individuum -und Crumas in de .. PhikllopJde der Rl!tUliJstmc:e (Leipzig: Teubner, 1927, Studien 
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der Bibliothek Warburg 10; reprinted Darmstadt: WissenschaftIiche Buchgesellschaft. 1963), 
p. 213, does not hit upon the exact sense of ar.l magis pcifectwitJ. quam imitatoria. The authentic 
sense of the text is more 'conservative,' to the extent that it holds to the Aristotelian distinction 
(from PkY$ia n 8: 199 a 15-17) in the definition of ar.l, according to which "art on the one 
hand perfects what nature is not able to bring to a finish, and on the other hand imitates 
(nature}.·~ The spoon carver associates his handicraft with the skill that "perfects"; butc this 
association falls critically behind what he has said just before. and specilically because he gives 
up his own language as iUiteraf:W and ventures onto the level of his Scholastic partner in the 
dialogue. The mere fact that his material is taken from nature does not, even on Aristotelian 
principles, jusciJY regarding spoon carving as an activity that 'completes'; the question of the 
pregivenness or novelty of the 'form' must be fundamental here. Thus the translator remained 
closer to the consistent train of thought than did his text. But it is more important to see how 
the Cusan 'labors: how he hesitates to step completely out of the cover of the traditional 
categories and play through his opening moves. 

18. It is noteworthy that Nicholas makes his layman speak a more daring language than he 
uses where he himself is the immediate speaker and where, in addition, he addresses himself 
to a prospective cleri~ as in his 'spiritual testament,' the letter to Nicholas AIbergati of 1463 
(ed. G. von Bredow, $itzu.ngsbericht, tier Heidelberger Aluulemie, PhiL-Hut. K~, 1955), in which he 
S1.lIIltIlari%es his dlought as the lcitTltia laudi.!. Here we are told, "Sicut enim deus im>isi.bilis per 
verbum, artem seu conceptum suum, sibi soli notum, omnia quae in natura subsisrunt creavit, 
ita et intellectus per artem seu verbum suum sive conceptum omnia quae in arte sunt imitando 
naruram operatur, ut aedificia, picturae, texturae, scripturae ec similia intellectus opera ostendunt" 
(n. 18). Essential examples that Nicholas uses elsewhere for man's creativity are absent here 
in favor of 'natural' examples. In p;rralleling dime and htunane predicates, the ~ibi soli notum 
that is applied to God's creation is left out, and in the place of the theological creatJit there 
stands the anthropological <>jJeratur. Thus also aT!, wrbum, and conceptus receive meanings that 
are only analogous. Accordingly it goes on: "Sed opus dei nihil praesupponit quod sit ante, . , . 
Sed intellecrus praesupponit opus dei Omnis enim conceptus eius est imitatorius operis dei ... " 
In. 19-20). And; "Non igitur porest unquam intellectUS ad divinam creativam artem. ut sit sicut 
magister, per se venire, et tamen nisi ad illam perveniat, non attingit quod apprehendere 
cupit ... " In. 28). It is questionable whether the ~ditor hits on the intention of this text and 
does not level off the dUference between it and other passages when she writes regarding it, 
"The sovereignty of the Creator is reflected in the freely creating power of the spirit. It can 
think out and invent new things, which no one before it has thought of, and make them 
artificioilly. So when it is said that the spirit operates by imitating nature, then that does not 
by any means mean that its works of art are copies of natural obje<:ts, The imitation relates 
not to individual natural things but rather to nature as God's work." Even if this letter of the 
Cusan falls in th~ same year as the dialogue On the GWbe Game, srill one should not harmonize 
the linguistic difference between them by reading in here the invenire 1IbtJU:7n that is central 
there. There are more than stylistic differences between Nicholas the preacher and letter write", 
on the one hand. and the speculative author, on the other hand. 

79. Nicholas of Cusa, De meTlte, c. 13; "unde mens est creata ab arte creatrice, quasi ars illa 
seipsam creare vellet ..• in hoc enim infinitatem imaginis modo, quo potest, imiratur .... " 

80. Nicholas of Cusa, Compendiu.m VI. 

81. Nicholas ofCusa, De lutW globi II: "Creat anima sua inventione nova instrumenta, ut discemat 
et noscat: ut Ptolemaeus astrolabium et Orpheus lyram et ita de multis. Neque ex aliquo 
extrinseco inventores crearunt ilia, sed ex propria mente. Explicanmt enim in sensibili materia 
conceptum. ,. 

82. Nicholas of Cusa, De t;(Jniet:turis I 18: "Coniectura est positiva assertio in alteritare veritarem 
uti est participans." 



660 
Notes to Pages 536-543 

83. Nicholas of Cusa, Compendium VIn: "Demum (sc. cosmographusl. quando in sua civitate 
omnem sens1bilis mundi fecit designationem, ne perdat eam, in mappain :redigit, bene ordinatam 
et proportionabiliter mensuratam, convertitque se ad ipsam, nuntiosque =plius Iicentiat, 
clauditque ponas, et ad conditorem mundi intemum transfert intuitum, qui nilill eorum est 

, omnium quae a nuntiis intellexit et nctavit. Sed omnium est artifex et causa, quem cogitat sic 
se habere ad universum mundum anterioriter, sicut ipse ut cOSDlographus ad mappam, .. '. Et 
hinc in se repent primum et propinquius signum conditoris. in quo vis creativa, plus quam in 
aliquo alio noto animaIi relucet." 

84. Nicholas of Cusa, De wnatWne sapitntUu: IV 9-10. 

85. Loc.' cit. (note 84): "Hoc divinum opificium deus oboewenti scilicet naturae ipsi posse fieri 
concreatae trawdit, ut posse fieri mundi ••. explicaret. ... " 

86. Nicholas of Cusa. De venatwne sapientiae V II: "Videtur autem naturam inlltari geometer, 
dum circulum figurat." In the fust German translation of this treatise of the Cusan. by P. 
Wilpert (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1964), the autem that marks the distinction between the two 
examples is not taken into account, evidently in the belief that both similes, that of the logician 
and that of the geometer, refer to the same point of analogy. 

87, Nicholas of Cusa, De. dlJcta ignMantiQ. I 11. 

88. Nicholas of Cusa, De beryl/o, c. 32. 

89. Nicho]as of Cusa, De dlJcta igrwrantia n 12. 

90. Loc. cit. (note 89): "Uncle erit machina mundi quasi habens ubique centrum et nu.1hbi 
drcumfe:rentiam, quaniam cireumferentia et centrum deus est, qui est ubique et nullibi." 

91. Nicholas of Cusa, De visione dei, c. 1: "Cum sic in silentio contemplationis quiesco, tu doroine 
intra praecordia mea respondens, dioens; sis tu tuus, et ego ero tuus. 0 domine ••. posuisti 
in hbertate mea ut aim, si voluero, mei ipsius. Hine nisi sUn mei ipsius, tu non es meus ..• Et 
quia hoe posuisti in libertate mea, non me necessiw, sed expectas, ut ego eligam mel ipeius 
esse.'" 

92. Augustine, opus tmpeifect/!.m t»ntTaJulianum 178. 

93. Loc. cit. (note 92): "Libertas arbitrii, qua a deo emancipatus homo est, in admittencli peccati 
et abstinendi a peccato possibilitate consistit. -Emancipatum hominem dicis a deo; ne<: attendis 
hoc cum emancipato agi, ut in familia patris non sit." 

94. Nicholas of Cusa, "Dies Sanetificatus," sennon (pted in note 7), par. 80: "Notandum hie, 
quomodo incarnado Christi fult necessaria nobis ad salutem. Deus creavit omnia' propter se 
ipSUIn et non maxime et perfectisssim.e nisi universa ad ipsum; sed nec ipsa ad ipsum uniri 
potuerunt, cum finiti ad infinitum nulla sit proporcio. Sum igitur omnia in fine in Dca per 
Christum. Nam nisi Deus assumpsisset humanam naruram, cum ilIa sit in se medium alias 
complicans, totum universum nee perfectum-ymmo nec esset." 

95: Preliminary stages in the development of the terminology of contractio were already present 
in Scholasticism. The sense of 'drawing something to oneself' is involved in a quaestio of Thomas 
Aquinas's Summa tkeoltJgica: "Utrum Cbristus defectuS corporales contraxer.it" (III, q. 14, a. 3). 
This drawing to oneself is something neither volitional nor accidental; rather it is a matter of 
natural 'endowment': "mud enim contrahere dicimur quod simul cum natura ex origine tra
hiUlUS." In the context of Cbristology it has the connotation of 'allowing oneself to become 
involved with,' not that of the necessity that is more characteristic of natural philosophy: 
" ... illud dicatur contrahi simul cum sua causa ex neoessitate trahitur." The contractio relation 
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is not identical with the relation of Platonic 'participation'; not only does the ideal draw the 
reality [0 it, but matter too is urged toward conceivability: "Unaquaeque materia per fonnan'! 
superinductam contrahitur ad aliq= speclem" (Summa contra Gentiles n 16, a.. 2). This latter 
use most nearly anticipates the "restriction" that the Cusan conceives the infinite and indefinite 
as undergoing, in order to become a universe, a =imum wnt1'actum that. although it is an 
• everything,' a universe, still only represents a pOjjibilitas amt1'acta with its gradus contraditntis! 
the posse fieri contrtKtum ad id quod.fit IDe venation. sapientiae 38, 114; also see De dtJcta ignorantia 
n 4-8). A cennny later the concept of cont1'actio reCUl'S in the "Zll:nzum" of the Kabbalist Isaac 
Luria, the self-restriction of God in which "ofRis own accord He draws Himselfinto Himself' 
~d thus makes it possible for something to' exist that is not Himself-Gerschom Scholem, 
Uber einige Grnndbegri.ffe desJudentums (Frankfurt: Suhrkarnp, 1970), pp. 85-86. Bruno's position 
will be the antithesis of this: God exhauSts Himself when He creates, so that what He creates 
can only be Himselt. Thus "restriction" for Bruno can never be anything but the "restriction" 
of matter l.contrattWn di materia), which cannot realize the universe in any of its temporal states, 
but only in the passage through all of them. 

96. Nicholas of Cusa, De docta tgnorantW. ill 1: "Et universum non evacuat ipsam infinitam 
absolute maximam dei potentiam, ut sit siInpliciter maximtun terminans dei pot~tiam." 

97. Nicholas of Cusa, De docta ;grwTantia ill 2. 

98. Nicholas ofCusa, De docta ignorantia ill 3: "Sed si homo e1evatur ad unitatem ipsius potentiae, 
ut non sit homo in se subsistens creatura, sed in unitate cum infinita potentia, non est ilia 
potentia in creatura, sed in seipsa terminata." 

99. Nicholas ofCusa, De docta ignorantia m 4: " ... subiungentes dicimus temporis plenitudinem 
praeteritam ac Iesum semper benedictum primogenitum omnis creaturae esse." 

100. Wenck, De ignota litteratuTa,. par. 35: ..... dicet idem generare Filium et creaturas creare." 

101. Wenck, De ;grwta litteratura, par. 40. 

Chapter 3 

1. V. Spampanato, Vita di GwraanoBruWJ, con document; editi e ineditl(Messina: Principato, 1921), 
p. 786: Documenti Romani XI. It is surprising that the consciousness of the testimonial character 
of such a freely accepted death had so disappeared in the practice of the Inquisition that the 
possible reversal of the early. Christian effect of the deaths of martyrs, against Christianity. 
does not seem to have occurred to anyone. This state of affairs belongs to the history of the 
elemental change in the subterranean idea of the 'powerful' b"Uth, which coincides with the 
change of epoch itself, compare Hans Blumenberg, :"Paradigmen zu einer Metaphorologie," 
Archivfi1r Begriffigw:hichte (1960);12-17. Against this background, it sounds like historical irony 
that the AwiJi di Roma of the February 12, 1600, inll"oduced the announcement of the post~ 
ponement of the burning of the "eretioo obstinatissimo," which had been fixed for this day, 
with this disappointed tuIn of expression: "Oggi credevamo vedere una solennissima iustizia, 
e non si sa perche si sia rcstata •.• " (Y. Spampanato, Vita di GiDTdtma Bruno, p. 184; Docummtt 
Romani VIIl). The only witness of the burning who is accesSIble to us, the professor Caspar 
Schoppe (1576-l649), turns out to have had a subaltcrn's atrophied faculty of vision for what 
took place before him: "Hodie igitur ad rogum sire ptram dedUClu$, cum Salvatoris crucifixi 
imago ei iam xnorituro osteRderetur, torvo eam vultu aspematus rciecit, sicque ustularus misere 
periit, renunciaturus credo in reliquis illis, quos finxit, mundis, <J.uonanl pacto homines blasphemi 
et impii a Romanis tractari soleant"-D. Berti, Vita di Giordano Bruni di Nola (F1orence: 1868) 
(hencefurth: Vila), p. 401. Nevertheless, this onlooker appears to be the only one who, in 
expressing his scorn, established a connection between Bruno's rejection of the God become 
man and his vision of the infinite multiplicity of worlds. 
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2. Berti, Vita, p. 390, Doc. XXllI: " ... et I'esser in somma publico heresiarca et non giii. intorno 
artkoll leggieri, rna interno alla Incar:natione del Salvator nostro et alla Santissima Triniti. .•. " 

3. On the Copernican aspect of the Inquisition's proceedings, see Hans Blumenberg, Die Genesis 
tier koperniJIanischen Welt (Frankfurt Suhrkamp, 1975), pp. 435-440. 

4. Berti, Vita, p. 373, Doc. XIII (from June 3, 1592). 

5. G. Bruno, La cena de Ie cmen I, Dialoghi Italian;, ed. G. Gentile and G. Aqullecchia (Florence: 
Samson!, 1958) (henceforth: Dialoghi), p. 29. 

6. G. Bruno, Dpe-ra latina, ed. F. Fiorentino et at (Naples: 1879-1891l(henceforth: Dpe-ra /.ulna), 
voL r, p. 60: " •.. ut quemadmodum alternatim diurna lux noctisque tenehrae mutua SUCCedWlt, 

ita in orhe intelligentiarum veritas et error .... " 

7. Bruno, La Ce1Ul de k eenert, DtaWghi, p. 33: "Or ecco queUo, ch'ha varcato l'aria, penetrato 
il cielo, discorse Ie stelle, trapassati gli margini del mondo, fatte svanir Ie fantastiche muraglia 
de Ie prime, ottave, none, decime ed altre, che vi s'avesser potuto aggiongere! sfere, per 
relazione de Vani matematici e cieeo veder di £loson volgarl." The opened outlook on nature
"nudata la ricoperta e velata natura"-results from the removal of a hindrance, an obstructing 
cage, which had been erected in human history by deceitful manipulation; and does not result 
from overcoming cognitive difficulties given with the material itself and its 'natural' obscurity. 
One sees that Bruno still stands before the threshold of the seventeenth centuJ.y and the 
surprise, which reversed its 'attitude' to nature, that it received from the telescope and the 
microscope; he believes in the adequacy of man's visual powers to nature, as long as the. 
hindrances of sophistical constructions are cleared from the path of the faculty of vision-he 
is still the contemplatcr eaeli, who needs only to be led out of the cave of the constructors of 
artificial images in Older to be able to experience reality as such and in its evidence. The 
other 'savior' images in the Cena also come out this way: the eyes provided to the moles, the 
blind men made to see, the dumb and lame who are healed, "che non valean far quel progresso 
col spirito ... ." It is suffident to produce 'presence' with respect to the subject matter in order 
·to lay bare its nature: "Le rende non men presenti che si fussero proprli abitatori del sole, 
de la luna cd altri nomati astri." Theoretical man does not step out of the all-enclosing and 
all-furnishing maternal process of nature; he relies on what is nearest to him and is thereby 
certain of what is farthest! "E n'apre gli occhi a vcde. questo nume, questa nostra madre, che 
nel suo dorso ne alimenta e ne nutrlsce, dopo averne produtti dal suo grembo, al quaI di 
nuovo sempre ne ria=glie, e non pensar oltre lei essere un corpo senza alma e vita, et anche 
feeria Ira Ie sustanze corporali. A questo modo sappiamo che, si noi fussimo ne la luna 0 in 
altre stelle, non sarreimo in loco molto dissimile a questo ..•. " Here the homogeneity of the 
universe, the key axiom of the cosmology of the modem age, is not a rational/economic 
postulate but rathc. a postulate, pressing forward from the organic background metaphor, of 
the universal fumiliarity of being. . 

8. Copernicus, De rIJ'VolutWnihw I 11: "Sed cum medica sit differentia, non nisi cum tempore 
grandescens patefacta est! a Ptolemaeo quidem ad nos usque partium prope XXI, quibus ilia 
iam anticipant. ~~ 

9. Bruno, La cena de le cenen I, Dialcghi, p. 89: "che noi slamo piu vecchl ed abbiamo piu lunga 
etii., che i nostri predecessori .... " 

1 O. This complaint, which breaks forth from the sober recitation of the enhancement of the 
possibilities of astronomical knowledge, about the unlived lives, the time left empty of history, 
the 'backwardness' of reality with respect to possibility· that threatens and actually occurs in 
mail and only in man-this complaint loses the apparently accidental character that it has in 
this passage only from the point of view of the whole of the Nolan's speculation: "Ma che di 
questi aIruni, che son stati appresso, non siino peri) stati piu acoorti, che quei che tUron prima, 
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e che la moltitudine di que' che sono a nostri tempi, non ha pero piu sale, questa accade per 
dO che queJli non visseoo, e que.ti non vivona gli anni altrui, e, quel che e peggio. vissero 
morti quelli e questi ne gli anni proprii" lDialoghi, p. 4H 

11. For himself-- who, sln<.:e Copernicus, had scarcely been able to extend the temporal basis 
c and, even .asswning that he had been able to do so, could not have made anything of it 
because he knew almost no astronomy at all-Bruno claims not to see with the eyes of 
Copernicus when he is approached for a conversation at the beginning of the Cena-"per 
intender il suo Copetnico ed altri.paradossi di sua nova £losofia." He saw with his own eyes. 
even if he owed much to the zeal of the mathematicians in their obser.>ations, which "suc
cessivamenre. a tempi e tempi" and "giongendo lume a lume" had provided the necessary 
prerequisites for the assertions that were now possible-"a tal giudicio, qual non possea se 
non dopo molte non ociose etadi esserparturito." But at bottom, he adds, these mathematicians 
are like tranSlators from one language to another who themselves could not penetrate more 
deeply into the sense of what is transiated-''masono gli altri poi, <.:he profondano ne' sentimenti, 
e nan essi medesimi." And Bruno counts himself among these "others," even with respect to 
Copernicus. 

12. Bruno, La cena de Ie ceneri 1, Diawghi, p. 43. 

13. Bnmo. La CeM de Ie .men V, I>ialaghi, p. 145: " .•. e sappiaroo <.:he il principio de l'inquisirione 
e il sapere e concoscere, <.:he la cosa sil, 0 sii possibile e conveniente, e da quella si cave 
profitto." 

14. Bruno, De la causa m, Diahghi, p. 277, reading ,ooperatrice: ed. P. de Lagarde, Le opere italiane 
di Gimrlano Bruno (GOttingen: lS8S), p. 255. 

15. F. J. Clemens, Gimrlano Bruno und Nicolilus -von Cusa. Eine philosophische Abhandlung (Bonn: 
1847), p. 19S. 

16. Bruno, 5paccitJ de fa beJtio. trWtifantc (~5S4~ Dk:laghi, pp. 547-829. 

17. Bruno, Spaccic I 3. Diawghi, p. 630. 

IS. Bruno, SpacdtJ m S, DiIlhghi, p. 823. 

19. Bruno, 5paccitJ m 2. Dialcghi, pp. 779-780. 

20. Bonavent:llra, n. Sent., d. I, q. 2, a. 1. 

21. William of Ockham, Q!unllibeta VI, q. 1. 

22. William of Ockham, 1. Sent. 43 1 M: " ... si esset esc. deus) causa naturalis, vel omnia 
produceret simul vel nulla." 

23. L Olsc:bld, "Giordano Bruno.." Deutsche Vierteijahresschrflt fiir Lit8Taturwfuenschafl und Geistes
geu:hichte 2 (1924):1-79; citation from p. 38. . 

24. Berti, Vita, p. 352, Doc. XI CfromJune 2, 1592): "La materia de tutti questi hbri parIando 
in generate e materia filosofica e secondo l'intitulation de detti libri diversa, come si puo veder 
in essi, nelli quali tutti io sempre ho definito filosoficamente e secondo li principii e lume 
naturale, non avendo riguardo principal a quel che secondo 1a fede deve esser tenutO e credo 
che in essi non si ritrova CO$a per la quale possa esser guidicato, me de professo piutosto 
voglla impugnar la Religione me esaltar la filosolia quantunque molte case impie fondate nel 
lume miD naturale possa haver esplkato." 
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25. Berti, Vita, p. 353, Doc. XI: " ... percl1e io stimavo cosa indegna della divina bonta e 
potentia che possendo produr oltra questo mondo un altro e' altri infmiti, producesse un 
mondo finito .•.. " In The Christianity '!fRcfWn, Lessing was to derive very similar results from 
the Aristotelian concept of God's thought that thmks itself. if "God's every idea is a creation" 
and He thinks of nothing but Himself, then either He creates Himself or the created is, like 
Him. ens infinitum (section 13), in fact either as "infinitely many worlds" (section 15) or as the 
ab$olutely complete continuity of a unique world (section IS). 

26. Brono did not go along with one of the most obscure distinctions in the history of dogma, 
the distinction betweengeneratio and creatw: the production of the Son ofCed as "generation," 
the production of me world as "creation." He holds to the Cusan's fundamental idea that the 
absolute "ability" must marufest itself in the arising of aequaJitas from unitas-but the position 
of Mqualitas in Bruno is occupied by not the Son but the infinite universe. What the Cusan 
and the Nolan have in conunon is the compulsion of omriipotence to ex.haust itself. 

27. Berti, Vita, p. 855: ..... senza conoscer questo nome Persoona che appressQ S'Augustino e 
dichiarato nome non antico rna novo .... " 

28. Bern, Vita, 1'- 358, Doc. XII: " •.• e ho dubitato che queste tre possino sortire nome di 
persone, poiche non mi pareva de questo nopile di persona convenisse alla diviniti. ... " 

29. M. Scheler, Die Wis.reniformen und die Gtscllschaft, Gesammelte Werhe (Bero.: Francke, 1954-) 
voL VIIT. p. 78. 

80. F. J. Clemens, Gifmuno Bruno und Ni<ofaw wn Cusa (Bonn: 1847), p. 222. Hermann Cohen 
repeated the negative evaluation of Bruno in comparison to the Cusan, though according to 
different criteria. in his introduction to Lange's Gesdlichte del Materia./i.smus, ,in 1914. Nicholas. 
he says, ''rediscovered the platonic path to mathematics," and thus "beaune the first founder 
'of modern philosophy." But "fa.te then did him the dubious favor of having Giordano Bruno 
inscribe his name on his banner, and while the latter could not abuse and revile other people 
sufficiently, he declared the deepest gratitude to the Cusano and hardly to anyone else." Cohen 
solves the problem of the lad of influence of the Cusan's "profound initiating impuJses to 
modem thought" by the "slight suspicion" that Bruno's applause could have frightened later 
philosophers away; see Schrfften:zur Philosophillund Zeitgeschichte, voL IT (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 
1928), pp. 190-191. 

31. Bruno. spaccio de fa bestia triorifante II 3. Dialoghi, p. 708; "E questo pro cede dal non avere 
intelligenza ed apprensione di se stessa; come quello che e simplicissimo, se non' vuo! essere 
altro de sernpJicissllno, non intende se stesso." 

32. Bruno, Spaccio de la bestia tnonfantc IT 3, Dialoghi, p. 708: "Perch;', 'luello ch.e si sente e che 
si remira, si fa in certo modo molto. e, per dir meg-lio, altro ed altro; perche si fa obietto e 
potenza, conoscente e eonoscibile; essendo che ne 1'atto dell' intelligenza molte coS<! iru:orreno 
in uno/' 

8S. Bruno. De l'irifinuo univmo e mondi, proemiale epillola, Dialoghi, p. 349: " ... da que! che, 
sieome e bene che sia questo mondo, non e men bene che sia ciascuno de infmiti aim." 

34. Bruno, De gli eroit:i forori, argoment~, Dialoghi, p. 946: "Per largo e per profondo peregrinate 
i1 mondo, cercate tutti gli numerosi regni, irignifica me non e progresso immeruato dauna 
fonna contraria a l'altra, ne l'egresso immediate da una forma a Ja medesinia; per<> bisogna 
trascorrere, se non tutte Ie fonne che SOno nella mota delle specie narurali, certamente molte 
e molte di queUe." Here Circe personifies the cmniparmte materia. In this context, an instructive 
misinterpretation is given of Ongen's apokauzstasi.s, which is conceived as the lawfulness of a 
physical revolution of the contents of the world, whereas in Origen himself. each new world 
that is set up is the result and realization of the free moral decision of the' preceding world 
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phase--Ongen, De principiis I 6, 2, ed. P. KoetSchau (Leipzig: Hinrich, 1913), p. 81; "in hoc iam 
iustum iudicium dei providentiae est, ut unicuique secundum diversitatem motuum pro mento 
sui decessU$ et commotionis occurrat." The reason why this incidental misunderstanding is 
$0 instructive is that the Nolan passes over the difference-which is an index of his own 
authenticio/-between the great world systematizer Orige:n and himself-the difference between 
the thoroughgoing personafuation of the universe on the one hand and consistent impersonality 
on the ot!>er. This COlTespo!!.ds to the fact that the plurality ofworlds in Origen is a sequence 
of judgment and creation in time, whereas in Bruno it is a shnU1aneity in space. 

35. Such realism of the imagination can also be fuund in the argumentS for the infinity of the 
world in De l'injinilo untlJlmo n, Dialoght, p. 394; ''Oltre, sicome la nostra imaginazione e potence 
di procedere in infinito, imaginando sen:>pre granctezza dimensionale oll:r.l grandeua e numero 
oitra nwnero, $econdo certa successione e, .come se dice, in poteruia, coss! si deve intendere 
che Dio' attualmenre intende infinita dimensione ed infinito numero. E da questo intendere 
seguita la possibiliti con la convenierua ed opporruniti.. che ponemo essere: dove. corne la 
potenza attiva e infinita, cossi, per necessaria conseguenza, il soggetto di tal potenza e infinite .... " 
Imagination is the criterion of what is possible, what is possible is the criterion of original 
power, ~ this power is the criterion of what is real-"il passer fare pone il posser esser 
fattO .... 

86. Bruno, De La causa" principw et uno ill, DiabJghi, pp. 2801f: " ... onde se sempre. e stata la 
potenza di fare, di produre, di creare, sernpre e stata la poten:za di esser futto, produto e 
creato; perche J'una poten:za implica l' altra; voglio dir, con esser posta, lei pone necessariamente 
1'altra. .•• Perch" la possibiliti assoluta per la quale Ie case che sono in atto, possono essere, 
non e prima che la attualiti.. ne tampoco poi che quella. Oltre, il possere essere e can 10 esaere 
in ano. e non precede queUo; perchi':, se quel che puo essere, fucesse se stesso, san~~e priIna 
che fusse fatto." On the Cusan's concept of possibility in itS specific differentia, see A. Faust, 
DSf' MiiglicMeltsgedanke. Systemgeschichtliche Unte:rsuchungen (Heidelberg: C. Winter; 1931-1932), 
vol. n, pp. 266-293, especially the notes on pp. 287-288. 

87. Bruno, De i4 causa ill, DialiJghi, p. 281: "Lo uomo e que! me puo essere, rna non e rutto 
que! che puc essere." As for the divine original ground-"il quale e tutto que! che puc essel:e, 
e lui medesimo non sarebe rutto se non potesse es5ere tutto .... " For all other things-" ... Ie 
quali. quantunque !\OnO quello che possono essere, potrebono perC. non esser forse, e certamente 
a!tro, 0 a!trimente che quel che sono; perche nessuna altra cosa e tutto quel che puo essere." 

88. Bruno, opffl1. latina Ill, pp. 112-114. 

39. Bruno, opera latina Ill, p. 72; "Sphaericum esse non tollit infinirum esse.» 

40. Bnmo, opera latina III, p. 98: " ... quod uhique centrum habet,· estque el< omni parte 
sphaericwn. Sian juxta intelligibilem modum est in Dec, in natura, in universi una substantia, 
juxtaque rationem propriam in hoc sensibili universe con,jicitur, in quo nulla stella, nullus 
mundus, nullus orbis in circumferentia dicitur a1teri, qui sibi non si~ in centro, quia undique 
in universo aequalis haberur ad magnum parvurnque horizontem respectus. Infinitum igitur 
sit opottet, quod undique aequale esse debeat." 

41. Bruno. De la causa ill, Diawghi, p. 285: "La potesci 51 assoluta non e solamente que1 che 
puc. essere il sole, rna quel che e ogni cosa e quel che puC. essere ogni cosa: potema di tutte 
Ie ponteme, atto di rutd gli atti, vita di tutte Ie vice, anima di tutte Ie anime. essere de tutto 
l'essere; onde altamente e detto da! Revelatore, 'QueI che e, me invia; Colci che e, dice cossi.' 
PerC quel me altrove e contrario ed opposito, in lui e uno e medesimo. ed ogni cosa in lui e 
rnedesima cossi discorn per Ie differeme di tempi e duraziQIli, c::ome per Ie differeme di attualiti 
e possibiliti. Per6 lui non e cosa antica e non e cosa nuova; per il che ben disse il Revelatore: 
'primo e novissimo.' " In confonnity with the prerrrise that one can speak of potenlia amoluta 
only if ooe 'sees it as both ability-to-make and ability-to-become. the Nolan passes without 
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any comment from the identity of the diviIle power to the identiry--realWng itself in the 
plurality of worlds through rime-of a substratum that. as world material. includes openness 
to being defined as everything, and, as world soul, vocation for everything; resistance to the 
traditional conception of matter follows logically; "Conchludendo, dunque. vedete quanta sia 
l'ecce1lenza della potenza, la quale, se vi place chiamarIa raggione di materia, che non hanno 
penetrato i £losofi vo1gari, Ia possere sema detraere aIla diviniti trartar pili altamente, che 
l'latone nella suaPolitica e it Tuneo. Castoro, per averno troppo ahata Ia raggione della materia, 
son stati scandalosi ad alcuni teologi" (Diafqghi, p . .286). . . 

42. On Osiander and his role in the dispute about the truth of Copemicanism, see H. Blumenberg, 
Die Genesis cUr koperrukanischrn Welt (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1975), pp. 341-370. 

43. Brono. La cena de le teneri m, Diab;ghi, p. 89: "Or vedete, the bel portinaio! Considerate 
quanto bene v'apra la porta per farvi entrar alla participazion di queJla onoratissima cognizione, 
serna la quale il saper computare e misurare e geometrare e perspettivare non e altro che un 
passarempo da paz.zi ingeniosi. Considerate come fide1mente serve a1 padron eli casa." Bruno 
was not the fusJ; to use Strong language in connection with this aif:ili; as early as two months 
after Copernicus's death, Tiedemann Giese, the Bishop of Kuhn, desaibed the preface 3.$ a 
shameful treachery in a letter to Joachim Rhetikus: "Qpis enim non discrucietur ad tantum 

. sub bonae fidei securitate admissurn f!agitium?"-Kopsmikus Ge=ntausgahe eO. F. Kubach (Munich.: 
R. Oldenbourg. 1944-1949). voL II, p. 454. Thus it is not the case that the preface has "only 
agitated tempers since the time of Alexander von Humboldt," as claimed H. ·Bomkarnm, 
"Kopernikus Un Urteit der Refonnatoren, » Archiv JUr RifGT11lilliimsgeschichte 40 (1943): 111-183 
(citation from p. 174). 

44. Bruno. La cena m,Diab;ghi, p. 90: ..... dove non solo fa ufficio di matematico che suppone, 
rna anco de fisico che dimostra il moto de 1a terra" See La 'en<! lV, Diab;ghi, p. 129: "Ma it 
suo scopo versa circa la natura e verificazione del soggetto di questi moti" 

45. Bruno, OratilJ -va1edictoria (588), opera latina Ill, p. 17: "Copernicum etiam qualem putatis 
esse nedum mathematicum, sed (quod est mirum obiter) physiCUlll? Plus ille invenitur intellexisse 
in duobus capitibus, quam Aristoteles. et omnes Peripatetici in universa eorum naturali 
(:onternplatione. 'n 

46. Bruno, De l'infinito universo II, Dialcght, p. 429: " •.• fission de Ia terra; contra il quale aida 
tutta la natura, e proclama ogni raggione, e senteru:la ogni regolato e ben inforrnato intclletto 
a1 fme." 

47. Bruno, La ana ill, Ditz/Qghi. P. 91: ..... perche lui 10 tiene per alm proprii e pift saldi 
principii, per i quali. non per autoritate ma per vivo senso e raggione, ha coos! cerro questo 
come ogni altra cosa che, possa aver per cerra." 

48. Bruno, De fa causa, principw et urn> V, Duwghi, p. 826: "Perc, benche un particolare mondo 
si muova verso e circa l'altro. come la terra al sole e circa il sole. nientedimeno al rispetto 
den'~versonulla si muoveverso necirca queJlo, main quelIo." Bruno's infinite space:remains, 
according to its nnplicit definition, the 'container' space of Aristode and is still by no means 
the absolute space of Newton; the latter nnplies in principle that the movement of an isolated 
body could be ascertained by the organ of an absolute knowledge. 

49. Bruno, De fa CtlltSa V, DioJoghi, p. 320: "Alla proporzione. simillrudine, unione e identiti de 
l'infinito non pift ti accosti con essere uomo che fonnica, una stella che un llomo; perche a 
quello essere non Plu ti avicini con esser sole, luna, che un uomo 0 una fonnica; e perC 
ncll'infinito queste cose 20no indifferenti ••. " 

50. Wessel Cansfoort, De causis incarn4tioni5, cited after R. Stadclmann. Vom Gef.st de> ausgekenden 
Mittelalters (Ha1le: M. Niemeyer, 1929). p. 141. 
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51. This discussion may now be found in H. Blumenberg, Diz Ge7UJis der koprrnikanlschen Welt 
(Frankfurt; Suhrkam.p, 1975)' pp .. 162-199. . 

52. Bnmo, Dpern lati7UJ. Ill. p. 79: "Grave et !eve non dicuntur de corpon"bus naturalibus. 
naturaliter constitutis. » 

53. Bruno, opera latina Ill, p. 186: "Longe igitur a naturali contemplatione desipit quod ait 
Aristote1es, quod si qills tiansponat terram, ubi nunc est luna, non fertur partium. unaquaeque 
ad ipsam, sed ad suum.loam>. Immo dicimus panes unius terrae non habere maiorem potentiam, 
ut sint partes alterius. quam partes unius 3.nimaJis, ut sint aherius animalis partes." It is 
significant that Bruno gives up the distinction betWeen the earth and the moon-which for 
Aristotle was a radical heterogeneity because the moon, as (already) the lowest heavenly body. 
was considered no longer to be composed of the [fourl elements-and speaks of the genus 
terra, of which there can be arbitrarily many instances, such as are interchanged in the thought 
experiment. The logic is sharpened still further by this plural of "earth" (which was impossible 
for Aristotle), because even then something like 'organic' individuality continues to be maintained, 
and all movements have a reintegrative function. But such organic individuafuation of world 
bodies again. destroys the previously accomplished 'progress' in the dire<::tion of the postulate 
of eos:mo.logical homogeneity. 

54. Bnmo, D. l'injinito unftierso m, Diakghi, p. 451: "Mota retto non e proprio ne naturale a 
corpo alamo' principale; percbe non si vede se non nelle parrl ehe sono quasi escrementi ehe 
hanno efIluso da corpi mondanl, 0 pur, altronde, hanna influsso alle congenee sfere e 
continenti. .. ." 

55. Bruno, opera latina Ill, p. 186: "Nibil ergo natum est ferri a medio. quod et ad medium 
ferri non sit (natura illud imperantel narum., quia particulae .telluris non plus quiesce~e com
periuntur, quam cuiusque animalis particulae." 

56. Bruno, De l'i1!finito unwerso IV. Dialoghi, p. 484: " ... il principio intrinseco impulsivo non 
procede dalla re1arione cb'ahbia a loco determinato, cerro punta e propria sfem, ma da 
fappulso naturale di cercar OVe meglio e piu prontamente ha da m.antenersi e conservarsi 
nell'esser presence; il quale, quantunque ignobil sia, tutte le cose naruralmerue desiderano .••• " 

57. Bruno, opera latina Ill. p. 111; "Ita igitur actus et po~tia ad invicem referuntur. ut ubique 
horum. alterum. et sit alIeriUS. et ad alterum sit." 

58. Bruno, Articuli de natura et mundo 54, opera latina Ill, p. 170: "Nulla apud me, naturaliter 
se habentis. naturalis !atio est praeter circularem. . .. Porro nos non unam dicimus circa 
medium Iationem, sed certe plures quam astra, quia terra multipliciter roovetur circa proprium 
centrum, et non uno modo circa solem. .• ." 

59. Bruno, Articuli 56, opera latina Ill, p. 171: "In naturalibw nullum. simplkem lllotun, 
veriftcare possunt peripatetici philosophi. neque eorum. pedissequa astronomorum turba, quia 
nusquam natura fcrt geometricuro circuIum .... " 

60.-Bruno. Arl~/i 38, OPeTo, latina 111, pp. 143-146: "Tempus. quod est mensura matus, non 
est in coelo, sed in astris, et primus ille JlIOtus, quem concipimus, non est alibi, quam in terra 
subiective ••• 5i quippe mOtus ille, quo omnia velocissimo ""ptu circa terram exagit=i videntur, 
in terra subiective re vera comperiatur, tot sane erunt in universo tempera, quot sunt et astra. 
Neque enim potest esse tale unum in universo, ut omnium motuum mensura existat. ... Regula 
igitur motus diurnl, sive a sole capitur solo, sive a terrae tantum motu, sive ab utroque, sive 
ab his, sive' ab allis circuitibus, nulla est prorsus, neque esse potest geometrica •.. ubi enim 
est ista tempol'alis mensura? ubi est illud sibi aequum, quod aliorurn aequalitatem et inae-
qualitatem iudicet? Quia primus motus Aristateli habebatur omnium regulatissimus, utpote 
cui motus octavae sphaerae hie singuIaris esset primus, ideo ex ipso capta est ratio temporis 



668 
Notes to" Pages 583-586 

et mensurae durationis omnium: at quid nunc diceret. si alios' motuS comperiret, diurnique 
motuS mensuram miJlegenrinis irregularisque cornmotionibus turbari videret?" 

61. Bruno, Articuli 40, opera latina 1/1, p. 148. 

62. Bruno, Articuli 40 (cited in note 61): "Nihilominus tempus esse dicimus, si onmia quieverint. 
Propterea non tempus sed temporis cognitionem motui alligare debuit Aristoteles. • •• Sed 
nullo existente motu, nulla durationis eius erit mensura ..• et ideo non accepit (sc;. AristotelesJ 
durationis speciem absolute, sed secundum esse ad quandam motus speciem contractum. Si 
nusquam igitur fuisset motus, diversae non essent durationis species, sed 'Illl2. et sine nomine 
(quod a differentia originem babet:l aetemitas ... si omnia quieverint, non proprerea desmet 
tempus esse durationis mensura, quia una erit omnium duratlo, una quies." 

63. Bruno, Articuli 89, Opera latina Ill, PI>- 146-148; "Potrus matuS est mensura temporis, 
quam tempus mensura motus: verlus enim per moturo. novimus durationem. quam e contra: 
quamvis enim haec mutua se mensurari contingat, nunquam quoddam tempus mensura motus 
erit, ni prius quidam motus mensura temp oris extiterit." 

64. Bruno, Articuli 39 (cited in note 63): "Et veluti sub uno infinito spatia, continuo, communi 
inftnita particu.l.arium loea, propriaque spatia intelliguntur, quae singulis quibusque quadrant: 
ita Sub communi ·una omnium duratione, diversis diversae durationes atque tempora appro
priantur." See De la causa V, Dialoghi, p. 320: " ... e pero ne l'infinita durazione non differisce 
la ora dal giorno, il giorno da l'anno, l'anno dal secolo, il .ecolo dal momenta; perche non 
son pill gli momenti e Ie are <::he gli secoli, e non hanna minor propornone quelli che questi 
a la eterniti!' 

65. Bruno, Articuli de natura Be mundo 40, Opera latina Ill, p. 150: " .•. tempUS, quod aequalis 
et camolica mensura motus est, non potest aliter percipl, £ngive, quam per motum, sive 
naturaliter a circuitione solis, vel lunae, vel alterius astri, sive artificia1iter a fluxu aquae, vet 
pulveris. vel conversione punctorum, de quibus nullum non sensibiliter ab alio et a se ipso 
varium non concipimus. Et pro saris comperto habemus, nusquam motuS quancltati et figurae 
ge9metrice aequali, physice aequalem motum, molem, atque figuram respondere." 

66. Bruno, La cena de Ie cmeri m, Dialaghi, p. 109: "E non· sana altri motori estrinseci, <::he col 
movere fantaSticbe sfere vengano a trasportar questi carpi come inchiodati in quelle; il <::he se 
fusse vero, il mota sarrebe violento fuol' de la natura del mobile, il motore piu imperfetto, jJ 
mota ed il motore solleciti e laboriosi; e altri moki inconvenienti s'aggiongerebbeno .... Tutto 
avviene dal sufficiente principia interiore per il quale nawra1mente viene ad esagitarse, e non 
da principia esteriore, come vegg:i=io sempre accadere a quelle cose, <:he son masse 0 contra 
o extra Ia propria natura." 

67. Bruno, La una V, Dialoghi, p. 146; "E dunque cosa conveniente alla commoditi delle cose 
<::he sono ed a l'efi'etto della perfettissima causa, <::he questa moto sii naturale da principia 
interno e proprio appulso senza reslstenia." 

68. Bruno, La cma, V. Dialoght, p. 147: "Segno ed mdizio, dieD, per<::he il vedere queste cose 
con certe disposiziorii della luna, ed altre cose contrarie e diverse con contraric e diverse 
disposizioni, precede da l'ordine e corispondenza delle cose, e Ie leggi d'una mutazione <::he 
son comorrni e corrispondenti alle leggi de l' altra." 

69. Bruno, La una V, Dialoght, p. 151: "Ogni cosa dunque, che e naturale, e facilissima; ogni 
loco e mota naturale e convenientissimo. Con quella fucilici, con la quale Ie cose <::he narurahnente 
non si muoveno persisterio !isse nel suo loco, Ie allTe cose <::he naturalmenre si muoveno, 
Marciano per gli lor spacii." 

70. Bruno, Arliculi de nIltu,.a et mundo 61, opeTa latina Ill, p. 75: "Ubi non est motus ciTcu1aris 
in natura, est eius vel similitudo, vel appetitus, vel inquisitio, et adpulsus ad ipsum." Further, 
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on article 58 (p. 172): "Nullam sphaerarurn motu recto agitari videmus, quia: certe nulla gravis 
est aut levis ... quare onmes motus naturales, naturaliumque motuum species, circulares sunt 
vel circularem IIlOtum quaerunt et hnitantur." 

71. Bruno, De l'injinito mondoI, Diawght, pp. 875-816: 

72. Bruno, De l'infinito monda I, DiaWghi, p. 376: "Tanto piu che, se e raggione che sia l.Ul buona 
finito, un perfetto terminato; impropomonalmente e raggione che sia un buono infinito; 
perche, dove il finito bene e per conveniema e raggione, I'infinito e per absoluta necessita." 

13. Bruno, De la Causa IV, Diawghi., p. 307: " ... la materia non e quel prope nihil, quella potenza 
ptrra, nuda, sema atto, sema vir1:U et perfez.ione." 

74. Bruno, De la causa lV, Di.ak>ghi, p. 316: " .•. per il contrariole hain odio ... piu potentemente 
abornina che appete •• ,. che ella ha in fustidio ...• " 

15. Bruno, La· celUZ V, .Dialoghi, p. 154: "Perche, essendo. la materia e sustanza delle cose 
incorrottibile, e dovendo quella secondo tutte Ie parti esser soggetto d; tutte fOrlIle, a fin che 
secondo tutte ie pard, per quantO e capace, si fia tutta, sia tutto, se non in un medesrno tempo 
ed instante d'etemiti, al meno in diversi tempi, in varn instanti d'etemiti successiva e 
vidssirudinalmente .... " 

76. Bruno, De la causa lV, DiaWghi, p. 297: "Come dunque ri piace, che Ie altre fOrlIle abbiano 
ceduto a questa, cossi e in volonta de la natura, che ordina !'universo, che rune Ie fOrlIle 
cedano a tutte. Lascio <:he e maggior digniti eli questa nostra sustanza di fars' ogni cosa, 
ricevendo tutte Ie fOrlIle, che, ritenendone una sola, essere paniale. Coss!, al suo possibile, ha 
la similitudine di chi e tutto in tutto." 

77. Bruno, De la Causa ill, Dialoghi, pp. 262-274. 

78. Bx;mo, La cena V, D~ghi, p. 156; " ••. il mota locale e stato srimato principio d'ogni altra 
mutaZlone e forma .... 

79. Bruno, La cerw. V, Dialoghi, p. 163; " ... iI fatto de rutte Ie pard de Ia terra, che successivamente 
devono participar rutti g!i aspetti e relarioni del sole, facendosi soggetto di rutte complessioni 
ed abiri ... ciasoma parte venghi ad aver ogni risguardo, c'hanno tutte l'altre parti al sale; a 
fin che ogni parte venghi a participar ogni vita, ogni generazione, ogni fe!icita." 

80. Bruno, SpaccW ill 1, Dialoghi, p. 733: "Onde sempre piu et piu per Ie sollecite ed urgenti 
occuparioni alIontanandosi dall' esseI' hestiale, piu altamente s'approssimano a I'esser divino." 

8 L Nicholas of Cusa:, De cO'lliecturis II 14; ''Intra enim humanitatis potenriam omnia suo existunt 
modo.>~ 

82. Bruno, La una I, Dia/oghi. p. 23; Oratio ValedictOTiq., opera latina Ill, 'p. 22. 

83. Bruno, De fa causa I, Dialoghi, p. 208. 

84. Bruno, Cabala del Cavallo Pegaseo 1, Dialoghi, p. 873. 
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Series Foreword 

From Hegel and Marx, Dilthey and Weber, to Freud and the Frankfurt 
School, German social theory enjoyed an undisputed preeminence. 
After the violent break brought about by National Socialism and World 
War II, this tradition has recently come to life again, and indeed to 
such an extent that contemporary German social thought has begun 
to approach the heights earlier attained. One important element in 
this renalssance has been the rapid and extensive translation into 
German of English-language works in the humanities and the social 
sciences, with the result that social thought in Germany is today mark
edly influenced by ideas and approaches of Anglo-American origin. 
Unfortunately, efforts in the other direction, the translation and re
ception of German works into English, have been sporadic at best. 
This series is intended to correct that imbalance. 

The term social tlwught is here understood very broadly to include 
not only sociological and political thought as such but also the social
theoretical concerns of history and philosophy, psychology and lin
guistics, aesthetics and theology. The term contemporary is also to be 
construed broadly: though our attention will be focused primarily on 
postwar thinkers, we shall also publish works by and on earlier thinkers 
whose influence on contemporary German social thought is pervasive. 
The series will begin with translations of works by authors whose 
names are already widely recognized in English-speaking countries
Adorno, Bloch, Gadamer, Habermas, Marcuse, Ritter-and by authors 
of similar accomplishment who are not yet so familiar outside of 
Germany-Blumenberg, Peukert, Schmidt, Theunissen, Tugendhat. 



x 

Series Foreword 

Subsequent volumes will also include monogre-pbs and collections of 
essays written in English on Gennan social thought and its concerns. 

To understand and appropri'l-te other traditions is to broaden the 
horizons of one's own. It is our hope that this series, by tapping a 
neglected store of intellectual riches and making it accessible to the 
English-speaking public, will expand the frame of reference of our 
social and political discourse. 

Thomas McCarthy 



Translator's Introduction 

Hans Blumenberg's The Legitimacy cf the Modern Age is a book that 
rethinks both the substance and the process of Western intellectual 
history in a remarkably thorough and original way, shedding light on 
some of the most difficult questions of our time. Die Legitimitiit der 
Neuzeit was published in 1966, the first major work of a younger 
German philosopher who, without being. identified with anyone of 
the dominant philosophical schools in Germany, had clearly assimilated 
all of them, together with the historiography of philosophy, science, 
and theology. The book soon became the center of a widespread 
discussion, and it continues to be one of the recen.t works most fre
quently cited in German philosophical discourse. A second edition, 
substantially revised in order to respond to criticisms and dispel mis
understandings evident in the reviews, appeared in three paperback 
volunles in 1973, 1974, and 1976. It is this second edition that is here 
presented in a complete translation. 

1. The Intellectual Situation in Which BIUlllenberg 
Intervened 

An English-speaking reader may wonder, to begin with, what can be 
meant by the title, The LegitimaliY cf the Modern Age. Assuming that the 
"modern age" is the age succeeding the Middle Ages and continning 
through to the present, one might wonder why it should·be described 
as "legitimate." Has it ever been suggested that it might be 
"illegitimate"? 
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While readers may not be familiar with this way of posing the 
question, they are certainly aware of related questions, of which the 
question of the legitimacy or illegitimacy of the modern age as a whole 
is a natural extension. For over two centuries now-Rousseau's Discourse 
on the Arts and Sciences (I 755) is a convenient benchmark for the period
serious thinkers have been questioning the dominance' and even the 
validity of such basic modem concepts as reason, science, progress, 
freedom of the individual, and teclmology. Usually, of course, these 
criticisms are formulated with reference to what are taken to be anti
thetical ideals, such as imagination, 'intuitio~ nature, community, order, 
or transcendence. Sometimes these antitheses are seen as constant 
aspects of 'the human condition, 'a.* and what is questioned is only the 
superior status ascribed to reason (etc.) by the Enlightenment and its 
adherents. More often, though, the contrast is seen, at least to some 
degree, as representing a historical process whereby an initial, positively 
valued state of affairs (nature, cosmos, community, relation to tran
scendence, or whatever) was supplanted by the 'modem' condition. 
And the crisis-wracked state of the 'modem world' in the twentieth 
century is then naturally interpreted as evidence of the unhealthy 
effects of the turning away from the original, preferable state of affairs. 

This kind of analysis is common among literary people-one thinks 
of T. S. Eliot, or of Russian and French authors such as Tolstoy, 
Dostoevski, Baudelaire, and Flaubert, whose resonance is still so great. 
Related attitudes are also present in various fortns in the population 
at large, for example, in the recent 'counterculture' and in the current 
wave of anti-'secular humanist' Christiari. fundamentalism in the United 
States. In academic philosophy, the critical focus on the 'Cartesian' 
premises of empiricism and twentieth-century philosophy of science 
also comes very close to implying an original error behind certain 
basic modern concepts, though the critics are generally too sophisticated 
to call for an outright return to Aristode, Aquinas, or other premodern 

. authorities. b 

Since the second half of the nineteenth century, a number of major 
works of German scholarship have focused on questions related to 
the nature and status of the modern age and its basic. concepts and 
attitudes. Marx's concern to define 'capitalism' and to analyze its 

-I> Author's notes, cited by superscript Arabic numbers, appear at the end of the book. Translator's 
notes. cited by superscript lowercase roman letters, appear at the end of each chapter. 

------ .. -~ _ ... 
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genesis 'from precapitalist economic and social formations and 
Nietzsche's celebration of the Renaissance as the greatest attempt to 
break free from what he consideted to be the suffocating influence 
of Christianity are early landmarks in this effort. Wilhelm Dilthey's 
The World-View and Analysis '!f Man since the Renaissance, Max Weber's 
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit '!f Capitalism, Ernst Cassirer's The In
dividual and the Cosmos in Renaissance Philosophy are others, more tentative 
and less spectacularly comprehensive than Marx or Nietzsche but 
equally serious in their effort to define basic characteristics of mod
ernity-of something with which, without being able to identifY it with 
'the hmnan condition' or even the whole of our Western tradition, 
and without exalting it above other civilizations or periods, they never
theless felt inextricably involved. But no single, clear definition of this 
'something,' of the modern period or modern attitude, emetges from 
their work. 

It took radical opposition to provoke a more precise definition. 
Germany has' experienced more extreme forms of some of the crises 
of the twentieth centtuy than most other Western countries, and since; 
the 1920s German philosophy has also perhaps taken extreme positions 
more seriously. Heidegger, for instance, suggested that the history of 
philosophy is characterized largely by forgetfulness of the most im
portant question (the question of the meaning of Being). Husser!, in 
his Crisis '!f the European Sciences (written in the late 1930s), traced the 
agony of his times to a failure in the original formulation (somewhere 
deep in the Western past) of the theoretical attitude. Adorno, in his 
Dialectic '!f Enlightenment (written with Max Horkheimer in the 1940s) 
and his Negative Dialectics, tended to see the social and intellectual 
reality of his time as so thoroughly delusive that philosophy was reduced 
to a Hnegative dialectic" of refusal. To all of these thinkers there 
seemed to be something radically wrong in their tradition and their 
world. They did not, in general, locate the original error or fault in 
the modern age as such. To the extent that they situated it in history 
at all, they imagined it as earliet, as already beginning to be evident 
in, for example, Greek thought. Howevet, it did appear that the modern 
age exhibited most clearly the results of the fatal etrOr or fault embodied 
in the tradition. 

The writet of this period who focused the question of the nature 
and legitimacy of the modern age most clearly in a major work is 
Karl Lowith. LOwith employed a more 'historiographical' approach in 
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formulating his philosophical issues than did most ofhis contemporaries. 
In Meaning in History (1949)< he undertook to diagnose and analyze 
historically a central modern misconception: the idea of progress. In 
the process he established what seemed to amount to the illegitimacy 
of the modern age as a whole, an illegitimacy that followed from his 
thesis that some central modern ideas (especially that of progress) were 
secularized versions of what were origina11y':"'and properly-medieval/ 
Christian ideas. 

Lowith's outright characterization of the modern age as crucially 
illegitimate was one of the main provocations leading to the original 
analysis and defense of modernity that is presented in Blumenberg's 
Legitimacy cf the Modern Age. Part I of this book is devoted to a fun
damental critique of theories, including Lowith's, that describe central 
modern phen()mena as products of the secularization of Christian 
ideas. It also describes how the appearance of secularization, in such 
cases as the idea of progress, arises. Part II presents a comprehensive 
alternative account of the genesis of what Blumenberg takes to be the 
legitimate modern concepts and attitudes, as a human response to 
the late-medieval crisis of the Christian relation to the world. Part III 
then traces the history of interpretations of the human interest in 
theoretical knowledge of the world ("theoretical curiosity") from the 
ancients to Feuerbach and Freud in order to bring into better focus 
the nature and status of modern science;d and part IV examines the 
epochal "threshold" from medieval to modern in still greater detail 
as it appears in the thought (on opposite sides of the "threshold") of 
Nicholas of Cusa and Giordano Bruno. 

2. wwith's Indictm.ent of 'Progress' and the Modern Age as 
Products of Secularization . 

To understand Blumenberg's train of thought, one needs to have a 
clear idea of the way in which LOwith (and others) cast doubt on the 
legitimacy of modernity. LOwith's Meaning in History focuses on the 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 'philosophies of history' -from 
Voltaire, Turgot, and Condorcet to Hegel, Marx., Proudhon, and 
Comte-in which he finds the classical formulations of the modern 
idea of progress. Not content with optimism about their own times 
and their own futures, these authors (with the partial exception of 
Voltaire) interpreted history as a whole as embodying a logic of in-
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evitable progress in which apparent relapses (what used to be called 
"dark ages," for instance) have to be understood as necessary stages 
in preparing for subsequent steps forward. In the course of the twentieth 
.century, most of us have become more or less -skeptical about such 
theories, but certainly no alternative pattern of interpretation has 
achieved anything like the broad acceptance that the idea of progress 
once had. And one may reasonably wonder whether it does not still 
underlie many of our attitudes, such as our continuing faith in science 
and the sense of superiority and of somehow iftevitable world leadership 
that certain Western cOWltties still seem to possess. 

In any case LOwith is not satisfied to note the prevalencG of the 
idea of progress in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century thought and 
to congratulate those of u~ who think. we have overcome this illusion. 
He respects the intellectual claims of the 'philosophers of history' 
whom he studies, so that for him their ideas constitute a real philo
sophical problem and not just a historical or psychological 'phenom
enon.' The possibility of interpreting their ideas as naive projections 
of contemporary scientific and technical progress, economic growth, 
and 'bourgeois-democratic' revolutions onto the screen of the history 
of the human race as a whole is something that he does not even 
entertain. e How then does LOwith interpret the modern 'philosophies 
of history'? He interprets them as a "secularization" of the eschatological 
pattern set up by the Jewish and Christian religions, of their faith in 
a fulfillment of the world's history through 'final' events (coming of 
the Messiah, Last Judgment, etc.), a faith whose essence he describes 
as "hope," "livillg by expectation, '.' or simply "futurism." In contrast, 
he describes ancient philosophy and religion as founded on a "reverence 
for the past and the ever present," which are embodied in the cyclical 
pattern of -reality exemplified by organic life and the revolutions of 
the heavens. In history this pattern took the form of the continual 
,growth, maturity, and decline of individuals, cities, peoples, and (for 
some ancient thinkers) entire 'worlds.' It was Judaism and, above a:Jl, 
Christianity that broke the rule of this model in the Hellenistic/Roman 
world, introducing the entirely novel ideas of creation from nothing 
and total final destruction, of a unique world history centered (in 
Christianity) on a unique Incarnation and directed at one absolutely 
final Judgment. This, LOwith argues, is the only possible source of the 
modern notion of a single, unified, future-directed history of progress, 
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despite the irreligious and even antireligious postures of many of the 
modern theorists of progress. . . 

Whether or not English-speaking readers have previously encoun
tered LOwith's thesis, they are undoubtedly familiar with the similar 
proposition that MaIX's idea of communism (and other similar rev
olutionary visions) are 'really' secularized versions of the biblical paradise 
or the coming of the Messiah. This particular 'secularization theory' 
has been repeated so often (LOwith too subscribes to it), and so seldom 
directly denied, that it might almost be described as "common knowl
edge." A similar situation existed in Germany during the 1950s and 
early 1960s with regard to LOwith's thesis that the idea of progress 
is a secularization of eschatology. It was more or less independently 
proposed by several other writers in the 1940s and 1950s,' was not 
systematically criticized by anyone, and became, in effect, part of the 
'conventional wisdom' of German scholarship. . 

It is a \profoundly pessimistic doctrine. LOwith (to continue to use 
him as our prime example) was not discussing Marxism alone but 
modern 'philosophy of history' in toto (apart from twentieth-century 
authors such as Spengler and Toynbee and his admired nineteenth
century predecessor in the criticism of 'progress,' Jamb Burckhardt), 
and he did not hesitate to extend his diagnosis to the "modern mind" 
in general Since abandoning the Christian versions of creation and 
consummation, LOwith writes, "The modetn mind has not made up 
its mind whether it should be Christian or pagan. It sees with one eye 
of faith and the other of reason. Hence its vision is· necessarily dim 
in comparison with either Greek or· biblical thinking. "g The bastard 
nature of the idea of progress - a pattern whose true meaning is 
Christian and Jewish but whose modern form is non-Christian and 
non-Jewish, that is,. "pagan" -is seen as characteristic of the mod~TIl 
mind in general. In LOwith's later writings it becomes increasingly 
clear that the 'alternative' he has in mind is unambiguously "pagan": 
It is a return to the cyclical cosmos of Stoicism. Such a return would 
presuppose the destruction not only of belief in ongoing progress but 
also of the minimal underlying idea of the irreversibility of basic his
torical change. It is not surprising, then, that this alternative is mainly 
implicit rather than being systematically argued for. h . 

rpwith's 'alternative' was not as universally adopted as was his 
theory of· the secularization of eschatology. Heideggerians, theo
logians - everyone had his own preferred 'alternative,' but everyone 

. f 
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seemed at least tacidy to agree that the modern idea of progress had 
been definitively analyzed and disposed of And numerous other basic 
modern ideas were qnickly found to be secularized versions of this or 
that Christian antecedent. German philosophical and historical scholars 
have usually been more aware of and ,better grounded in Christian 
theology than is common among their counterparts in the English
speaking countries, and young scholars qnickly made maximum use 
of the new interpretive model. i 

3. Blumenberg's Defense of Possible Progress and His 
Account of the Origin of the Modern Age 

This, then, was the situation when Blumenberg first presented his 
critique of the secularization "category" at the Seventh German Phi
losophy Congress in 1962, a critique that was expanded and eqnipped 
with a complete alternative account of the origin of the modern age 
in Die Legitimitiit der Neuzeit (I966) and was defended and further 
elaborated in this revised edition. 

Very briefly, as it applies to LOwith's theory that the idea of progress 
is the result ofa secularization of Christian eschatology, Blumenberg's 
critique (part I, chapter 3) has two main elements. First, he points out 
that the 'future' that the modern idea of progress anticipates is con
ceived of as the product of an immanent process of development 
rather than as a transcendent intervention comparable to the coming 
of the Messiah, the end of the world, the Last Judgment, and so forth. 
And if the common element is supposed to be "hope," the Christian 
attitude to the final events· has been characterized far more by fear 
than by hope for' most of the Christian era and has been' such as to 
discoUI"age precisely the kind of forward-looking constructive effort 
that is implied in 'progress' - so that the transformation of the one 
into the other is very difficult to picture. Second, there are in any case 
alternative accounts of the origin of the idea,· accounts that do not 
reduce it merely to a naive projection of an optimistic period in Eu
ropean history any more than LOwith's does. Blumenberg describes 
the idea of progress as arising from two primary early-modern form
ative experiences: the overcoming of the fixed, authoritative status of 
Aristotelian science by the idea of a cooperative, long-term scientific 
progress gnided by method; and the overcoming (in the literary and 
aesthetic realm) of the idea of ancient art and literature as permanendy 
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valid models of perfection in favor of the idea of the arts as embodying 
the creative spirit of their particular ages and in that sense as capable 
of again achieving validity equal to that of the creations of the ancients. 
These two parallel developments, both of which occur primarily in 
the course of the seventeenth century, are then followed by a process 
in which the idea is extended to other realms (technology, society) 
and generalized as the idea of progress 'across the board', which 
figures in the writings of Voltaire and his successors in the 'philosophy 
of history: 

Anticipating LOwith'S response that this cannot be a complete account 
of the origin of the idea of progress because "it cannot be a mere 
accident that Greek philosophy did not come up with any philosophy 
of history or of freedom, and that Greek historians thought very 
differendy from post-Christian metaphysicians about human nature 
and the nature of history, "j Blumenberg presents in part II, "Theological 
Absolutism and Human Self-Assertion," a highly original interpretation 
of the role of Christianity in bringing about modern "human self
assertion," of which 'progress' is to be understood as a mode of im
plementation. Blumenberg makes it clear here (and in parts III and 
IV) that while the modern age is not the result of a transformation 
(whether through 'secularization' or any other process) of something 
that was originally Christian, this does not mean that it sprang into 
existence spontaneously, as though into a historical void. The continuity 
underlying the change of epoch is, he says, a continuity of problems 
rather than of solutions, of questions rather than of answers. Instead 
of remaining forever fixated on 'doctrines' or 'ideas' as the stuff of 
our tradition, we need to learn to relate these to the human activity 
of inquiring, of questioning, which gives them their relevance and 
concrete meaning. When we do so, Blumenberg suggests, we may 
find other kinds of continuity besides those of rightful inheritance or 
illegitimate misappropriation, and other kinds of novelty besides that 
of unprovoked 'creation from nothing.' 

To summarize very briefly the analysis that Blumenberg unfolds in 
part II: The problem to which modern "self-assertion" (science, art, 

'individualism,' etc.)' is a response was posed for us by the overriding 
emphasis in the late Middle Ages on the theme of divine'omnipotence. 
As expressed in Ockham's nominalism, it was this theme that finally 
destroyed the credibility-in a sense, even the conceivability-of the 
cosmic order to which LOwith looks back and that High Scholastic 



xix 

·Translator's Introduction 

Aristoteliacism had tried to reaflinn. Given the absolute and unlimited 
power of God to create (or destroy) whatever He pleases,· with or 
without reason (the only ultimate reason being "Quia voluit" [because 
He willed itD, the actual, finite world becomes totally contingent, no 
longer the embodiment of the full range and variety-the order-of 
what is possible. In the face of such utter contingency, one can, of 
course, persist in focusing one's hopes on salvation in the 'next' world, 
which was the official medieval 'solution'; but this solution was rendered 
just as desperate by omnipotence, in the form of (undeserved and 
unearnable) 'grace' and predestination, as was the older reliance on 
the cosmos. Alternatively, one can set out (experin-J.entally, hypQthet
ically) to construct whatever may be possible in this particular world 

. in the way of security and self-realization "even if there is no God" 
{part II, chapter 3, last paragraph}. If one takes the latter route, one 
need not be applying ChriStian ideas in a non-ChriStian context (trying 
"to be God oneself," as Luther suspected-see part II, chapter 3, text 
to note 55), but neither is one starting absolutely from scratch. The 
nature of what one undertakes is deeply determined by the problem
the contingency of exiStence in the world-that one is addressing . 
. And that problem is evidendy not an 'eternal' one. (Or else, LOwith 
might ask, why didn't the Greeks et al. address themselves to it?) It 
is posed, and becomes inescapable, at a particular hiStorical point for 
particular historical reasons, which we have to reconstruct if we want 
to understand our age and ourselves. 

In hiS reconstruction of this process, Blumenberg does not put 
"theological absolutism" in the place of Descartes's Cogito as the truly 
absolute and inexplicable source of the modern age, now pushed one 
chronological step backward in hiStory. Instead, he interprets it, in 
some of the most fascinating passages of part II (chapters 1 and 3), 
as the ultimate working out of the 'solution' developed by the Christian 
"Fathers," in particular by St. Augustine, to the problem of Gnostic 
dualism. And GnosticiSm in its turn appears as a new response to the 
ancient questions (about order versus chaos, for example) that had 
reached such an extreme form in, for instance, NeoplatoniSm (see part 
II, chapter 1, &rst three paragraphs) as to be ripe for reformulation 
as the contest of good with evil. 
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4. Blumenberg's Explanation of the Modern Doctrines of 
'Inevitable Progress' 

It is important to notice, though, that problems or questions do not 
always function in this relatively straightforward way as the focus of 
the central interests and efforts of an age, from which its secondary 
ideas flow (like progress from "self-assertion"). Questions that do not 
have such a central role do not for that reason fade away when an 
epochal change dissolves the context in which they originated. And 
this fact helps to explain some very confusing phenomena, for example, 
the great modern 'philosophies of history. ' LOwith might very naturally 
have responded to Blumenberg's critique of his interpretation of pro
gress as secularized eschatology with the following question: If the 
modern idea of progress is essentially so modest as, your account of 
its genesis implies -just a hypothetical projection into the future of 
the kind of process and success that Europeans had begun to experience 
by the seventeenth century in certain areas of endeavor-then why 
is it that in nearly all of its best-known modern formulations, in the 
great 'philosophies of history,' it is presented as the universal and 
necessary pattern of human history as a whole?' However, a defense 
of the legitimacy of the modern age does not entail a defense of every 
prominent phenomenon of that age, but only of those that are essential 
to its central undertaking. And the notion of progress as a necessary 
and inevitable process is certainly not essential to human self-assertion; 
indeed from one point of view it might almost be described as its 
antithesis. Blumenberg describes this notion, and the 'philosophies of 
history' that embody it, as the result of an attempt-which was 'natural' 
but was nevertheless doomed to failure- to answer a premodern ques
tion by modern means, means that were not adapted to the task. 
Christianity, he says, through its claim to be able to account for the 
overall pattern of world history in terms of the poles of creation and 
eschatology, had put in place a new question, one that had been (as 
LOwith so forcefully insists) unknown to the Greeks: the question of 
the meaning and pattern of world history as a whole. When modern 
thinkers abandoned the Christian 'answers,' they still felt an obligation 
to answer the questions that went with them-to show that modern 
thought was equal to any challenge, as it were. It was this compulsion 
to "reoccupy" the "position" of the medieval Christian schema of 
creation and eschatology-rather than leave it empty, as a rationality 
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that was aware of its own limits might have done-that led to the 
grandiose constructions of the 'philosophy of history.' And naturally 
these constructions drew more attention to themselves than did the 
modest idea of possible progress that was overextended (and dis
credited) in their service. 

5. Smne Other "Reoccupied Positions" in the Modern Age 

Up to this point in my summary of Blumenberg's analysis of the 
modem age, the idea of progress has been my leading example, and 
for several reasons: because its problematic character is widelY- rec
ognized, because it has been the subject of a highly focused attack. in 
Lowith's Meaning in History, and because that attack. led directly to the 
general question of the legithnacy of the modem" age as a whole. The 
alternative analysis that I have been describing-according to which 
the legitimate modem idea of 'possible progress' was distorted and 
largely discredited as a result of its being' forced to "reoccupy" a 
"position" that was established by medieval Christianity (the "position" 
of an account of history as a wholel-is an instance of a pattern that 
Blumenberg describes as affecting quite a number of equally important 
modem ideas, so that it ultimately serves to clarifY and to defend the 
legitimacy of the full range of what Blumenberg takes to be genuinely 
modem. I shall now briefly list four other instances of Blumenberg's 
use of his model of Hreoccupation," so as to give an idea of the range 
of its applicability and to lead into a concluding discussion of the model 
in its full generality. Without developing these instances in the extensive 
detail that they deserve, I shall add a few comments on their potential 
importance for the particular areas of inquiry in which they are situated. 

First, Blumenberg tells us in part II, chapter 2, that the assumption 
that "the world has a particular quality for man" -specifically, an 
"endangering" quality-which "prescribes his basic mode of behavior" 
as "self-preservation" (part II, chapter 2, last two paragraphs), reoc
cupies the position of the idea of divine providence as the teleology 
determining the "quality" of the world for man, and thus man's 
necessary basic mode of behavior. This is one upshot of Blumenberg's 

reformulation (to which most of this chapter is devoted) of Nietzsche's 
critique of the remnants of teleology in modern thought, specifically 
in the idea of 'self-preservation' which is such a powerful 'overriding 
end' in modem theories all the way from Hobbes to Darwin and 
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contemporary 'sociobiology.' Blumenberg wants to distinguish sharply 
between this teleology, with its reqillrement of behaVior aimed at "self
preservation, U and "self-assertion," which is not required by anything 
inherent in the world or in man, but is purely historical If! read this 
chapter correcdy, Blumenberg is suggesting that the relation between 
"self-preservation" and "self-assertion" is the same as 'that between 
"inevitable Progress" and the possible progress that he defends. It is 
certainly true that since the time of Hobbes, if not earlier, the self
assertion of individuals has been seen largely as their quest for survival 
and 'security,' which is a much narrower project than "self-~sertion" 
as Blumenberg defines it-as the Hexistential program" in which "man 
posits his existence in a historical situation and indicates to himself 
how he is going to deal with the reality surrounding him and what 
use he will make of the possibilities that are open to him" (part II, 
chapter 2, third paragraph). What seems to have happened, then, is 
that our unformulated, semiconscious project of self-assertion haS been 
forced to play the role of-to "reoccupy" the "position" of- a basic 
mode of behavior reqillred by a supposedly crucial characteristic of 
reality. So it has appeared mainly in the guise of the 'self-preservation' 
reqillred by the 'dangerous character' of reality. And in the process, 
self-assertion's authentic meaning and relation to the past (as a response 
to "theological absolutism" in the process that I have sketched), has 
been prevented from coming into focus, and it has been discredited 
as a merely 'instinctive,' egotistical, and ignoble attitude in comparison 
to the ideal human attitudes of other ages. 

A secon,d example: The early modern mechanistic mode of expla
nation of nature, with its absolute 'matter,' reoccupies the position of 
the late-medieval nominalistic mode of explanation with its absolute 
(divine) 'will.' (See part II, chapter 3, paragraph 15.) When we consider 
how since Descartes the syndrome of the 'mind/body problem' re
peatedly emerges from the feeling that matter is somehow 'ultimate;' 
in which case 'mind' must be reducible to it-and how,.in the idealistic 
reaction, exactly the reverese is asserted - then the potential importance 
of this suggestion becomes evident. Again, Blumenberg is not indicting 
modem materialism as mistaken or illegitimate in toto. ,Instead, he is 
suggesting that a legitimate core idea -that of a realitY that can be 
grasped mathematically (res externa: 'matter') for the purpose of <~e!f 
assertwnN-has been forced into the "inherited," alien "position" of 
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the sole principle of all explanation or understanding whatever. Chap
ters 3, 4, and 5 of part II layout an extensive context for this suggestion. 

A third case is the supposedly secularized paradise 0, messianic 
expectations of Marxism. Blumenberg points out (part I, chapter 7, 
last three paragraphs) that as with 'progress,' the process and the end 
state projected by Marx differ from the religious ones in that their 
accomplishment is supposed to be the result of immanent human 
processes rather than of transcendent intervention. The appearance of . 
secularization here arises, Blumenberg says, because just as the phi
losophy of history "reoccupied the position of' the "salvation story" 
(from the Creation to the Last Judgment) as an account of world history 
as a whole, so the ideal of communism ends by reoccupying the 
position of the 'beatific vision' of Christian theology as a conception 
of happiness that (unlike classical, Greek conceptions, for example) 
cannot be disappointed by concrete experience. "The constancy. of 
language" here (the 'evangelistic' language of, say, the Communist Man
iftsto) "is an index of a constant function for consciousness but not of 
an identity of content." And presumably the Marxian 'content' cannot 
fairly be judged on the basis of the role it has been forced into, any 
more than the modest idea of progress can be so judged. 

A fourth example is to be found in part I, chapter 8, where Blu
menberg deals with the thesis (put forward by Carl Sclunitt, the con
troversial professor of jurisprudence, in his Politische Theologie [Political 
Theology] of 1922 and 1934) that "all the significant concepts of the 
modern doctrine of the state are secularized theological concepts." 
(See part I, chapter 8, text to note 3.) Blumenberg introduces his 
discussion of Sclunitt's 'secularization theory' (a discussion that is much 
expanded in this edition to deal with a new book that Sclunitt published 
in 1970 'under the title Politische Theologie If) with four paragraphs on 
the relation between Christianity and modern politics-more specif
ically, between theological absolutism and modern political absolutism. 
It is clear from this discussion and from his subsequent discussion of 
Sclunitt's secularization theory of the state that Blumenberg does not 
share that theory. It is also clear, however, that he agrees with Sclunitt 
that there is a marked contrast between "the modern doctrine of the 
state" (where Sclunitt has in mind concepts like sovereignty, raison 
{J;' etat} 'will,' 'decision}' 'friend and enemy') and the modern rationalism 
that tries to comprehend politics in terms of such concepts as contract, 
consent, liberty, law, and rights. The latter concepts are all consistent 
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with "self-assertion" and the fimdamental individualism that it implies, 
whereas the former, those used to explicate' the notion of the' state 
itself, all suggest the possibility, with which we are so familiar in 
modern history, of the state oveniding the interests of individuals. 
How is this discord within both modem thought and modern practice 
to be explained? Again, Blumenberg clearly agrees with Schmitt that 
medieval Christianity is a necessary part of the explanation. There is 
a "mirror-image correspondence between political and theological 
absolutism." The "intolerability of the factionalization of absolute [re
ligious] positions within the state" that resulted from the Reformation 
"was counteracted by means of the transfer of the category of the 
unconditional friend/enemy relation onto the conflicts between the 
national states that were in the process of integrating' themselves .... " 
(It is no accident that both royal "absolutism" and Hobbes's theory 
of the sovereign were born during this period.) But Blumenberg ev
idently does not see this "projection," the national state's "taking over 
of the pseudomorphic qualities of absolute [divine] authority," as a 
process of secularization. '''The symmetry of the development of internal 
conflicts between absolute positions and the setting up of an absolute 
agent may be describable as an 'inducing' process but hardly as the 
transfer of specific attributes of one realm to the -other"; it was a 
consequence of the disintegration of Christianity as a unity in the 
European world, of the multiplication of Christian 'denominations' 
and the political problems created by that multiplication, rather than 
of a unilateral and uncoerced 'adoption' of theological attributes by 
the secular state. 

Blumenberg does not use the terminology of "reoccupied positions" 
here, but I believe that the same idea underlies what he says. He has 
described another case where a conflict in modern thought appears 
to be explained by a 'secularization' theory, but that explanation in 
fact distorts the reality. As he said in his brief discussion of Schmitt 
in the first edition of this book, "The doctrine that 'all the significant 
concepts of the modem doctrine of the state are secularized theological 
concepts' has not become more plausible since it was propounded in 
1922, to the extent that we have learned to doubt whether this ,'mod
ernity' was ever modem - here there are the striking nomimultaneities 
in, what is chronologically simultaneous, the durability of the not yet 
modern in the modern age, the fimdamental delay of enlightenment. "m 

In other words, the "modern doctrine of the state," like 'inevitable 
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Progress' and so forth. is not modem in the same sense as "self
assertion" is and needs to be understood and radically criticized if 
self-assertion. enlightenment, and tnIe modernity are ever to prevail. 

6. Blumenberg's Project as a Radicalization of Enligbtemnent 

These accounts and others that I have not the space to mention cut 
a wide swath through the intellectual phenomena of our age. One 
could imagine them, if effective, clearing our minds-and even, by 
extension, our lives-of some very pervasive and destructive patterns 
of confusion. To that extent, Blumenberg's work would embo~ in a 
new form the Enlightenment's vision of philosophy as a Iiberatiog 
force in the world. Thus it is very important that we be dear about 
the nature of his model and its implica,tions. 

What exactly does Blumenberg mean when he says that these phe
nomena-the great philosophies of history, the axiom that the self's 
overricling concern is 'self-preservation,' early modern mechanistic 
materialism, the anticipation of communism, the modern 'primacy of 
the political,' and so on -result from the reoccupation of positions 
established by medieval Christianity? To begin with, some of our ideas, 
like the original modest idea of possible progress, are simply articu
lations of the "existential program." of Hself-assertion." Others, how
ever, are attempts at answering questiqns that do not naturally arise 
as part of the project of "self-assertion;" questions that we "inherit" 
from earlier phases of our history and that we feel we ought to be 
able to answer. But the process is not as simple as this description 
makes it sound. There are two important qualifications. First, of course, 
the "inherited" questions have lost their specifically medieval/Christian 
charaeter. We no longer feel, for example, that we need or ought to 
be able to describe the overall pattern of God's dealings with the 
world, as medieval Christianity did. Instead, we want to be able to 
describe the overall pattern of history as a whole-a projeet that does 
not, on the face of-it, necessarily require the theorist to have recourse 
to hypotheses that modern rationality has forsworn. And second, the 
problem to be addressed has more the charaeter of a need, or perhaps 
an obligation, than the articulate, conceptual character 6f an explicit 
question. In the medieval Christian context it was so fundamental as 
hardly to require formulation as a question-obviously one wanted 
to be able to grasp the overall pattern of God's dealings with the 
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world; otherwise what was the purpose of revelation? In the modern 
age we inherit this need, and in trying to satisfY it with the means 
available to us, we imply what we now understand the question to be, 
rather than consciously and critically stating it. 

It is this quality of 'need' or 'obligation,' this absence of explicit 
derivation and formulation as a question - and the 'translations' that 
these qualities make possible between one epocb and the succeeding 
one-that lead Blumenberg to use the metaphor of a system of "po
sitions" that are "occupied" (and "reoccupied") by ideas. And this 
metaphor, explicated in terms of the contrast of "content" with "func_ 
tion," figures in his central doctrine that "totally heterogeneous contents 
[canl take on identical functions in specific positions in the system of 
man's interpretation of the world and of himself" (part I, cbapter 6, 
third paragraph). The contrast of content with function is what ulti
mately distinguishes Blumenberg's model from the secularization the
ory, whicb it obviously resembles in the importance it assigns to the 
medieval CInistian experience in determining modern phenomena. 
The idea of progress, for example, is viewed neither as a secularized 
CInistian idea nor as a modern idea unaffected by CInistianity; in 
Blumenberg's account, it is essentially modern in its content (the initial 
idea of possible progress) but heavily affected by CInistianity in the 
function that the content is forced to perform (the function of explaining 
the meaning and pattern of history as a whole). (Tbis is in addition, 
of course, to being "affected by CInistianity" in the sense that self
assertion, of whicb it is a part, originates as a response to the crisis 
of medieval CInistianity, to theological absolutism.) 

What exactly does Blumenberg expect to result from this sort of 
analysis? Its implications obviously extend well beyond the satisfaction 
of scbolarly curiosity about the origin of modern intellectual phenom
ena. Certain ideas are shown to follow from a project or a posture
"human self-assertion" -which while not inevitable or universally 
obligatory, at least seems to involve no necessary 'false consciousness'; 
while a second set of ideas (that of 'inevitable Progress,' for example) 
is presented as resulting from attempts to meet 'needs' that are not 
rational, n are not humanly universal, but came into being as the pre
sumed background of a third set of ideas (medieval, CInistian) that 
are incompatible with the first set. One cannot help thinking that to 
the extent that this situation is understood, the power of the second 
set of ideas must be diminished. However, unlike bis eighteenth-century 

j 
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predecessors, Blumenberg has a powerful awareness of the obstacles 
to this sort of enlightenment. It is not by accident that he uses the 
term. "need" for the motive that produces "reoccupations" rather than 
using the dismissive terminology of "idols" or "prejudices" with which 
science. and enlightenment were originally satisfied to label their op
ponents. He thus recognizes a cert~ 'rootedness' in the phenomenon 
that cannot simply he swept away by rationality, though it should be 
noted that this is not the 'rootedness' of a 'philosophical anthropology' -
if needs come into being in history, presumably they can also disappear, 
or. at least be altered by their owners' changed attitudes to them. 

Blumenberg often mentions the Enlightenment's intolerance of the 
ages preceding it, expressed in the COIIlIIlon idea that dogmatic religion 
prospered only because of the lies of priests-an intolerance that led 
the Enlightenment to underestimate the resilience of some of the 
'prejudices' that it set out to combat. He clearly intends not to repeat 
this sort of error.O And yet the question might be asked whether he 
does not slip into a similar error when he distinguishes between ques
tions that we confront as a result of "reoccupations" of medieval 
Christian "positions" and those that arise directly from the project of 
self-assertion and appears to suggest that it is the latter with which 
we should really be concerned. A defender of the timeless nature of 
metaphysical questions (the" great questions," as they are often called) 
might argue that this is an invidious distinction, that all . questions 
should be taken on their own terms, whether they are open to modern, 
scientific treatment or not (unless we are going to fall into the kind 
of dogmatism represented by logical positivism, which declared ques
tions that were not amenable to scientific treatment meaninglessp), 

and that the way in which questions happen to have arisen has nothing 
to do with their claim to our attention. 

Blumbenberg is so aware of this possible objection that he has 
devoted a major part ofhis book -part ill, on "The 'Trial' of Theoretical 
Curiosity" -to a consideration of its nature and historical roots. For 
the innocence of theoretical curiosity-in other words, the equivalence 
of all theoretical questions, none of which are to be regarded as in
herently distracting or unworthy of attention -is itself one of the 
distinctive beliefs of the modern age, which that age asserted against 
the medieval Christian suspicion (beginning with Augustine) that cur
iosity distracted .the soul from its overriding interest in God and sal
vation. lf we decide that certain questions are to be avoided because 
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they would not have arisen in the modern context had we not felt 
obliged to emulate the accomplishments of preceding ages, this would 
seem to raise questions about our faith in the innocence of curiosity. 
Is it possible that Blurrtenberg is again presoibing a ldnd of discipline 
of the soul, based on a fear of its getting dispersed and lost amollg 
incompatible interests? 

The answer is no, Blumenberg is not constraining curiosity because 
he is not in fact recommending that certain questions be avoided. 
Rather, he is expanding the range of curiosity, and compensating for 
the clifficulty or impossibility of satisfYing it in certain cases, by raising 
and undertaking to answer second-order questions about how the 
troublesome questions of, for example, the philosophy of history arose. 
What he says to the defender of metaphysics is that when certain 
questions have been frustrating all efforts at answering them for cen
turies, sometimes to the point (as in the great philosophies of history) 
where those efforts have themselves become disreputable or haye been 
abandoned in exhaustion, we should try stating them dearly as questions 
and investigating the circumstances in which questions of this nature 
first came to be asked. When we satisfY this second-order kind of 
curiosity, we may discover that the question seems more at home in 
its original circumstances-as the question of the meaning and pattern 
of the world's history as a whole, for example, seems in the context 
of medieval Christianity-than it has ever seemed in the modern 
contest. Without perhaps being oitically 'destroyed' 'or removed from 
the system of 'valid' questions by this process, the question certainly 
presents itself in a new light as a result of it. Seeing the question in 
this light, we are no longer simply curious people who happen to be 
confronted with an interesting and seemingly important question. Now, 
as a result of our analysis, we are conscious of our particular situation 
and commitments in relation to that question: a situation (probably) 
outside the context of its origin, and commitments (probably) that 
make it exceedingly difficult for us to generate an answer to it that 
we can defend against our own criticism. But this is not a merely 
negatIve result: It is a positive step forward in self-knowledge. By 
questioning the nature of our own questioning, we alter the dynamic 
of our curiosity not by fiat, by prosoibing questions, but by extending 
it to and satisfYing it on another level. q 

An nnportant consequence of our increased self-consciousness (since 
the eighteenth century) about central modern concepts like science 
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and progress, and of our increased sympathy for and understanding 
of other periods in our history (and other cultures) in which these 
concepts did not (and do not) playa central role, has been an ongoing 
and pervasive split in our thinking. On the one hand, we depend on 
science, progress, and so forth, and the rationality they represent, to 
an ever increasing degree. On the other hand, we often wonder what 
the grounds for this dependence are-is it not simply an expression 
of one among many possible human attitudes? Science and progress 
will never answer the 'great questions' of metaphysics; they will not 
save our souls; they will not even fill us with the eudemonia that the 
Greeks expected from the completion 'of theory, because they will 
never be complete. How is it that we are committed to them? Should 
we not perhaps be able to go beyond this seemingly arbitrary 
commitment? 

And yet when we do attempt to go beyond it or back behind it
to formulate an alternative world view-the possibilities are so endless, 
and the grounds for choosing between them (other than faith and 
conversion) so slight, that we generally wind up in a very unsatisfYing 
relativism: 'understanding' everything, committed to nothing. 

Blumenberg's response to this situation is, first, to demonstrate that 
modernity is not an arbitrary commitment-that while it is not a 
transfonned, 'secularized' version of earlier, Christian commitments, 
it is very much a product of them, as a response to the crisis of the 
medieval Christian world view, which in tum was intimately determined 
by what went before it. In other words, our modeTIl commitments 
are highly determined by our history. 

At the same time, by demonstrating this and also demonstrating 
(by means of the functional model and the idea of "reoccupation") 
that modernity's problems do not result from the inconsistency of its 
authentic elements, he shows that modern science and progress may 
be capable of more than we imagine in moods of sober resignation 
to our historical 'fate.' If modern science can clarifY itself-the historical 
conditions of its possibility and necessity, and thus its nature; and if 
it can distinguish the questions to which it is suited from those that 
are forced upon it; and if it can help us, through this knowledge, to 
revise our attitudes to the latter; then it will be helping us to 'master' 
reality not only in the sense of 'the facts' but also in the sense of the 
very process of inquiry itself And this would go a long way toward 
overcoming the alienation from that process that is expressed in both 
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our resignation and our relativistic dallying. with 'alternatives.' As 
Blumenberg writes: 

There are phases of objectivization that loose themselves from their 
original motivation (the science and technology of the later phases of 
the modern age provide a stupendous example of this!); and to bring 
them back into their human function, to subject them again to man's 
purposes in relation to the world, requires an unavoidable counter
exertion. The medieval system ended in such a phase of objectivization 
that has become autonomous, of hardening that is insulated from 
what is human. What is here called "self-assertion" is the countermove 
of retrieving the lost motives, of new concentration on man's self
interest. (Pp. 177-178) 

Retrieving the lost motives of modern science and philosophy
restoring their relation to man's self-interest-by articulating and pur
suing them more radically than has hitherto been done, is the central 
purpose of this book. 

Notes 

a. Throughout this introduction and the translation that follows it,. single quotation marks 
have been used exclusively as 'scare quotes,' to draw attention to special uses of terms or to 
emphasize the problematic status, in the discussion, of the concepts referred to by the words 
in question. The only exception to this role is a quotation within a quotation (i.e., within a 
set of double quotes), which requires single quotation marks for contrast. 

b. A valuable, concise summation 6f the struggles of Anglo-American 'analytic philosophy' 
with the Cartesian tradition can be found in Richard Rotty's Philosophy and the Mirr07' of Nature 
<Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1979}. 

c. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949-Gennan edition: Weltgeschichte undHei1sgeschehen: 
die theologischen V07'awset:tungen tier GeschicJusphikwjJhie (Stuttgart: Kohlanuner, 1953). LOwith's 
other major work available in English is From Hegel tI.i Nietzsche: The Revolution in Nineteenth~ 
Century Tlwught (New York; Holt, Rinehart &. Winston. 1964}-original German edition: Von 
Hegel z.u Nietzsche: tier revoiutionare Bruih im Denken des neunuhntenJahrhurulerts (Zurich: Europa 
Verlag. 1941). 

d. "Science," here and throughout this introduction and the translation that follows, refers to 
what in Gennan is called Wmenschajt. which covers both the natural sciences and the 'cultural 
sciences' [Geisteswi.ssenschajtenl to which Blumenberg's own work, for example. belongs. 

e. For a more detailed discussion of LOwith's Meaning in Histrny. Blumenberg's critique. and 
LOwith's response to that critique, see my «Progress, Secularization and Modernity: The LOwithl 
Blumenberg Debate," New German Critique 22 (winter 1981): 63-79. 

£ Jakob Taubes, Abendliindische Eschatologie (Bern: A. Francke. 1947); Rudolf Bultmann, The 
Presence ofEtemfty (New York: Harper &. Bros., 1957}-later editions entided History and EschatfJiogy: 
The Presence of Eternity-Gennan edition: Geschichte und Eschatologie (Tiibingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 
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1958); C. F. von Weizsacker, The Relevance of Science {New York: Harper & Row, 1964)-Gennan 
edition:: Die Tragweite der Wissenschajt (Sruttgart: Hirzel, 1966). Bultmann's and von Weizsacker's 
books were both originally Gilford lectures, which is why fuei ... original publications were in 
Engllih. 

g. Meaning in History (cited in note d, p. 207. 

h. Those who are acquainted with the writings of Hannah Arendt and Leo Strauss will recognize 
the affinity between their attitudes to ancient philosophy and LOwith's. 

i Two major earlier 'secularization' theorists, Max Weber and Carl Schmitt, might be seen as 
forerunners of this wave of the 1950s. Their writings did not, however, lend themselves so 
readily to imitation or generalization as LOwith's did. In Weber's The Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism the «secularization" process was almost an afterthought. not essential to the 
central thesis of the book. And for Schmitt (as Blumenberg describes in part I, chap'ter 8) 
secularization was (uniquely) a category of legitimacy, which was not an interpretation that could 
meet the kinds of needs that LOwith's did. 

j. Review of pan I of Die Legitimitat tier Neu7.eit in Philosophische Rundschau 15 (1968}:199. 

k. For Blumenberg's definition of the term, see part II, chapter 2, paragraph 3. 

L Such a question is implied by a broader statement on p. 197 of LOwith's review (cited in 
note j). 

m. Die Legitimitiit der Neuz.eit (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1966), p. 60. 

n. Blumenberg described the need for an account of the pattern of history as a whole as "not, 
in itself, rational" in the first edition (cited in note m), p. 36. 

o. As is also clear from the themes of several of his other works: "Paradigmen zu ciner 
Metaphorologie," Archiv flir Begnffigeschichte 6 (1960):7-142; Schi.ffbmch mit Zuschauer: Paradigma 
riner Daseinsmetapher (Frankfurt:: suhrkamp taschenbuch wissenschaft lf289, 1979); Arbeit am 
MytJws (Frankfurt Suhrkamp. 1979); and Die Lesbarkeit der Welt (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, .1981). 
These examine the nature of metaphor and myth and their persistence through all the 'en
lightenment' of the modem age. In fact a major focus of Blumenberg's re.rrnUning Inajor work, 
Die Genesis der kopernikanischen Welt (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1975), is on the influence 
of Copeinicanism as a dominant metaph()T in modem times. 

p. Blumenberg has in fact been accused, by at least one German critic, of falling.into "positivism." 
See G. Rohnnoser, Emantipation und Freiheit (Munich: Goldmann., 1970), pp. 13-14. 

q. This turning can be seen as an extension (and a reformulation) of Kant's "transcendental" 
turning, which sought to protect reason from self-inflicted antinomies through inquiry into 
the conditions of the possibility of objective knowledge, and thus to limit reason's ambitions 
by enhancing its self-knowledge. The relation is evident in Blumenberg's discussion of Kant 
in part m, chapter 10. 
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Secularization: Critique of a 
Category of Historical Wrong 
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Status of the Concept 

What the terIll "secularization"a signifies should, it seems, be readily 
deternrinable. Whether as an observation, a reproach, or an endorse
ment, everyone is familiar with this designation for a long-term process 
by which a disappearance of religious ties, attitudes to transcendence, 
expectations of an afterlife, ritual performances, and fumly established 
turns of speech is driven onward in both private and daily public life. 
One need not even stick to the data (though of course they are the 
easiest to fix empirically and statistically) of institutional membership 
and influence, which are characterized by a higher degree of inertia 
than their motivational basis in the human life-world. It Used to be 
one of those standing turns of speech to lament the world's becoming 
H ever more worldly" (rather than ever less so), while now what is 
asserted is that the modern age is an epoch of pure "worldliness," 
and its body politic is accordingly the secular state. 

We would not be able to accept the formulas of 'secularization' as 
so much a matter of course if we did not find ourselves still within 
the horizon of the operation of this process: We are describing some
thing that would not even exist for us if we were not still in a position 
to understand what had to precede it, what the hope of salvation, 
what the next world, transcendence, divine judgment, refraining from 
involvement in the world and falling under the influence of the world 
once meant-that is, to understand the elements of that 'unworldliness' 
that must after all be implied as a point of departure if we are to be 
able to speak of "secularization." That there are fewer sacred things 
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and more profane ones is a quantitative determination to whi<;h any 
number of differentiations could be appended in order to describe 
this same disappearance. Its final stage would be a situation in whi<;h 
no remains of these elements were left in existence, but at that point 
one would cease to be able to understand the term "secularization" 
at all. In this descriptive sense one can cite almost anything as ~ 
consequence of secularization, including specific losses, as, for instance, 
when someone says that the crisis of all authority is a phenomenon 
or a result of secularization. Something is absent, whi<;h is supposed 
to have been present before. Su<;h a statement hardly explains the 
loss; it simply subsumes it in the great stock of what was somehow 
fated to disappear. 

Bear in mind also that the use of the expression no longer implies 
any clear judgment of value. Even one who deplores secularization as 
the decay of a former capacity for transcendence does so with hardly 
less resignation than someone who takes it as the triumph of enlight
enment - since after all it has not turned out to be the final, definitive 
triumph. The historian will incline to neither attitude. Bat what attitude 
will be appropriate for him when he speaks of "secularization"? One 
would think that that would have been to some extent clarified. It is 
just that assumption that will be disputed here. 

Expressions of such a generous character, of such a degree of gen
erality and intransitive indeterminacy, are allowed to pass, in our 
overri<;h supply of terminology, until almost without arousing notice 
or suspicion they present themselves in a more precise fimction. The 
world that became ever more worldly was a subject whose extension 
was about as obscure as that of the impersonal "it" in the proposition 
"It's raining." But in the more precise function, propositions of an 
entirely different form appear, propositions of the form 'B is the 
secularized A.' For example: The modern work ethic is secularized 
monastic asceticism; The world revolution is the secularized expectation 
of the end of the world; The president of the Federal Republic is a 
secularized monarch. Su<;h propositions define an unequivocal relation 
between whence and whither, an evolution, a change in the attributes 
of a substance. The great all-inclusive process of the secularization of 
the world now no longer appears as a quantitative loss but rather as 
an aggregate of specifiable and transitively -qualitative transformations 
in whi<;h in each case the later phase is possible and intelligible only 
in relation to the earlier phase assigned to it. What we have here is 
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no longer the simple comparative statement that the world has become 
more 'worldly' but rather, in each asserted case, only the assertion of 
a specific mutation leading to the specific 'product of secularization.' 

I am not proposing a linguistic prohibition here. Anyone who wants 
to speak of secularization as a tidal wave, which at a particular time 
has reached a particular point, which perhaps presses irresistibly for
ward or may be darnmable, which here or there breaches the dam, 
which appears to recede at another point-such a person may hold 
to his description of changing conditions and their general direction, 
unaffected by what is at issue here. Only the claim to render intelligible 
by this terminology something that would otherwise not be intelligible, 
or would be less so, will be contradicted here. 

Insofar as "secularization" is nothing but a spiritual anathema upon 
what has transpired in history since the Middle Ages, it belongs to a 
voca:bulary whose explanatory value depends on presuppositions that 
are not available to theory and that cannot be credited to or expected 
of the understanding of reality that is itself characterized as "worldly." 
But secularization has been accepted as a category for the interpretation 
of historical circumstances and connections even by people who could 
not be prepared to confonn to the theological premises. Here the 
difference between the theological and the historical uses of the cat
egories of worldliness and secularization lies neither in a change of 
the prescribed evaluation nor in the reinterpretation of loss as eman
cipation. For a positive evaluation of secularization is perfecdy possible 
even in theology: The very people who were attempting to restore 
the radicalness of the original religious distance from the world and 
to renew theology's declarations of transcendence" dialectically" could 
see in the massive evidence of the manifestation of the world as 
'worldliness' the advantage of its unmistakable character of immanence. 
What is foreigo to the world, and appears to it as the paradoxical 
demand that it give itself up, was supposed to withdraw itself, in a 
new distinctness, from the entanglement and camouflage in which, 
perhaps for the sake of demonstrable success, it had become falsely 
familiar and acceptable.' A theology of 'division,' of crisis,b had to be 
interested in making clear the worldliness of the world rather than in 
overlaying it with the sacred. That is what gave the use of the term 
"secularization" its specific theological pathos. 

The full calamity of the world -but precisely of the 'world,' in the 
full sense of the" tenn-is required in order to secure evidence for the 

- ._---_._-- ---------------- ----------
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expectation of a salvation that is 'not of this ~orld':-however such 
calamity or salvation may {epochally or episodicallyYbe defined. Once 
'secularization' had become the cultural-political pr()gram of eman
cipation from all theological and ecclesiastical dominance, of the liq
uidation of the remnants of the Middle Ages, it could equally well be 
formulated as a postulate for the clatification of fronts, for the decisive 
and ineluctable division of souls {of 'the sheep from the goats'} in 
anticipation of the final eschatological judgment dividing 'this world' 
from 'the next.' Thus what had in fact occurred in the process of 
secularization did not have to be protested as a loss of substance but 
could appear as an abandonment of encumbrances. The secularization 
that was thus expected to clarifY fronts went over, in a not untypical 
process of reception-or, more harshly put, of the capture of ter
minology-from one front to the other. The case of "secularization" 
is not the last one in which such a crossover has occurred. 

What followed the theology of crisis {and .its existential-theological 
forerunners} lay in the same tendential direction: a theological justi
fication of secularization. From an unexpected direction -that of the
ology itself-came vindication of Feuerbach's thesis that it could only 
be understood as a detour of anthropology. The patterns and schemas 
of the salvation story were to prove to be ciphers and projections of 
intraworldly problems, like a foreign language in which is expressed 
the absolutism of the world, of man, of society, so that all unworldliness 
would be a metaphor that had to be retranslated into literal speech. 
The problem in such a case, quite logically, is not secularization but 
the detour that made it necessary in the first place. For detours, of 
course, we do have the trusty schema of the consciousness that frnds 
its way to itself, that achieves consciousness of its own identity. What 
is in order afier this detour is no longer the division of sheep from 
goats, the clarification of fronts, but rather the unveiling of the identity 
of the one interest for the realization of which a God had to exist at 
most as an assistant in the process of its accomplishment. But would 
it not. have been better then if He had not existed at all? 

The philosophical observer of this scene of theology'S self
interpretation recognizes the familiar pattern of all self-preservations: 
the pattern of the reduction of the endangered substance to an in
tangible core content, of accepting the supposedly or actually relevant 
role of rendering theoretical service for this or that practice, in the 
end of malting oneself at home in the role of assistant to the most 
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up-to-date human interest. The strength of these secularization theo
rems lies in the fact that they cany with them a supplementary theory, 
which not only makes it possible to find good, after the fact, the loss 
of respect and the forfeiture of meaning that has set in, but also 
provides itself with a revaluation of this process as itself a providential 
one. Thus a loss of power, influence, occupied positions, and cultural 
ambience can be understood "as a providential process with a purifYing 
effect on Christianity."2 Then the assessm~nt of secularization ~ a 
threat to the existence of religious forms and contents in the world, 
as the decline of the respect accorded to theological statements and 
to their pragmatic transpositions, is only (in its turnl a 'WOrldly' ,fear
fulness, which is no more suitable to the trustingness implied by faith 
than is a failUre to understand the refusal of dominion that characterizes 
the biblical figure of the kenosis, of the savior as servant. Secularization 
itself is not refused but rather the service it is supposed to render as 
an argument vindicating the 'meaning,' the 'cultural value' of Chris
tianity within the world. Not only is the end of history held in reserve 
for theology, but the historical process itself (contrary to all the apparent 
failures of earlier claims, if not to conquer the world, at least to explaio 
it) is opened up to a comprehension that follows the schema of a 
contemporary paratheory, according to which resistance to therapy 
is the chief symptom of its progress toward its goal. 

The world that in this way is not only accepted and tolerated but 
systematically 'provided for' cannot resist such cooptation by providence 
any more than it need do anything special in order to take upon itself 
a role whose point is precisely not to understand itsel£ Then the 
incomprehension of the historical or philosophical critic vis-a-vis the 
category of 'secularization' would be exacdy what was to be expected 
of him. But at the same time this expectation caunot motivate him 
to decide not to seek further, by means of his own authentic capacity 
for comprehension, for what can be accomplished by means of the 
term "secularization." 

The difficulty that begins here is due to the fact that everyone 'still' 
thinks he understands to a certain extent what is meant by the term 
"secularization" and ascribes the sense he :finds in it to the common 
usage we are discussing. The query, what then it is meant to signify 
and to assert, must reckon with a certain aunoyance on the part of 
the person to whom it is addressed. Is it not enough to admit that 
quantitative statement about the lessening of an influence, the dis-
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appearance of an imprint, the subsidence of an intensity, in order to 
grasp the limiting case to which the fonnulation that describes 
worldliness as the signature of the modem age refers? 

It is not only a question of where a linguistic element properly 
belongs, not only a question of words, but also a question of things. 
It must be remembered that the signature of the modem age has 
been described not only as the taking over and the expansion of the 
world but also as its loss. The contrast provided by this thesis of 
Hannah Arendt's, a thesis that is directed against the dogma of sec
ularization, at least makes clearer what must be gained in the way of 
precision in order to make the concept of secularization fit for use in 
historiography. 

Hannah Arendt speaks of an "unequaled worldlessness" as the 
ha1lmark of the modern age. "Modern man, when he lost the certainty 
of a world to come, was thrown back upon himself and not upon this 
world." The reality of the world over against which he saw himself 
had at this very point begun to seem doubtful, in that direct contact 
through the senses had been e"posed by mathematical physics as a 
presentation of only the superficial appearances of more substantial 
realities. This thesis also presents the modern age as a continuation 
of Christianity by other means, but as a continuation in the same 
direction, a direction of world alienation [Enlweltlichung]. Man has "re
moved himself from the earth to a much more distant point than any 
Christian otherworldliness had ever removed him." However one may 
assess the weight of these statements, they do in any case show that 
the 'worldliness' of the modern age cannot be described as the recovery 
of a consciousness of reality that existed before the Christian epoch 
of our history. There;: is no historical symmetry according to which 
this worldliness would be, as it were, a disposition for the return of 
the Greeks' cosmos. The Renaissance was only the first misunder
standing of this sort, an attempt to forestall the new concept of reality 
that was making its entrance by interpreting it as the recurrence of 
a structure already experienced and manageable with familiar cate
gories. The point is that 'the world' is not a constant whose reliability 
guarantees that in the historical process an original constitutive sub
stance must come back to light, undisguised, as soon as the super
imposed elements of theological derivation and specificity are cleared 
away. This unhistorical interpretation displaces the authenticity of the 
modern age, making it a remainder, a pagan substratum, which is 
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simply left over after the retreat of religion into autarkic independence 
from the world. In any case one does not achieve a historical under
standing of secularization by conceiving its implied 'world' as the 
recovery of an 'original' reality that had been lost with the entry of 
Christiaoity. "Whatever the word 'secular' is meant to signify in current 
usage, historically it cannot possibly be equated with worldliness; mod
ern man at any rate did not gain this world when he lost the other 
world, and he did not gain life, strictly speaking, either; he was thrust 
back upon it. ... "3 

Hannah Arendt's thesis of 'world alienation' is not, as such, the 
subject of our discussion here; but what it shows is the dubiousness 
of setting up worldliness and unworldliness as 'a pair of alternatives 
that are tipped now one way and now the other in history, so that 
when transcendent ties and hopes are abandoned, there is only one 
possible result. As soon as one leaves the sphere of influence of the 
theological system of categories, the world to which the modern age 
appears to have turned its full attention can be an 'unworldly' world 
in regard to its concept of reality or to the nature of its intuition as 
compared to an immediacy ascribed to the ancients. Only where the 
category of substance dominates the understanding of history are there 
repetitions, superimpositions and dissociations - and also, for that 
matter, disguises and unmaskings. 

The question how the term "secularization" is used in texts of 
contemporary historical theory is directed, above all, at the difference 
between descriptive and explanatory uses. One particular type of 
statement does not, in accordance with its own claims, come -up for 
discussion in this context at all because no greater objection can be 
brought against it than that very little is asserted by it. Even if what 
is meant is not only the qualitative disappearance of features having 
a sacred or ecclesiastical derivation but also a type of transformation 
of this realm of derivation itself, that -is, an "alteration in the social 
form of religion" in the direction of a 'cultural-religious' function, and 
thus a "tendency towards the inner 'secularization' " of religious in
stitutions themselves,' still this means only an obscuring of differen
tiations, an approach toward and an increasing resemblance to what 
is expected (or maybe only what is supposed to be expected) by the 
surrounding society. Someone tuight say that it would be purely ar
bitrary, and excessively demanding, to ask, on methodological grounds, 
for more than this descriptive finding. Nor do I ask for anything more; 
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rather I encounter claims to something .more, ~d in fact find these 
claims indicated by a specifically different manner of speaking. There 
is afier all a difference between, on the one hand, saying that in a 
particular state the "secularization of the countryside" is very advanced, 
and that this is indicated by the empirical decline of obligations owed 
by village communities to the church, and, on the other hand, for
mulating the thesis that the capitalist valuation of success -in business 
is the secularization of 'certainty of salvation' in the context of the 
Reformation doctrine of predestination. For quite urunistakably, in 
this latter thesis-a model one for the secularization theorem-a certain 
specific content is explained by another one preceding it, and indeed 
in such a way that the asserted transformation of the one into the 
other is neither an intensification nor a clarification but rather an 
alienation from its original meaning and fimction. 

Clearly the characterization of a relation as the historical dependence 
of an "alienated" fonnation on an "original" one is not enough to 
make it a case for the meaningful application of the term "seculari
zation." And here the question arises whether that which must still 
be added to complete the term's meaning is not unavoidably a theo
logical element. Does the concept of secularization then go beyond 
what can be accomplished in the comprehension of historical processes 
and structures by implying not only a dependence but something like 
an exchange of worlds, a radical discontinuity of belonging, together 
with, at the same time, identity of that which belongs? Does this 
concept not introduce into our understanding of history the paradox 
that we can grasp the modern age's basic characteristic of 'worldliness' 
only under conditions that, precisely on account of this quality, must 
be inaccessible to us? 

Hermann Liibbe has pointed out that "the use of concepts that are 
current in the 'politics of ideas'- is not free of consequences" and that 
he who does not want to find himself unexpectedly in the front lines 
must be concerned about clarifying [AujkliirungJ and neutralizing what 
is latent in concepts. Liibbe considers it "possible to delineate a strictly 
scientific use of the concept of secularisation." In fact, he suggests, 
this would be "in agreement with the insights and aims of the most 
recent theology of secularization."5 Here one may question whether 
such a convergence of insight and interests must not encounter its 
limit at the point where 'clarification' [or 'Enlightenment': AujkliirungJ,' 
which according to C. H. Ratschow's definition is nothing other than 
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Hacute secularization,"6 proceeds to the secularization of the concept 
of secularization itself. 

When the question is posed here of the possibility of a scientific 
use of the tenn "secularization," the criterion of scientific status is not 
identical with the postulate of science as the only status. 1bis clarification 
is called for in view of the joyful solidarity that has recendy broken 
out among those who believe they can share in the overcoming of 
the limitations of that scientific status by means of an enharmonic 
confusion of interdisciplinary with superdisciplinary work. The mere 
symbiosis of opposition to 'positivism' (or to whatever is taken for it 
at any given time) does not by itself legitimize all of the heterogeneous 
presuppositions that have been brought into this relation. 

Translator's Notes 

a. In Gennan the tenns Siikularisierung iliterally: secularization} and Venveltlichung (literally: 
being made, or becoming, worldly) are used interchangeably because the saeculum from which 
the Latin saecularisatiQ derives (and thus Siikuklrisierung and «secularization") refers to an "age," 
hence «the present age," <'this world» (as opposed to the nex!:), and ultimately "the world" 
as opposed to the transcendent. As English has no substantive term {such as "worldliflcation"} 
corresponding to Venueltlichung, "secularization" has been used to translate both words. The 
reader will better appreciate a number of the author's arguments ifhe remembers the equivalence 
of "secular" with "worldly" and bears in mind the connotations of the latter term each time 
he sees the word ."secularization." 

b. The reference to "theology of crisis" is to the theology of Karl Barth and his followers, also 
known as "dialectical theology." -"Crisis" here is used in a sense relating to its Greek root 
verb, krinein, which means to separate, to divide, to choose, or to judge. 

c. The point of this sentence depends on a special characteristic of the Gennan philosophical 
vocabulary that cannot be reproduced in English. Die A1.ijkliirung, the Gennan term for what 
we call "the Enlightenment," has more useful COIUlotations than our term because while in 
English we can only "enlighten" one another, in Gennan one can aujklliren (clear up, clarifY) 
the subject itsel£ A'Zifhliirung, then, designates not only a historical period (and a quasi~missionary 
activity: "canying enlightenment" to other, benighted people) but also a type of activity 
directed at problems and subject matter generally, a type of activity that is epitomized in "the 
Enlightenment" but is understood to be possible and in order now as much as then. This is 
what makes possible the paradoxical situation in which Liibbe's attempted "clarification" 
(Aujkliirunw of the concept of secularization would itself (according to Ratschow's definition of 
Aujkl1irung) be "acute secularization"-and the suggestion that a 'neutral' and uncommitted 
approach to the concept of secularization will be a clifficu1t thing to achieve. 





2 

A Dilnension of Hidden 
Meaning? 

If one took the frequency of its application as evidence, there could 
be no doubt about the historical applicability of the category of sec
ularization. Its productivity seems to be unlimited. To demonstrate 
the full extent of the phenomenon seems to me to be superfluous. 
The examples that I am about to present are only intended once again 
to create awareness of the way in which the concept is applied, so 
that the explanatory claim, as opposed to the merely quantitative 
statement and description- of conditions, is not lost from view. 

In modern epistemology the priority of the question of a guarantee 
of knowledge, of theoretical certainty, is said to be the secularization 
of the fundamental Christian problem of certainty of salvation. This 
connection is supposed to be made clear by the way in which the 
epistemological problematic emerged "from absolute doubt about 
reality as such"; that is, by the degree of absoluteness of the skepticism 
underlying the claim to certainty. It is further asserted of Descartes 
that the science he founded "will take over the function performed 
up to that point by church dogma, the function of a universal spiritual 
safeguard for existence." If that were so, then Descartes in his own 
case would already have fulfilled Ludwig Feuerbach's dictum: "Our 
philosophers up to now are nothing but mediated theologiaus, operating 
through the abstract concept.'" 

Measured by the frequency of its repetition, the assertion that the 
modern work ethic is a "secularization of saintliness" and of the at
tendant fOnTIS of asceticism has made no less of an impression. But 
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the dandy too is supposed to be a secular descendent of the Christian 
saints, though he is also reminiscent-by Baudelaire's fonnula, that 
he causes astonishment but cannot be astonished himself-of the Stoic 
ideal of the wise man. Finally, the recklessness of self-disclosure in 
literary self-presentations of the most various kinds is supposed to be 
nothing other than the "secularized self-examination" of pietism and 
puritanism, the candor of religious reflection raised to a quasi-scientific 
precision, just as earlier the Spanish picaresque novel is supposed to 
have arisen from the prototype of Augustine's Corifessions, and Defoe's 
Robinson Crusoe from the spiritual journal of the puritan, kept for the 
purpose of gaining certainty of salvation -in which connection the 
sheer survival of the shipwrecked Robinson as demiurge has made 
inunanent that transcendent certainty of salvation. 

I intend no polemic here. I do not wish to dispute the argumentation 
in individual.cases. My only purpose is to induce a kind of anamnesis 
by reminding the reader, by means of a few examples from the 
writings of unnamed authors, of the abundance of analogous assertions, 
which cannot have escaped him in the literature of recent years but 
which perhaps have already made themselves such a matter of course 
for him that the relations they posit, however daring they may be, 
hardly attract his attention any longer. 

The postulate of the political equality of ali citizens is supposed to 
have secularized the prior concept of the equality of ali men before 
God, while the basic ideas of our criminallaw "function like a secularized 
theology" and imply a "concept of guilt borrowed from the sacral 
relation." In political theory it has been asserted, and frequendy re
peated, that "all the significant concepts of the modern doctrine of 
the state ... [are! secularized theological concepts." This assertion relates 
not only and not primarily to the history of concepts but also to the 
systematic structure in which such concepts function: States of emer
gency have an analogous position in politics and law to nriracles in 
theology. A "secularization of the tidings of salvation" is said to have 
been carried out by Machiavelli, specifically in the fonn of the idea 
of propaganda, which "seeks to hold the absolute strivings and desires 
of men in the world fixed, in spite of changing circumstances, on such 
leading ideas of worldly salvation as, for example, the power and 
unity of their native country." It has become almost a fashionable 
pastime to interpret expectations of political redemption, like those 

1 
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typified by the Communist Maniftsto, as secularizations either of the 
biblical paradise or of apocalyptic messianism. 

Once one has come to understand the idea of progress as a trans
formation of a providentially guided 'story of salvation' [Heiligeschuhte], 
then either the infinity of this progress will have to be given out as 
the secularization of the omnipotence that had reigned over history 
previously, or an expected final stage of progress, a 'golden age,' 
'permanent peace,' or 'universal equality after the dismantling of the 
state' will have to be a sort of "eschatology without God": "What 
used to be known as 'the fullness of time,' perfection of the present 
in eternity, the locus of salvation, is now called by Saint-Simo;n 'per
fection of the social order,' by Kant 'the kingdom of pure practical 
reason,' by Goethe, Schiller, and Holderlin 'humanity and new my
thology/ by Rousseau 'retUIn to nature,' by Winckelmann 'return to 
the ancients,' by Wieland and Gessner 'imaginative power of the poet.' " 
The world of the Middle Ages was finite, but its God was infinite; in 
the modem age "the world takes on this divine attribute; infinity is 
secularized. " 

Finally, science-of which Hegel in his Philosophy of Right already 
said that in its claim to freedom of teaching it "develops itself like a 
Church into a totality with a characteristic principle, which can with 
considerable justice regard itself as taking over the place of the Church 
itself' - this science that wants not only to understand the world but 
also to deduce principles of conduct within it, as in Descartes's program 
for his morale definitive, acquires such an "excessive competence" pre
cisely because it is the "secularization of the originally Christian com
bination of world design and directions for action." 

So simple is it, apparently, to identifY the substance in its meta
morphoses, and to line up the metastases relative to their one origin, 
once one has found the formula. Naturally its easy applicability and 
the consequent frivolous multiplication of instances do not speak against 
the procedure itself, they only make the examination ofits admissibility, 
of its rational presuppositions and methodical requirements, all the 
more urgent. For the procedure's genuine efficacy, or the appearance 
ofit, diffuse the light of a superficial plausibility even over applications 
that I can only describe as secularization "run wild." It seems as though 
one need only make specific a highly general statement like Nietzsche's: 
"How science could become what it now is can only be made inteiligible 
from the development of religion."2 One then obtains a series of 
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derivative theses such as that the conceIn of modern physics about 
the laws and the construction of nature can only be understood as "a 
variant of the idea of creation in secularized form"; or that the academic 
examination system is the secularized Last Judgment, or at least a 
secnlar variant of the Inquisition; or that "the scientist purified of all 
concrete history'" epitomized in the 'professor,' is the product of a 
"secnlarized form of ancient purification and mortification rituals." 
And so it goes on. Every literary supplement shows that it still goes 
on. 

What the examples collected here have in common is that they go 
beyond the quantitative/descriptive use of the term "secularization" 
and no longer have anything to do with the old lamenting confirmation 
that the world grows ever more worldly. The extension of the area 
of competence of worldly authorities and of types of life planning and 
regulation of action that are no longer founded on and directed by 
religion, the displacement of responsibilities in education and instruc
tion, the development of rituals no longer derived from liturgy-all 
of this is still not secnlarization in a precise sense whose aim is the 
understanding of historical processes. The examples I have cited bring 
together phenomena that are separate in historical time in such a way 
as to assert that the later are the result of the secularization of the 
earlier, that the one results from the other. Thus a more or less precise 
concept of secnlarization picks itself out. "Secnlarization is not to be 
understood as a simple process of the dissolution of traditional religion, 
but as a transformation of the rnling value system into various insti
tutional 'ideologies,' which still underpin the actual interrelated work
ings peculiar to the institutions."3 This is cited not as an authoritative 
definition but rather as an example of the kind of more precise for
mulation that lies between the designations "dissolution" and "trans
formation." For a usage defined in this way, what is called for is not 
only calcnlation of quantitative shares, analysis of comparative weights, 
or comparison of different total situations over time but also evidence 
of transformation, metamorphosis, conversion to new fimctions, along 
with the identity of a substance that endures throughout the process. 
Without such a substantial identity, no recoverable sense could be 
attached to the talk of conversion and transformation. 

Against my critique of the concept of secnlarization, Hans-Georg 
Gadamer has asserted that this concept performs "a legitimate her
meneutic function." He describes this function of the secularization 
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concept as follows: "It contributes a whole dimension of hidden mean
ing to _ the self-comprehension of what has come to be and presendy 
exists, and shows in this way that what presendy exists is and means 
far more than it knows of itsel£"4 And he adds a sentence that is 
significant for his conviction of the epochal range of this category: 
"This holds also and especially for the modern age." A concept leg
itimizes its hermeneutic function by what it produces. What is to be 
produced is described by Gadamer as something that is hidden from 
the self-comprehension of the present, and thus of the modern age
indeed as a whole dimension of hidden meaning. This is a very strong 
assertion when one considers that henneneutics in general has_ only 
to do with a surplus of meaning over and above what is granted and 
understood -as self-evident, in accordance with the axiom of Matteo 
Mattesilano:a "Semper mens est potentior quam sint verba" [The mind 
is always more potent than wordsl. "A whole dimension of hidden 
meaning" ~ after all that can only mean, in this context, that by the 
concept of secnlarization the self-comprehension of the modern age 
as worldliness has to be explained as a superficial, foreground ap
pearance. It is revealed as a consciousness that is not transparent to 
itself in its substantial relations, a consciousness to which henneneutics 
discloses its background. To that which has only been projected, by 
secularization, on the foreground of worlcliness, this henneneutic ac
complishment first restores and makes plain its historical fullness. The 
genuine substance of that which was secnlarized is 'wrapped up in' 
[die ImpliJiation desl what thus became worldly, and remains 'wrapped 
up in' it as what is essential to- it, as when, in ·the model instance 
developed by Heidegger for the hermeneutics of his school, "Dasein's 
understandIng of Being" is essential to it and yet "in the first instance 
and for the most part" hidden and withdrawn from it. I am almost 
inclined to say that that was what I was afraid o£ _ 

I do not want yet to go into the question of how one is to conceive 
this dimension of hidden meaning after,;t has been rendered present 
once again. First I must ask how the hiddenness of the surplus in what 
is given, of the hidden meaning in what is overt, came about. For this 
will determine how the hermeneutic method can operate. No doubt 
it will proceed, after all, simply by relating the given to what preceded 
it by an unequivocal nexus of dependence. In the hermeneutic retro
gression through secnlarization, the understandIng must hit upon the 
conditions of the possibility of what it undertakes in this way to render 

------------- ---------------
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intelligible. Everything turns on tbe question whetber tbe worldly form 
of what was secularized is not a pseudomo,.ph-in otber words: an 
inautbentic manifestation-of its original reality. 

Witbout doubt, tbe concept of secularization in its "legitimate her
meneutic function" gains in pregnancy of meaning. It becomes sPli 
more difficult to oppose its application or to set limits- to it. But tbe 
concept does not gain in solid metbodical utility. It does not allow tbe 
product of secularization to detach itself from tbe process of secular
ization and make itself autonomous. The illegitimacy of tbe result of 
secularization resides in tbe fact tbat tbe result is not allowed to sec
ularize tbe process itself from which it resulted. For tbe hermeneutic 
function remains legitimate only so long as it lays open to self
consciousness what is hidden from it, convicts it of having been subject 
to tbe illusion of autonomous presence, and tbus binds it to tbe newly 
disclosed dimension. 

I myself have made use of tbe license of hermeneutics to uncover 
an implication tbat is hidden from tbe contemporary understanding 
in referring, for tbe sharper definition of tbe concept of secularization, 
to its latent metaphoric content.b This attempt neither was meant as 
nor presupposed a history of tbe concept,O and it can be made neitber 
meaningless nor meaningful by a demonstration tbat tbe use of tbe 
term "secularization" in the history of ideas does not take the term's 
political/legal or canon-law uses as its point of departure; it is entirely 
independent of such evidence. It is perfectly possible-in fact it is 
probably tbe case-tbat tbe concept of secularization was introduced 
in a purely descriptive sense and was only associatively and occasionally 
supplemented by a reference to tbe political expropriation of eccle
siastical goods. Only I believe tbat I am able to observe tbat tbis 
historical association impelled the development of increased precision 
in tbe term's use in a particular direction. And I do not think tbat 
tbis was accidental. The alienation of a historical substance from its 
origin, which it carries witb it only as a hidden dimension of meaning, 
unavoidably raises -tbe question whetber tbis is a process of self
alienation or externally induced deformation. The difference here is 
tbe difference between tbe proposition tbat tbe attribute of infinity 
crossed over from God to tbe world because in its highest intensification 
tbe idea of creation simply cannot avoid tbis consequence and tbe 
alternative proposition tbat infinity was usurped for tbe world in order 
by tbis means to let tbe world take over God's position and function. 
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In the latter case the cosmological antinomies in Kant's Transcendental 
Dialectic, for example, would be the dead end to which we have come 
as the result of a sort of forcible violation of God. 

Thus, contrary to all the assumptions of etymologically oriented 
conceptual historians, there is no need for a continuum of verifiable 
instances of the metaphorical content of"sectil~ation." Nevertheless 
the demonstration that this metaphorization is not verifiable early in 
the term's history, that is, that "secularization" was not initially used 
in a sense· modeled on the juristic concept, has had a reassuring effect 
if only because the application of a metaphor to the inner sacred 
values of Christianity was felt to be extremely disturbing. A metaphor 
is after all a rhetorical artifice, nothing serious and certainly nothing 
that can lead to any sort of knowledge. But I think that an account 
of the word's literal history proves too litde when the first hearer of 
the expression who was not entirely ignorant of history could have 
remembered its juristic meaning, and when a retroactive definition 
by orientation to the juristic concept would always suggest itself as 
soon as one felt a need to formulate the concept transitively, that is, 
to indicate a what and a whereto. For, to clarifY it thus one more 
time, a 'secularized' bishop, something that scarcely calls for further 
inquiry, is very different from a 'secularized' saint or a 'secularized' 
eschatology, by which surely a question is meant to be answered and 
not just a moral qualification assigned. as in the case of the 'secularized' 
prelate. The eschatology that was secularized is still present, though 
hidden, in the horizon of an expectation of violent salvation in which, 
according to the secularization thesis, it is supposed to have been 
dissolved -or better: "suspended and carried forward" ["aufkelwben"l
as something that carries on or is carried on in the new phenomenon. 

Thus the category of secularization need not have been derived 
from a metaphor initially; it is possible for it to have taken on the 
metaphorical orientation precisely for the purpose of conceptual def
inition. Only if one sees language as setting the pace for all concept 
formation will one be able to exclude the possibility of the later con
solidation of a designation for an already accomplished concept. The 
juristic act of secularization as the expropriation of church property 
was so practiced and so named from the Peace of Westphalia onward. 
The canon-law use of saecularisatio deSignates the release of a cleric 
from the community and the obligations of his order into the status 
of a secular priest; this intraecclesiastical transposition, so defined since 
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the end of the eighteenth century, plays no role in the hlstory of the 
fonnation of the broader 'secularization' ternllnology but rather remains 
"a special case, which stands in some relation to the hlstorical and 
political concept of secularization but ... did not further determine or 
define the character of the category of secularization that was derived 
from that concept in the philosophy ofhlstory." On the contrary, the 
example of the 'Final Resolution of the Reichstag's Special Commission' 
[Reichsdeputatwnshauptschluss] of 1803d established the term "as a concept 
of the usurpation of ecclesiastical rights, as a concept of the illegitimate 
emancipation of property from ecclesiastical care and custody." These 
defining elements make "the attribute of illegitimacY' into a charac
teristic mark of the concept of secularization."5 One should not overlook 
here the fact that the French Revolution's seizures of church property, 
with their subsequent extension of 1803, were bound to appear as a 
consequence of the century of Enlightemnent. The earliest explicit 
contact between philosophy and secularization, as faras! can deter
mine, was constituted by the inclusion of the external procedure of 
expropriation in the a priori rational process of hlstory. In hls text of 
1799 On my Scholarly Educatwn tUber meine gelehrte Bildung], Berlin's 
Enlightemnent critic Friedrich Nicolai ridiculed the wave of a priori 
historical speculation that had been set in motion above all by Kant's 
Q.uarrel if the Faculties and in the process referred among other things 
to a poletPic set in motion in 1 799 by a pamphlet entitled Reason 
Requires Secularizations [Die vemurifi fordert die Siikularisierungen]. In this 
pamphlet the measures were approved "on a priori grounds," whereas 
a counterpamphlet entitled Reason dces not Require Secularizations [Die 
Vemunft fordert die Siikularisierungen nicht] disapproved this seizure of 
church property "on equally universal a priori grounds."· Here, then, 
even before the Act of 1803, a connection is established between 
reason and secularization that unmistakably renders the transfer of 
property only an external episode and demonstration of the rnle of 
rational progress, and that could encourage an expanded assault on 
the opposing forces on the other side. What was possible with external, 
legally transferable property would no doubt also be possible with less 
massive and still less protected spiritual residues. Not only did an 
extension of the realm of application of the basic notion suggest itself; 
it was practically enforced by a concept of hlstory that placed every 
event in the context of the carrying out of a rational logic. The meta
phorization of the Act of 1803 would then be only a linguistic postscript 
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to the fact that the juristic/political event itself was· a merely symp
tomatic expression of a long-tenn- 'secular' -tendency. Marx em
ploys the term in this way as late as 1843 in the introduction he wrote 
for his Critique '!fHege!'s "Philosophy '!fRight": "But just as emancipation 
is not limited to the princes, so the secularization of property will not 
be limited to the confiscation of church property, which was practiced 
especially by hypocritical Prussia. '" The concept of secularization defines 
a transferable, analogizable process with regard to 'property' of what
ever type, in whatever mode of seizure. I have been charged with 
deriving the criteria for the categorial usage of the tenn "secularization" 
from what is taken to be my prior assertion that that usage originated 
in a metaphor-and since that assertion was mistaken. so also were 
the criteria. But I have ascribed no original and foundational signilicance 
whatever to the metaphorical usage, but only a methodical-heuristic 
signilicance with respect to an explanatory achievement of the concept, 
to which after all a claim is put forward when a statement is made 
of the type that describes a particular phenomenon as the successor 
of another, determined by the other's having gone before and intel
ligible only in relation to it. What must one answer for when one 
makes an assertion of that kind? How is the burden of proof to be 
determined? 

The question whether secularization as a "category of interpretation" 
arose from a metaphor based on the historical legal concept of the 
expropriation of church property has been extremely thoroughly in
vestigated by Hermann ZabeL 8 The result, in terms of conceptual 
history, is impressive but negative. Zabel leaves no doubt that he 
pursued his concept-historical problem from the beginning with the 
intention of testing the justification of the conception of secularization 
that relates it to the legal concept and that he would be ready to 
admit an involvement of the legal procedure with the concept of 
secularization only if a genetic relation could be shown to exist between 
the designations for that act of expropriation and those for other 
historical secularizations. But is conceptual history the sole and sufficient 
legitimation of the status of a concept? Must one not also keep in 
mind that there exists a high degree of indifference between aconcept 
and its history? By showing the testimony of conceptual history to be 
overwhehningly contraiy to a historical nexus between the legal concept 
and the "category ·of interpretation," Zabel thinks he can also keep 
what the secularizan6nconcept requires in order to define real cir-
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cumstances separate from the elements of the' legal concept. I would 
not exclude this possibility altogether if it were the case that the 
conceptual history to which Zabel gives us access could yield other 
criteria of conceptual definition, But that is not the case precisely 
because the evidence brought forward makes a basic s\ate of affairs 
exceedingly clear: The term "secularization" is used for a very long 
time with an ambiguity that admits of no obligation, and in an occasional 
manner directed at anything but precision. Zabel sees his conceptual 
history as a homogeneous whole, in the course of which it is only at 
the very end that anyone occasionally hears in the terminology the 
metaphorical background of 'expropriation of church property,' 
whereas most of the authors· who are serious and are to be taken 
seriously want nothing to do with it, but rather employ a loose usage 
of a descriptive nature, 

What is one to conclude from this evidence? At least not that the 
early phases of a concept's history deserve precedence in a discussion 
of what can be accomplished by the 'dressed-up' function of the concept 
as a "category of interpretation," once the special relation to the legal 
concept has been picked out of the background so that the deter
minateness and the pro<;luction of determinateness that are constitutive 
of a concept are finally able to come into play. Zabel's result seems 
to me interesting precisely because it makes it understandable why 
for such a long time, and in authors as important as the ones he cites, 
nothing substantial was accomplished when the term "secularization" 
was erriployed.9 Since concepts are something that we ourselves con
stitute, their history can be understood teleologically, so that conceptual 
history is not bound by the schema of degeneration, in which full 
weight and value are present only in the originality of the initial instant. 

Thus investigation of the conceptual history of , secularization' appears 
to have brought to light a contradictory result: On the one hand, it 
has dissected out a process that tends toward 'terminologization,' a 
process directed at removing any ambiguity of conceptual content, 
and thus toward methodical definiteness, while on the other hand, it 
describes the later phases of this process as phases characterized by 
a metaphorical usage. However, it is not the usage that is metaphorical 
but rather the orientation of the process of concept formation. 1o A 
tightening up from a vague exhortative and lamenting usage to the 
definition of a typical process form makes the 'recollection' of the 
historicallegai proceedings appear almost inevitable. This is an instance 
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of what I have tried to desaibe as "background metaphorics,"ll a 
process of reference to a model that is operative in the genesis of a 
concept but is no longer present in the concept itself, or may even 
have to be sacrificed to the need for definition, which according to 
firm tradition does not pennit inclusion of metaphorical elements. 
One could also speak of implicative metaphories. Undoubtedly the 
process of 'termmologization' is driven forward hy inclusion of the 
expression in the relevant lexicons and handbooks, which on account 
of their need for definiteness beget standardization by declaring it. 
To cite right away perhaps the most influential example of this process: 
"Secularization~ that is to say, the detachment of spiritual or ecclesiastical 
ideas and thoughts, and equally the detachment of spiritual (consecrated) 
things and people, from their connection to God."" This formula 
already represents a late stage of the process of concept formation 
because it integrates both the historical and the canon-law processes 
of secularization as subsidiary special cases of a comprehensive move
ment including, above all, ideas and thoughts. The connection to the 
juristic process that stands in the metaphorical background seems to 
he softened, rendered harmless, or neutralized by the term "detach
ment"; though when in the end the correlate of this "detachment" 
turns out to be a Hconnection to God," then this expression's weight 
of meaning makes it evident that a sanction must be thought of as 
having been violated and that a character of forcible injustice must 
be included in the concept. 

Such quasi-definitional formulas,. as substitutes for the indefinite 
tenn "secularization,)' can bring with them their own indefiniteness 
to the extent that they give rise to specific additional questions. The 
fruitful concept of "detachment" ingeniously leaves open the question 
whether it is meant transitively or intransitively, that is, whether those 
ideas and thoughts, things and persons detach themselves from their 
connection to God or whether there is some agency present that carries 
out this detachment. I believe one must unfold the totality of these 
additional questions, omitted or impeded though they may be in a 
particular formula, as necessary parts of the process of concept for
mation. ·When we do so, an orientation toward the background meta
phories of the legal process gives us as our guide in the application 
of the secularization category the catalog of the characteristic features 
of expropriation proceedings: the identifiability of the ex ropriated 
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property, the legitimacy of its initial ownership, and the unilateral 
nature of its removal. . 

In regard to the satisfaction of these criteria, one should not allow 
oneself to he disturbed by theological talk that perhaps justifies the 
unilateral removal with the loftier idea of a selfless surrender of the 
divine to the world but by that means implants in the unaltered 
historical process a mystery that the theoretical oulooker cannot pen
etrate. The legitimacy of the primary ownership, in view of the special 
origin of these ideas and thoughts, is-not accidentally-formulated 
with less hesitation. "Today people tend to speak of secularization 
where ideas and knowledge are detached from their original source, 
from revelation, and become accessible to human reason under its 
own power. Secularization, then, aff~cts spiritual pro~esses that were 
originally made possible by faith but then begin to be carried out by 
man by means of the faculties at his disposal."" The paradigm in the 
background shows through even in the cautious formulation that speaks 
of "detachment" from the original source; and the human reason that 
acts under its own power seems in doing so to exercise only a sort 
of 'application.' The arbitrary interchangeability of 'detachment' and 
'self-detachment' is the riddle of such a formulation when we are told, 
"At first it was historians who spoke of secularization, meaning the 
transfer of ecclesiastical and spiritual authority and property rights to 
worldly powers. Then the word was applied to a process in the history 
of ideas in which ideas and modes of behavior detach themselves from 
the religious context of theit original establishment and are derived 
from universal reason.'''' Here the derivability of ideas and modes of 
behavior from universal reason appears unexpectedly right alongside 
their religious origin, so that stricdy speaking ouly a convergence could 
be established, rather than a nexus, in the phenomenon of 
secularization. 

Often one will ouly be able to tell from the consequences that are 
deduced from secularization what characteristics are ascribed to the 
process. What is the result when secularization has been confirmed 
and consciousness of it has been aroused? A further formulation in 
this regard:. "Uncovering the process of secularization and making it 
conscious preserves the continuity between present and past .... Even 
in the negative relation of the present to the past, there is a continuity 
of the historical. . . . The reality in which we really live is veiled by 
misleading ideas."15 Worldy reason's consciousness of its own au-
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thenticity is a misleading veil over a reality that otherwise could not 
overlook its continuous historical descent from that upon wltich it 
denies its dependence. Indeed there is also a suggestion that the im
putation of discontinuity is not disinterested, insofar as it allows the 
present to deny its obligation to the past. The category of secularization 
is meant to make it evident that the denial of historical dependence 
is motivated by an epochal self-interest; it presents the alleged break 
between modern rationality and its past as ideological. It makes 
conscious-and that is the inevitable consequence of the theoretical 
accomplishment to wltich it lays claim-an "objective cultural debt."16 

If "the modern world can largely be understood as the result of a 
secularization of Christianity,"" then that must be demonstrable in 
the historian's methodical analysis by reference to the criteria of the 
expropriation model To define the burden of proof in this way does 
not at all mean that one cannot also speak of 'secularization' in a less 
precise sense. My only concern is to clarifY how the claim can be 
established that assertions about the constitution of the modern age 
that are defensible, that at least point the way to possible confirmation, 
are being made. The mere observation that the modern world in 
wltich we live has in mind very little-and less and less, at that
apart from itself would not justifY bringing this 'secularization' into a 
relation specifically with Christianity, wltich in such a case would only 
accidentally and arbitrarily happen to occupy the position of 'un
worldliness' in the past that is contrasted with this present. The prop
osition that the modern world is to be understood as a result of the 
secularization of Christianity is certain1y not meant to convey so litde. 
But what must it say, if it is meant to say more? 

Translator's Notes 

a. Matteo Mattesilano, jurist in Bologna circa 1435. "postglossator," author of De interpretatWne 
legis exteruiva (Venice: 1557). His maxim, given here, is cited by {for example)Josef Esser, "Die 
Interpretation im Recht." Studium GeneraJe 7 (1954):317. {Information supplied by H. BlumenbergJ 

b. The author is referring to his argument that as a model, the expropriation of church property 
contains the essential components of the contemporary concept of secularization: identifiability 
of the expropriated property, legitimacy of the initial ownership of thai property, unilateral 
character of the expropriation. (See the fourth paragraph from th,e end of this chapter.) Here 
the author is addressing criticisms of this argument that have been made since it was presented 
in the first edition of this book. Die Legitimitiit der Neuuit (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 
1966), p. 20. 
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c. A BegnJfsgeschichte. 'Conceptual history' [&gnffigeschichtel has become a recognized scholarly 
discipline in Gennany, similar to our 'history ofideas'"but, as the name suggests; more closely 
associated with philosophy. It characteristically examines the histories of specific concepts from. 
their first emergence up to the present. In the process of responding to 'concept-historical' 
criticisms of his account of the concept of secularization, the author m.akes some im.portant 
points in the remainder of this chapter about the kinds of conclusions that are derivable from. 
conceptual history and about the historical relations between concepts and m.etaphor. 

d. The reorganization of the German territories-arrived at under the pressure of Napoleon's 
annexation of the left bank of the Rhine-in which numerous bishoprics and other ecclesiastical 
properties were divided up among the secular princes. 
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Progress Exposed as Fate 

Among the propositions that in the second generation can already be 
described simply as "well-known" is the thesis that modem historical 
consciousness is derived from the secularization of the Christian idea 
of the 'salvation story' fHeilsgeschichtel and, more particularly, of prov
idence and eschatological finitude. Karl LOwith's important book, 
Meaning in History. The Theological Implications of the Philosophy of History, 
has had a protracted dogmatizing effect in Germany since its first 
appearance in 1949 (and in German, as Weltgeschichte und Heilsgeschehen, 
in 1953). LOwith takes German idealism's conception of its historical 
position and achievement as an objective thesis about the genesis of 
the modem concept of history. For LOwith, Hegel's theory of the 
"suspension and carrying forward" ["A1£Ihebung"1 of the Christian and 
Reformation phase of history in the underlying structure of the modem 
spiritual and political world, especially in its constitutive consciousness 
of subjective freedom, degraded "sacred history to the level of secular 
history and exaltfedl the latter to the level of the first. "1 If the historical 
process were the self-realization of reason [as it was for Hegel], then 
according to its immanent logic, what presents itself externally as the 
discontinuity of secularization would have to possess internal continuity. 
Secularization would then be the process that brought theological pre
history to its logically necessary transformation and its final form. 
Seen objectively, the homogeneous reason in history is neither a factor 
hor a result of secularization except in part and from a special point 
of view. 



28 
Part I . 

Only if one considers Lowith's philosophical work in the two decades 
since the publication ofhis principal work on the philosophy of history 
does his affinity to this concept of secularization become fully intelligible. 
The secularization of Christianity that produces modernity becomes 
for LOwith a comparatively unimportant differentiation as soon as he 
turns his attention to the unique epochal break that in one stroke 
decided in favor of both the Middle Ages and the modem age: the 
turning away from the pagan cosmos of antiquity, with its cyclical 
structure of security, to the one-time temporal action of the biblical/ 
Christian type. For one concerned with the fateful disjtmction of nature 
and history, the accent shifts from the begiuning of the modem age 
to the end of antiquity; for everything that followed, this gave rise to 
something like a collective historical liability, whose sum total is progress 
as fate.2 

What is at issue is not Hegel. His concept of history only provides 
the argumentative instrument with whiCh to regain the initial position 
that LOwith had reaChed in 1935 with his early work on NietzsChe: 
to set up the renaissance of cyclical cosmology, as proclaimed by 
Nietzsche in his doctrine of Heternal recurrence," against the dominance 
of the linear historical consciousness.' The autonomy of this historical 
consciousness as an ultimate category is exposed as its self-deception 
as soon as it is recognized, in accordance with the secularization theo
rem, as existing 'by the grace of Christianity. Potentially, then, the 
finality of history is once again only penultimate, before the recurrence 
of unbistory. Seen from the point of view of secularization, the false 
conflict of the medieval and the modem can be reduced to the Single 
episode of the interruption of the human connection to the cosmos. 
This impressive, though cautiously expressed, total conception found 
in LOwith's later work explains both the vehemence and the delay of 
his response to the critique of secularization as a hermeneutic 
instIUment.4-

But precisely because suCh a weighty function is assigned to the 
category of secularization in Karl LOwith's thought, one that exceeds 
every other butden entrusted to it, one must be allowed to raise, if 
not the reproaCh of a lack of proof, at least the question of the proper 
burden of proof. In doing this, it is true, Lowith thinlc> I went too far 
when I included evidence of the identity of the secularized substance 
among the requirements of the burden of proof and at the same time 
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opposed any substantialistic conception of historical identity.5 .• I do in 
fact regard the' secularization theorem as a special case of historical 
substantialism insofar as theoretic,al success is made to depend on the 
establishment of constants in history, mucb as in the approximately 
contemporaneous Htopos research. "b This anticipation of what knowl
edge haS to accompliSh seems to me problema. tic: Constants bring a 
theoretical process to an end, where on different premises it might 
still be possible to inquire further. This point, the shutting down of 
the theoretical process by substantialistic premises, must be a concern 
of any critique to whicb constants are submitted as supposedly final 
results. No a priori statement whether there are substantial constants 
in history can be made; all we can say is that the historian's episte
mological situation cannot be optimized by the determination of sucb 
stable elementary historical quanta. 

To speak of secularization under substantialistic premises would only 
shift the difficulty to the question of when the historically constant 
quantity was originally 'desecularized,' an indispensable precondition 
of its being exposed to any subsequent resecularization. This consid
eration makes it clear that the theological talk of secularization can 
avoid the problem of constants only because it presupposes as beyond 
question an absolute and transcendent origin of the contents that are 
affected by it. If Karl LOwith legitimizes secularization, insofar as for 
him it is still an intra -Christian and postpagan phenomenon
legitimate, that is, only within the overall illegitimacy of the turning 
away from the cosmos in favor of history-then he must already have 
'secularized' the premise of the nonderivable originality of the whole 
system that has fallen away from the cosmos. Thus at one point or 
another the cbaracteristic of unilateral removal crops up again even 
when the modern age is supposed to be legitimized precisely as the 
product of secularization. 

The progress that is exposed as fate would then be the late (and 
in itself not illegitimate) consequence of an earlier illegitimacy, of the 
infringement of the right that nature has over man and that in antiquity 
was left to it and confirmed by a kind of thinking that for Karl LOwith 
would bear the imprint above all of the Stoa. For a cbange we can 
leave aside the question whether the transformation of the Christian 
story of salvation into the modern idea of progress is a legitimate, 
logical consequence or a willateral deformation in order to test the 
evidence of the genetic nexus itself, whicb after all is not self-evident 
if only because other theses about the derivation of the idea of progress 
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are at least possible. The early modem age not only brought fortb 
models of 'progress' itself but also found tbem already present, and 
for tbe first time explicidy identified tbem as such -for instance, tbat 
of astronomy, witb tbe increased accuracy it giinedas a result of tbe 
length of temporal distances.' What signs are tbere tbat even suggest 
a likelihood tbat tbeological escbatology, witb its idea of tbe 'consum
mation' of history by its discontinuance, could have provided tbe 
model for an idea of tbe forward movement of history according to 
whicb it was supposed for tbe first time to gain stability and reliability 
through its consummation or its approach to its consummation? How 
one assigns the values here is secondary compared to the question 
whetber a relation of genetic dependence, if not demonstrable by 
pointing to tbe record of tbe original event, still at least can be made 
probable enough tbat firrtber searcb for sucb 'records' would be 
justifiable. 

There are entirely harmless formulations of tbe secularization tbeo
rem, of a type tbat can hardly be contradicted. One of tbese plausible 
turns of phrase is "unthinkable witbout." The chief tbesis tben, roughly 
put, would be tbat tbe modern age is unthinkable witbout Christianity. 
That is so fimdamentally correct tbat tbe second part of this book is 
aimed at demonstrating this fact-witb tbe difference, however, tbat 
this tbesis gains a definable meaning only through a critique of tbe 
foreground appearance-or better: the apparent background 
presence-of se<...'lllarization. 

Mucb in tbe modern age is 'unthinkable witbout' tbe Christianity 
tbat went before it. So mucb one would expect in advance of any 
deep inquity. But what does it mean in tbe particular case of tbe 
coordination of concrete characteristics? I rely on what seems to have 
become, if not universally, at least widely recognized. Regarding tbe 
dependence of tbe idea of progress on Christian escbatology, tbere 
are differences tbat would have had to block any transposition of tbe 
one into the other. It is a formal, but for that very reason a manifest, 
difference that an eschatology speaks of an event breaking into history, 
an event that transcends and is heterogeneous to it, while the idea of 
progress extrapolates from a structure present in every moment to a 
future tbat is immanent in history. Naturally tbe idea of progress did 
not generate the instances of progress that have always occurred in 
individual human lives, individual generations, and tbe combination 
of generations, as results of experience, wiil, and practice; 'progress' 
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is the highest-level generalization, the projection ;'nto history as a 
whole, which evidently was not possible at just any point in time. We 
have to ask what it was that made it possible. My opinion is that it 
was novel experiences involving such a great extent of time that the 
spring into the final generalization of the 'idea of progress' suggested 
itself as a natural step. One stich experience is the unity of methodically 
regulated theory as a coherent entity developing independently of 
individuals and generations. The fact that hopes for the greater security 
of man in the world grow up around this expansionism of progress, 
and that these hopes can become a stimulus to the realization of the 
idea, is demonstrable. But is such hope identical with Christian es
chatology, now gone over into its secularized fonn? Eschatology may 
have been, 'for a shorter or a longer moment of history, an aggregate 
of hopes; but when the time had come for the emergence of the idea 
of progress, it was more nearly an aggregate of terror and dread. 
Where hope was to arise, it had to be set up and safeguarded as a 
new and original aggregate of this-worldly possibilities over against 
those possibilities of the next world. From a point of view that un
derstands history as progress, the theological expectation of the final 
events impinging on it from outside-even if they were still hoped 
for-appears as a hindrance to the attitudes and activities that can 
secure for man the realization of his possibilities and the satisfaction 
of his needs. It is impossible to see how the one 'expectation' could 
ever result from the other, unless perhaps we were to represent the 
disappointment of the transcendent expectation as an agent of the 
immanent one. But then the time when the idea of progress first 
emerged and impressed itself on history would have to be moved 
forward by considerably more than a millennium. 

The idea of progress and the utopian projections of its limiting cases 
have been seen as surrogates for a missing politics, surrogates that 
precisely as such enter into the firoction of expectations of transcendent 
salvation and thus transpose these into immanence. "Utopianism arose 
from an incapacity for political action that at first was historically 
conditioned but was then laid down as philosophy of history.'" But 
precisely because utopianism is grounded in the political deficit of the 
Enlightenment's moralistic critique of history-n, its forgoing of con
temporary applicability-it is questionable whether its relation to the 
future was laid down for it in advance by eschatology's imprint on 
consciousness. And then there is not much to be said for the proposition 
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that it was "the process of secularization that transposed eschatology 
into a progressive history. ". Why should the divine salvation plan be 
'transfonned' and 'enlightened' when the relation to history had be
come that of a moralistic critique, which after all certainly does not 
want to imitate the function of a Last Judgment, in relation to which 
all of history becomes pure past, that is, the opposite of a process that 
can be influenced by critique? 

In regard to progress, the advocates of secularization theory should 
have decided early on whether they were going to make the Last 
Judgment or Providence the terminus a quo because the inclusion of 
the Stoics' providence in Christianity was itself already an attempt to 
provide some insurance for a history that eschatology no longer pro
vided for, or at any rate no longer saw as in need of regulation: The 
eschatological God of the end of history cannot at the same time be 
the God who makes Himself known and credible in history as its 
caretaker. A secularized eschatology may correspond to the tribunal 
before which a victorious revolution brings its enemies and of which 
the absolute act would no longer have anything to do with ethics: 
"When one had successfully carried out a revolution, one can hang 
its opponents, but one cannot condemn them";' but the idea of progress 
is precisely not a mere watered-down fonn of judgment or revolution; 
it is rather the continuous self-justification of the present, by means 
of the future that it gives itSelf, before the past, with which it compares 
itself. The post-Scholastic critique of the authority of Aristotle, to the 
extent that it did not consist merely of putting Plato in Aristotle's 
place, had continually to take care to justifY itself, which it did by 
pointing to the progress of knowledge that the abondonment of Aristotle 
made possible. Self-comparisOn with the authorities of antiquity and 
reflection on method, thanks to which this comparison could be eval
uated positively each time in favor of the present, were the most 
powerful beginnings of the idea of progress. In this process Descartes's 
Cogito, to which idealism retrospectively assigned a central role here, 
did not in fact function in a way that supports the idea that this 
punctifonn act especially represented the absolute quality of a theo
logical antecedent: "In the course of the unfolding of Descartes's Cogito 
ergo sum as the self-guarantee of man who has got free of religious 
bonds, eschatology turns into utopia. To plan history becomes just as 
im.portant as to get a grip on nature."10 
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But that is accomplished precisely not by the absolutism of the self
guarantee but rather by the idea of method, and iodeed not by its 
organizing itself specifically for history io a different way than for 
nature but rather by making theoretical domioation of nature the 
condition of the historical "marcher avec assurance dans cette vie" 
[to walk with confidence io this lifeJ.< The idea of method is not a kind 
of planniog, not a transformation· of the divioe salvation plan, but 
rather the establishment of a disposition: the disposition of the subject, 
io his place, to take part io a process that generates knowledge io a 
transsubjective manner. 

Just as partially as io the field of theory, the idea of progress makes 
its appearance io the field of the literary and aesthetic argument with 
the tradition. Here it is not primarily the establishment of a contiouous 
sequence of surpassiogs of what at each poiot has already been achieved 
but rather the comparison between the literature and art of antiquity, 
with its canonized exemplary status, and the output of one's contem
poraries. Here the idea of progress arises from protest agaiost the 
status of permanent prototypes as obligatory ideals. The quereUe des 
anciens et des modemes [quarrd of the ancients and the modernsJ is the 
aesthetic anologue of the detachment of theory from the authority of 
AristotelianismY In the course of this argument, both the champions 
of the preemioence of antiquity and the advocates of modernity at 
first made use of a thoroughly "natural-cyclical conception" of the 
course of history, so that the nexus between a prior Christian stage 
and the concept of history emergiog from the quereUe is made prob
lematic by this ioterveniog neopagan stage. Thus H. R. J auss is right 
to warn, agaiost Werner Krauss's thesis regardiog the "origio of the 
historical world view" as well, 12 that the begionings of historical con
sciousness are ''not to be grasped by means of the category of a 
secularization of the theological understandiog of history or ofBossuet's 
Christian philosophy of history." The disadvantage of the aesthetic 
model of progress, as is already made clear by the fact of the querelle, 
is the contestability and the controversial status of possible or actual 
iostances of progress io this area; its advantage is· the uncontested 
premise that here it is man, and man alone, who produces the realities 
io the aesthetic sphere, and hence would also be the agent of any 
progress that might take place io it. Even the aesthetics of genius could 
only express this state of affairs emphatically. The transfer of the 
structural schema of aesthetic, theoretical, technical, and moral progress 
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to the collective idea of a unified history presupposes that man sees 
himself as the only one in charge in this totalitY, that he takes himself 
to be the one who "makes history." Then he can hold it possible to 
deduce the movement of history from the self-understanding of the 
rational, demiurgic, or even creative subject. The future becomes the 
consequence of actions in the presen~ and these become the realization 
of the current understanding of reality. Only thus does progress become 
the sum of the determinations of the future by the present and its 
past. 

Man-made history has an appearance of predictability. Kant speaks 
of an "a priori possible description of the events that should come to 
pass" in it, just as he speaks of the "soothsaying historical narration 
of what is impending in the future," because here the theoretical 
subject is at the same time the practical origin of the objects of the 
theory: "But how is an a priori history possible? Answer: When the 
soothsayer himself causes and contrives the events that he proclaims 
in advance. "IS The idea of a providence from whose disposition history 
proceeds would not perhaps have had to be destroyed specifically in 
order to make possible this foundation of the rationality of the historical 
totality as long as this 'providence' was the pure world reason of the 
Stoics and had not taken on the character of the impenetrable acts 
of sovereignty of theology's God. For the proposition that man makes 
his history, taken in itself, arouses no greater confidence in the course 
of history than does the assumption of a world reason that superintends 
it; but once 'providence' is drawn into the absolutism of an urtfath
omable will, then the actions of men -even if for each individual they 
are always those of all the others-are more reliable. The proposition 
that man makes history still contains no guarantee of the progress 
that he could bring about in making it; it is initially only a principle 
of self-assertion against the uncertainty imposed on knowledge by the 
overwhelming heterogeneous theological principle, the irrelevance of 
which to man's insight into his own works-and that means into his 
own history as well-is postulated. The principle, beyond that, that 
knowledge of history is the precondition of the rational and thus 
progressive making of history, so that the idea of progress is aregulative 
idea for the integration of actions, could no doubt only bave been 
derived from the model of the integration of theoretical actions in the 
new science. No, it is not to be believed that "secularized as the belief 
in progress, Messianism still displayed unbroken and immense vigor."" 
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It was certainly a result of the quick clisappointment of early ex
pectations of definitive total resuits that the idea of progress Wlderwent 
expansion into that of 'infinite progress.' Descartes still seriously thought 
of the attainment during his lifetime of the final theoretical and practical 
goals of his program of method, that is, the completion of physics, 
medicine and (following direcrly from these) ethics. Thus the intro
duction of infinity here was hardiy the willning of a divine attribute 
for human history; rather it was initially a form of resignation. The 
danger of this hyperbolizing of the idea of progress is the necessary 
clisappointment of each individual in the context of history, doing 
work in his particular situation for a future whose enjoyment he cannot 
inherit. Nevertheless the idea of infinite progress also has a safeguarding 
function for the actual individual and for each actual generation in 
history. If there were an inunanent final goal of history, then those 
who believe they know it and claim to promote its attainment would 
be legitimized in using all the others who do not know it and cannot 
promote it as mere means. Infinite progress does make each present 
relative to its future, but at the same time it renders every absolute 
claim Wltenable. This idea of progress corresponds more than anything 
else to the only reguiative principle that can make history humanly 
bearable, which is that all dealings must be so constituted that through 
them people do not become mere means. If eschatology or messianism 
were really the substantial point of departure of the modern historical 
consciousness, then that consciousness would be permanendy and 
inescapably defined by teleological conceptions, by ideas of ends. This 
proposition cannot be converted into the assertion that where absolute 
teleological conceptions do appear, as in Descartes's definitive ethics 
[morale dijinitiveJ or Francis Bacon's recovery of paraclise, this is already 
enough to demonstrate the presence of secularizations. 

Translator's Notes 

a. The author's critique of "substantialistic" ontologies of history, referred to here, was presented 
in the first edition of Die Legitimitat der Neuuit (Frankfurt: Suhrkarnp, 1966), p. 69. The parallel 
passage in this translation of the second edition is on pp. 113-114. 

b. rojJosfrmchung. "topos research" is the systematic investigation of recurrent rhetorical topoi
'topics' or subjeCtS-seen as underlying thought and writing in a given tradition. The classic 
work in this field is E. R. Curtius's Europiii.5che Literatur und Lateinischcs MittclaiteT (Berlin: A. 
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Francke, 1948), translated as European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages (New York! Pantheon, 
1953). 

c. Descartes, Discourse on MetJwd, part one; trans. Haldane and Ross, The Phiksophical Works if 
Descartes (Cambridge University Press, 1911), vol 1, p. 87. 
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I:nsteaa of Secularization of 
Eschatology, Secularization 
by Eschatology 

Unlike the idea of providence that was taken over from Hellenistic 
philosophy into the patristic literature, the biblical eschatology is an 
element native to theology; in Greek philosophy world cycles and 
world incinerations were immanent processes of nature, the self
consumings of the cosmic process, which have their corresponding 
self-restorations. So the preference for eschatology over pronoia [Prov
idence] in the secularization theoretns corresponds to a quite sound, 
though unexpressed, understanding of the criterion [for the use of 
secularization as a historical explanation] that an element must belong 
originally to Christianity if it.is to be possible to speak meaningfully 
of its later being secularized. A sufficient reason why the idea of 
providence could not be secularized in a late phase of the history of 
Christianity is that it had already participated, at the beginning of that 
history, in the one fundamental secularization lVerweltlichung: becoming 
worldly] of Christianity that was accomplished by rolling back escha
tology and recovering a respite for history. The fact that the world 
as a whole is well adrn.inistered has significance, as a source of sat
isfaction, only if its duration is once more supposed to have a positive 
value. 

So the criterion of original ownership [by Christianity] as a condition 
of the possibility of secularization cannot be set aside on the grounds 
that it would require a demonstration of absolute originality, which 
does not exist in history. If someone is inclined to regard speculative 
trinities and triads as consequences of Christianity's divine trinity, then 



38 
Part I . 

he has the criterion of genuine ownership on his side in a way that 
someone who wants to trace the drive of the vanous monisms toward 
rational unity back to the meaning of monotheism in Christianity does 
not. Perhaps it would be more accurate to speak of a high degree of 
specificity of the element suspected of being secularized rather than 
of original ownership. When Georg Sinnnel thought that he recognized 
the outbreak of World War I as the 'absolute situation,' it was not a 
lack of affinity to theological thioking that prevented this from having 
the appearance of a secularizing quotation but rather the absence of 
any specifically Christian homology, even if one allows that the absolute 
demands of the New Testament's Sermon on the Mount must have 
appealed to a kind of 'absolute situation.' That an idea belongs spe
cifically within the theological horizon would be attested most clearly 
by a relation of ownership based on authorship, in regard to which 
an expropriation could then be very clearly demonstrated. However, 
this methodical ideal cannot deny its derivation from a standpoint 
within the modern system of reference. The idea of ownership of what 
one has originally produced, thought, and created is a modern idea. 
Even the justification of divine right by the Creation is not so self
evident as it seems to those who derive 'natural-law' conclusions from 
it. And one must also consider the fact that theology itself cannot in 
the strict sense claim authorship of its contents, to the extent that it 
traces these back to an act of 'bestowal' by revelation. On the other 
hand, the whole complex of secularization would never have contracted 
the odium of the violation of another's rights were it not for the (either 
open or secret) adoption of the premise that here something had 
entered the stream of history, from a unique, single, and unsurpassable 
source, that would otherwise have been witheld from that stream. 
The whole process of the historical criticism of the biblical contents 
has not been able to pry loose this presupposition of the secularization 
thesis. 

Historical theology has represented almost every aspect of Chris
tianity as the product of its Hellenistic environment. It is clear that 
the secularization thesis could only achieve its present-day significance 
in connection with the denial of this historical subordination, in con
nection, that is, with 'dialectical' theology and also with the separation 
of the 'kerygma' from the mythological conditions of its entry into 
the world. a There is an implicit acknowledgment of the criterion of 
authentic ownership in all this. But at the end of the long campaign 
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of historicism, b scarcely anything remains that satisfies this criterion. 
We especially have to bear in mind that the Hellenistic materials that 
were Christianized in the early centuries have once again become 
available, a millennium and a half later, to accomplish direcdy now, 
without the passage through Christianity, what then 'appears' as sec
ularization. The rejection of Aristotelianism together with its Scholastic 
derivative forms allowed not only Platonism to become influential but 
also especially certain chief articles of the Stoic philosophy that had 
already made an impression on the Christian authors of the first 
centuries but that now took on an autonomous function. The extent 
of what Descartes, for instance, took from the Stoic tradition may well 
even now not have been fully identified: the precedence that it gave 
to .ethics and its instrumentalization of physics for that end, its logic 
of hypothetical inferences, its anthropological model of the wise man 
as the invulnerable and inaccessible autarkic subject, the inaccessibility 
of consciousness to physical contingency and empirical uncertainty. 
Although Wilhelm Dilthey pointed to the importance of the Stoic 
tradition for the genesis of the early modern age's "natural system," 
this has not prevented an abundance of assertions of supposed 'sec
ularization.' When Auguste Comte speaks programmatically of "or
ganizing providence," then there is certainly no doubt to what his 
appeal addresses itself-namely, a diffuse religious trust in the fatherly 
regulation of the world's affairs'-but no one will be able to deny 
that the philosopher is employing a concept of which there is no trace 
in the New Testament whatsoever. Thus the question regarding the 
burden of proof is not only directed at the Chrlstian tradition's original 
ownership of contents that it ntight in fact merely have transntitted 
and turned over to worldly use, but it must also take seriously the 
fact and the function of the rediscovery of antiquity, which did not 
have to rely on the Middle Ages, and by which the original elements 
were set up alongside their Christianized correlates. What ntight appear 
to be a secularized reconstruction can always be the worldly original 
itself again, though admittedly now appearing in a function altered 
by the antithetical relation of modernity to the Middle Ages. 

An instructive variant of the question of the burden of proof for 
the secularization thesis arises in connection with Rudolf Bultmann's 
"demythologizing" project. In the ntidst of the New Testament texts' 
historical conditioning and saturation with received ideas, Bultmann 
wants to rescue an irreducible and original core that resists all historicism 
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by means of its formal worldlessness. This "kerygma," by virtue of 
its definition, cannot be secularized: It cannot 'go over into' worldliness; 
it can only' disappear' in it. This must be borne in mind when Bultmann 
speaks of the "historicization of eschatology" that was begun by St. 
Paul and radically earried through by St. John.2 Theology always returps 
to its classical heresies: The doctrine of the kerygma is 'a variation of 
Docetism, and secularization repeats the (however conceptualized) In
carnation. Consequently it appeals to the theologian as a process with 
which he could not be more familiar: The deus revelatus [revealed God], 
historicized, becomes once agaln the deus absconditus [hidden God], as 
which He revealed himsel£ Secularization does not transform; it only 
conceals that which the world cannot tolerate and to be unable to 
tolerate which is its essential character. The advantage that Bultmann 
the New Testament scholar holds over Bnltmann the philosopher of 
history is the way the onset of the process of secularization is moved 
forward to the beginning of Christian history; for secularization is 
already a foregone conclusion with that early "historicization of es
chatology" between St. Paul and St. John. What pretends to be so 
formal is itself a Gnostic myth: The only things that escape the control 
of the world's powers are the untouchable core of the pneuma, on 
the side of man, and the kerygma's saving summons, on the side of 
God. The decision occurs in history, but not through it. But at the 
same time the early historicization of the essential contents of salvation 
consumes the substance that as a later secularization could have served 
to explaln the modern age. How could something that on account of 
the transcendent nature ascribed to it was fated, almost from the 
moment of its proclamation, to be historicized, that as a cosmic es
chatology had already lost its (in any case only reconstructible) au
thenticity, and that as a formless expectation of world catastrophe 
was handed over to the speculative calculations of the patristic and 
Scholastic literature and beyond -how could it be 'secularized' yet 
agaln? Just this is what Bultmann the philosopher of history seems to 
assume when he says that the idea of progress preserves the idea of 
eschatological fulfillment "in a secularized form," or when he describes 
Kant's attitude to history as "a moralistic secularization of the Christian 
teleology of history and its eschatology," or finally when he writes 
that in Hegel "the secularizing of Christian faith is carried 
out ... consciously and consistendy."3 
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For Bultmann the cosmic eschatology of the world's desllUction and 
the Last Judgment took over the position of the kerygma and its 
unmediated summons to 'existence.' Hence it is possible to trace it 
back to the worldly context of the cyclical cosmic speculations in which 
Hellenistic thinkers engaged, correlating it with a fundamental myth 
typified by the Stoics' continuous world renewal. In this connection 
it is characteristic of Bultmann that he interprets Jewish apocalyptics 
as merely a special case of this fundamental myth, one in which it is 
compressed into a single, unrepeated cycle.' One may wonder whether 
it can be correct to describe the division between a cyclical course of 
the world process and a one-time historical decision as merely a quan
titative contraction of that fundamental myth; it seems to me that 
here Bultmann overlooks the fact that the development of the cyclical 
cosmology had to be grounded in a positive evaluation of the cosmic 
pattern that was repeated throughout all time, that is, that it presup
posed the specific relation to nature of the late Stoa. 

Jewish apocalyptics contalus no cosmological interest of this sort 
whatsoever; rather it compensates for the failure of the historical 
expectations of a nation by prophesying a fulfillment beyond history. 
It is a theodicy that vindicates the Old Testament God of the Covenant 
by devaluing the innerworldly history of the people to whom His favor 
was supposed to have been assured. No Hellenistic cosmology could 
take over this function of world devaluation. But in Bultmann's context 
this objection does not alter the fact that expectation of an apocalypse, 
as compensation for an interest directed at the world and at history, 
can itself only be 'worldly.' Still, these imaginings remain too distant 
and expansive to take on an immediate significance for the life of the 
individual man, a significance that influences and alters his behavior. 
This kind of significance results not from the contraction of the world 
cycles into one but rather from the further contraction of that one 
cycle into the lifetime of the generation that is told of the final events. 
This transformation into an 'immediate expectation' [Ntiherwartungl 
radicalizes both the exhortative and the normative urgency of the 
doctrine; it creates the horizon for the kerygma. 

Let us pose the question differently for a change. Let us ask not 
what was originally 'unworldly' about Christianity but what the term 
"unworldly" could even have meant originally. Definition is necessary 
here because the Platonic/Neoplatonic concept of transcendence has 

--.. _._------
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superimposed on genuine unworldliness the spacial schematism of an 
extraworldliness. We are bound by this superimposed schematism 
even in our understanding of the concept of secularization: Wbat can 
be secularized (made worldly) is only what claims by v:irtue of its 
descent or specificity to be extraworldly. The schematism of tran,
scendence presupposes a dualism of decision between simultaneously 
existing possibilities, intentions, directions. The unworldliness of the 
initial biblical situation implies a different schematism: An interest in 
the world is not just put in question by the presence of an alternative; 
rather it is robbed of all meaning because no time remains for the 
world. Only the fact that one cannot rely on a natural end of the 
world is sufficient to exclude the dominant naturalistic note that is 
implicit in the cyclical myth of the world process. But the world concept 
does not already lose its 'cosmic' character because the total process 
is assumed to occur only once, so that every event is unique. The 
sharpness of the difference lies in the New Testament's 'immediate 
expectation,' by wbich the promised events of the Parousia are moved 
into the actual life of the individual and ofhis generation. Expectations 
that extend into the future beyond the present generation are of a 
different kind, not only quantitatively but qualitatively; they do not 
displace people into a 'state of emergency.' 'Immediate expectation' 
negates every type of durability, not only the world's but also its own, 
by wbich it would refute itself. If it survives this self-refutation by 
means of the unnoticed reestablishment of a more distant expectation, 
oflong-term indeterminacy, then its specific unworldliness is destroyed. 
In early Christian history another and a heterogeneous unworldliness, 
of the type of 'transcendence,' stood ready to reoccupy the vacant 
position. 

So it is not the contraction of the cosmic cycles to a single one but 
the presence of the crisis of that one that creates what even apart 
from all theological interpretations is clearly 'unworldly' in the New 
Testament. Nature and history are equally affected by it. Acute 'im
mediate expectation' tears the individual free even from the historical 
interests of his people and presses upon bim his own salvation as his 
most immediate and pressing concern. Assuming that this is the 'last 
moment,' demands can be made on every individual that are incon
sistent with realism regarding the world and that would have the 
reverse of survival value were the world to endure. If one takes this 
to be essential to the original core of Christian teaching, then it has 
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nothing to do with the concept of history, or it has only one thing to 
do with it: It makes an absolute lack of interest in the conceptualization 
and explanation of history a characteristic of the acute situation of its 
end. Self-assertion then becomes the epitome of senselessness. In the 
subsequent history of Christian theology, people did indeed work with 
heterogeneous ideas and conceptual means, but the logic of Christian 
thinking drove it once again to . deprive self-assertion of meaning 
through the absolute intensification of concern for salvation. This will 
be shown, in connection with the end of the Midclle Ages and the 
initial situation of the modern age, in part II. 

Precisely then where the genuinely specific character of New Tes
tament eschatology can be grasped, its untranslatability into any concept 
ofhistory;however defined, is evident. There is no concept of history 
that can claim identity of 'substance' with innnediate expectation. 
Even if one were to say that it was a new intention toward the future, 
as the dimension of human fuJiillment, which was introduced by the 
"historicization of eschatology," that would directly contradict the fim
darnental process of the "contraction of the allotted time." After the 
Babylonian exile, the Jewish idea of the apocalypse was able to reduce 
the impact of disappointed historical expectations by means of a more 
and more richly elaborated speculative picture of the messianic future. 
'Innnediate expectation' destroys this relation to the future. The present 
is the last moment of decision for the approaching kingdom of God, 
and he who postpones conversion so as to put his affairs in order is 
already lost. 

The accommodation with the facts of the world that persisted in 
existence simply was not accomplished by projecting into the future 
what according to the promise should already have happened. On 
the contrary, the "historicization of eschatology" in St. Paul, and even 
more clearly in St. John, takes the form of a proclamation that the 
events that are decisive for salvation have already occurred. It is true 
that St. Paul still foresaw a final judgment, but 'acquittal' before the 
divine tribunal was already granted to those who by baptism and faith 
could subsume themselves in the death on the cross and thus lose 
their sinful identities. Saint John takes the next logical step of saying 
that the judgment itself has already occurred and that the believer 
already possesses 'life,' the ultimate gift of salvation. Thus the tendency 
in dealing with eschatological disappointment was not to explain away 
the delay, to reintroduce indefiniteness, but rather to relocate the 
events that were decisive for salvation in the past and to emphasize 
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(what was now only) an 'inner' possession of certainty deriving from 
that past. The future no longer brings something radically new, the 
triumphandy intervening victory over evil; rather it provides scope for 
the artificial transformations and speculative evasions that were needed 
in order to recondle the inherited testimony of 'immediate expectation' 
with the lUlexpected continuance of the world and time.' 

The eschatological future had not only become indefinite; it had 
also lost its connection with the blessings of salvation that had already 
been conveyed to redeemed mankind. Consequendy the basic escha
tological attitude of the Christian epoch could no longer be one· of 
hope for the final events but was rather one of fear of judgment and 
the destruction of the world. If the original community of believers 
had still called for the coming of their Lord, very soon the Church 
was praying pro mora finis, for a postponement of the end.' The concept 
of history that could be constructed from this basic attitude is at most 
one of an interval of grace, not of an expectation directed toward a 
future in which it seeks fulfillment. The final events become God's 
secret proviso vis-a.-vis history, which serves not so much to place 
human consciousness before its decision for or against its maker as 
to justify God for not excepting the Christians from the manifestations 
of His anger against the heathen, and thus making the Christians pay 
the price of the desired continuance of the genus humanum, the human 
race, in which the elect and the rejected are still treated alike. 

Early Christianity fOlUld itself in what was, in view of its foundational 
documents, the difficult position of having to demonstrate the trust
worthiness of its God to an unbelieving surrounding world not by the 
fulfillment of His promises but by the postponement of this fulfillment. 
"Since He has fixed the eternal judgment after the end of the world, 
He does not carry out the separation presupposed by that judgment 
before. the end of the world. 'In the meantime He is the same both 
in kindness and in anger for all ofhumanity.'" In order to demonstrate 
its usefulness to the surrounding world, which, while it is a source of 
affliction, is also itself afflicted, the ancient Church 'secularizes' itself 
into (takes on the worldly role of) a stabilizing factor. At the same 
time it 'organizes' its worldliness internally, m0St obviously in the 
Church's jurisdiction over its individual members, which T ertullian 
calls "the highest anticipation of the Judgment to come. '" The prayed
for interim of grace for the world fills itself with surrogates for absolute 
righteousness, which is not thereby prepared for but rather rendered 
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superfluous as far as the force of the need fOf it i$ concerned. And 
Tertullian is no exceptional case. Karl Holl added to his essay on 
"Tertullian as a Writer" the handwritten marginal note, soundillg 
almost disappointed, "No apologist hopes for an early return of the 
Lordr'9 

If one wished to characterize the prqcess I have oudilled as one of 
Hsecularization" -even though his-torically it does present itself in _ an 
unexpected place-then in any case it would be not the secularization 
of eschatology but rather secularization by eschatology. Its motive 
power could then be that the new intensity of the aspects of the world 
whose readmission was unboped for had to contribute to the renewed 
interest in the world. Franz Overbeck wrote that to the Church, the 
end of this world seemed near only so long as it had not yetconquered 
a piece of it. But this conquest came too late to repress 'immediate 
expectation,' to compensate for the great disappointment. It must 
have been the other way around: The energy. of the eschatological 
'state of emergency.,' set free, pressed toward self-institutionalization 
in the world. But this does not falsifY Overbeck's statement of symmetry: 
"As long as the Church possesses this piece, it will continue to be 
interested in the continued existence of the world; if the last piece is 
ever really endangered, then she Will join her voice in the old cry 
again."lO 

In spite of recurring waves of eschatological-chiliastic excitement, 
the Middle Ages carried on the tendency of taking the edge off of the 
biblical testimony of expectation of the end with allegorical interpre
~tions, transposing it into expansive long-tenn speculations, and re
casting the declarations of an impendillg salvation into a system of 
the internalization of what had already been effected and ensured and 
turned over to the Church as an inexhaustible store of mercy for it 
to administer. Added to this was the way the doctrinal unit called 
eschatology was divided up: For the Middle Ages there was both a 
cosmic and an individual eschatology. This split made it inevitable that 
man's interest would be absorbed by the question of his own 'last 
things.' The late doctrine of a special judgment for each deceased 
person, at the moment of his death gave to the Last Judgment at the 
end of time the role of a finale that could no longer really affect the 
consciousness of the individual. The dimension of the future and of 
hope, of which 'secularization theorems speak as a model to be taken 
over by the modern age, is no match in its pallor for the wealth of 
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realistic images of the saving deeds in the past. That does not justifY 
making every aesthetic realism into a secularized descendent of Chris
tianity's Incarnation; but means of representation wete unquestionably 
developed in relation to that remembrance, not in relation to hope 
(more nearly in relation to fear). 

In the Christian tradition, paradise was never attractive; it was ac
cepted as part of the bargain because it meant the avoidance of its 
opposite. This does not yet make the negation of the negation, or the 
negative dialectic, into a product of secularization. But it suggests the 
invaluable historical advantage of being able to say that the Messiah 
has not yet come. What has already been can only be disappointing. 
The chiliastic enthusiasts of both sacred and worldly peripeties have 
always understood that. The Messiah who has already appeared can 
only be treated dogmatically; one must be able to specifY exactly who 
he was, how he identified himself, what he left behind him. The 
harmonization of what had already come about with what was still 
to come was the early Christian way of combining the advantages of 
unfulfilled messianism with the certainty of faith in an absolution that 
has already been promulgated. 

Even if one could identifY a genuinely biblical substance throughout 
the functional transformation of eschatology up to the threshold of 
the modern age, one would still have to inquire about the criterion 
of the unilateralness of the removal in order to secure the necessary 
precision for the asserted process of secularization. It must be admitted 
that the substantival formula "the historicization of eschatology" ar
tificially avoids specification of who it is that historicizes eschatology, 
if it does not historicize itsel£ But it is precisely the quintessence of 
the state of affairs we have described that no foreigo or external factor 
is at work here employing the authentic substance of eschatological 
ideas for its own purposes; on the contrary, eschatology historicizes 
itself-not, however, by transforming itself and continuing in a false 
'incarnation' [Scheinleibl but rather by enforcing the reoccupation of 
its position by heterogeneous material. Here one gets into lioguistic 
ambiguities. Certainly it can be said that the embarrassing situation 
of eschatological disappointment allowed the claims 'of this world' to 
come into play. There are forms of expropriation in which the surrender 
of s~bstance, in anticipation of its removal, takes on the appearance 
of a free decision. Hermann Zabel has urged against my catalog of 
the criteria of secularization that the element of unilateral removal 
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was absent even :in certain actual historical legal proceedings where 
the Church spontaneously secularized some of its property. Even if 
one is not prepared to grant :in advance the omnipotence of material 
interests, one will still have to investigate in each particular case whether 
the situation of the surrender was not characterized by either acute 
or chronic coercion, which is still the case if it was a matter of prudent 
anticipation." In relation to the process of the early Christian "his
toricization of eschatology," one might choose the formulation that 
the press:ing or coercive situation of unilateral removal by a 'worldly' 
power arose solely through the persistence-:inadmissible according 
to the gospel announcement-of this very world in existence. But 
the historian must go one step further: What the term "world" signifies 
itself origiil.a.ted in that process of 'reoccupying' the position of acute 
expectation of the end. Only now does it become necessary to digest 
the fact that it was the created world that in the eschatological an
nunciation was reduced to the status of an episode and doomed to 
destruction. Only the great Marcion could resolve this dilemma
dualistically, and thus mythically. The dualism between the sphere of 
salvation and the created world was so unavoidable that it had to 
appear even in the orthodox systems, though mitigated by the alle
gorization of the counterpower as a political entity, as in Augustine's 
twofold civitas [city of man, city of God]. Only after two legal subjects 
have come into being can the history of transfers of property in the 
strict sense begin, in which there will be both genuine and false gifts 
(and thus 'sacralizations') just as there are genuine and false secular
izations. That one of the two institutions present in the world is hence
forth explicitly designated as "worldly" is only the expression 
corresponding to the other's conception of itself as "not of this world." 
But the reverse of this relation does not hold. 

Thus the possibility of talk of secularization is conditioned by the 
process that established 'worldliness' in the first place. There was no 
'worldliness' before there was the opposite of 'unworldliness.' It was 
the world released to itself from the grip of its negation, abandoned 
to its self-assertion and to the means necessary to that self-assertion, 
not responsible for man's true salvation but still competing with that 
salvation with its own offer of stability and reliahility. This true 'creation 
of the world' [WeltwerdungJ is not a secularization ('becoming worldly') 
in the sense of the transformation of something preexisting but rather, 
as it were, the priznary crystallization of a hitherto unknown reality. 
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Secularization as an encroachment already presupposes the historically 
perfected demarcation of the agencies responsible- for salvation, on 
the one hand, and for welfare, on the other, and presupposes the 
possibility of transposing the accents assigned to each of them as welL 

The worldly power that is pictured as operative in the process of 
secularization is for its part, and as such, -just as much -a product of 
the origU>al inadmissible persistence in existence of the world, which 
could not remain what it had been before, as was its self-described 
"unworldly" counterpart. This fact removes the suggestion of an almost 
Gnostic dualism from the rivalry of powers that is presupposed in the 
concept of secularization. The identification of autonomous reason 
with the worldliness that originated in this way is a hasty interpretation, 
and no doubt one that is attributable to a desire to subject reason to 
the demonizing effect of the antithesis. 

But ifit is not 'demonic,' it certainly is overextended. Modern reason, 
in the form of philosophy, accepted the challenge of the questions, 
both the great and the all too great, that were bequeathed to it. It is 
not the autochthonous and spontaneous will to knowledge that drives 
reason to overexertion. The pretension of an absolute new beginning 
suffers from an appearance of illegitimacy on account of the continuity 
that derives from its inability to shake off inherited questions. The 
modern age accepted problems as set for it that the Middle Ages had 
posed and supposedly answered but that had ouly been posed precisely 
because people thought they already possessed the 'answers.' For this 
phase, where the canon is being expanded to include new problems, 
Nietzsche's thesis that one hears "ouly the questions to which one is 
in a position to find an answer"12 is correct; but it does' not hold for 
the subsequent epoch, which cannot simply discharge the unanswered 
balance of its inherited questions with the athnission that it is not a 
match for them. The continuity of history across the epochal threshold 
lies not in the permanence of ideal substances but rather in the in
heritance of problems, which obliges the heir, in his turn, to know 
again what was known once before. Every attempt at resignation with 
respect to the unknowable then meets with the reproach of being 
'positivist,' or whatever other catchword for that reproach may be 
convenient at the moment. 

Thus, as we know, the modern age found it impossible to decline 
to answer questions about the totality of history. To that extent the 
philosophy of history is an attempt to answer a medieval question 
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with the means available to a postmedieval age. In this process, the 
idea of progress is driven to a level of generality that overextends its 
original, regionally circumscribed and objectively limited range as an 
assertion. As one of the possible answers to the question of the totality 
of history, it is drawn into the function for consciousness that had 
been performed by the framework of the salvation story, with Creation 
at one end and Judgment at the other. The fact that this explanatory 
accomplishment exceeded the powers of its characteristic rationality 
was not without historical consequences. 

Thus the formation of the idea of progress and its taking the place 
of the historical totality that was bounded by Creation and Judgment 
are two distinct events. The idea of 'reoccupation'c says nothing about 
the derivation of the newly installed element, only about the dedication 
it receives at its installation. If one wishes to speak here of an alienation 
or expropriation, a reinterpretation or overinterpretation, then its object 
was not the theological substance of eschatology in its late, medieval 
forms; rather what was laid hold of was the independently generated 
idea of progress, the authentic rationality of which was overextended 
in the process. As an assertion about the totality of history, including 
the future, the idea of progress is removed from its empirical foundation 
in the extension of the reality accessible to and manageable by theory 
and in. the efficiency of the theoretical methodology employed for 
that purpose, and it is forced to perform a function that was originally 
defined by a system that is alien to it. The transformation of progress 
into a faith encompassing the future requires not only that it should 
be a principle innnanent in history-that is, that it can emerge from 
the reason that is operative in individual human actions-it also requires 
that this principle should in fact be active and continue to be so. Even 
Auguste Comte's law of the three phases of history responds to the 
pressure to explain history as a whole by projecting a totality that 
from the perspective of the third, "positive" phase (in which after all 
this schema is proclaimed for the first time), and in the context of its 
critical restrictions,· is no longer at all possible. This sort of philosophy 
of history perpetrates the contradiction of excluding itself from the 
rational criticism that it assigns to itself as the characteristic of its 
historical standpoint. Hegel's philosophy of history too is a later, ret
rospective attempt to rejoin the Enlightenment's model of history to 
the Christian conception of history and to relate them in such a way 
that the identity of the reason realizing itself in history can still be 
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seen to be confinned by a subterranean constancy of the realized 
ideas. To the extent that the philosophy ofhstory continues to be 
fixated on the definition of an overall structure of its object, it is 
burdened by no longer realistically fulfillable obligations toward the 
persisting 'great questions.' 

One element did not play an important role in the early fonnation 
of the idea of progress: that of the intensity of the process, of accel
eration. As soon as the new undertakings visibly began to exceed the 
dimensions of what could be accomplished in one generation and its 
immediate future, the question of speeding up the theoretical, the 
technical, and so far as possible even the moral processes had to 
become a matter of interest to those participating in and affected by 
them. This acceleration not only gave rise to and reinforced expec
tations; it also produced uneasiness, mistrust, negative utopias, fear 
of the future, visions of downfall, and so forth. But that does not lead 
to the limiting case of an accelerated running out of history that could 
efface the difference between the idea of progress and eschatology in 
such a way that the attitude to the future once again corresponds to 
the "belief in an imminent radical change in world history," that is, 
represents a secularized millenarianism.13 There are no grounds for 
saying that this acceleration is "in the first instance an apocalyptic 
category, which represents the shortened interval before the advent 
of the Last Judgment," and that this category was "transfonned" after 
the middie of the eighteenth century into a "concept of historical 
hope."" When Luther, according to Reinhart Koselleck's quotation 
from his "table talk" of 1532, takes exception to Melanchthon allowing 
the world a further endurance of four hundred years, and for hIs part 
insists on the biblical abbreviation of this term in the interests of the 
elect, then the difference is manifest between abbreviation of the 
world's remaining time and acceleration of the process that for the 
first time is supposed to make it pleasant to remain in the world. The 
biblical expectation, which Luther shares, of the shortening of the 
apocalyptic period, itself no longer has the unambiguous character of 
joyful expectation of the end that is brought still closer but exhibits 
instead a desire to decrease fear of the terrors to come. The significant 
evidence of 'secularization' here is on the side of Melanchthon, who 
is encouraged to speculate on the extended duration of the world by 
the fact that its end after all no longer affects the current generations 
and allows the modus vivendi with the world to continue as an advan-
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tageous one. Melanchthon's four centuries do not contain the secu
larized theological element of abbreviation of the final times; rather 
they serve to exclude the reality of the end from consciousness and 
to direct attention to the possibility of assigning a higher value to time, 
and making fuller use of it, by compressing what occurs in it. It is 
precisely the disproportion between the natural lifetime and the 
emerging technical requirements of the modern program of progress 
that provides the rational motive for acceleration once the other course, 
which had been envisaged at an earlier date, that of adapting the 
duration of the life of an individual to the dimensions of the new 
world by means of the art of medicine, had proved to be impracticable. 

The history of the factors promoting acceleration, which has yet to 
be written; should not restrict itself to the appearance of expressions 
of an increased tempo but should rather explore the earlier phase of 
the experience of impatience with the slowness of the process, and 
of both resignation and summoning up of courage with regard to 
progress's seemingly ever greater consumption of time. 

Translator's Notes 

a. "Dialectical theology" refers to the theology of Karl Barth and his followers. The "demy
thologizing" of the kerygma is RudolfBultmann's project. 

b. "HistoriciSIn," here and throughout this book, is not what Karl Popper baptized with that 
name Un The Poverty 0/ HiJtorlciJm and The open SoCiety and its Enemies): the "holistic" claim to 
have found predictive "laws" of history. Instead, it is simply the-endeavor of historical schol-· 
arship-especially since the early nineteenth century-to interpret any individual historical 
phenomenon as having a specific character that in each case is the product of a process of 
historical development rather than of a 'spontaneous generation' or a transcendent intervention 
(or of the repetition of eternally 'given' forms, archetypes, or whatever). This is the usual 
meaning of Historismus in Germany. the common core of the "historicisms" analyzed by Ernst 
Troe1tsch, Karl Mannheim, Friedrich Meinecke, and Benedetto Croce. The "long campaign of 
historicism," in this sense of the term., is inimical to ideas of 'authentic ownership' inasmuch 
as. it always seeks out earlier 'sources' or 'influences' that have produced· the phenomenon in 
question through a process of development. 

c. The author is referring here to his theory, adumbrated in the two previous paragraphs and 
presented at greater length in part I, chapter 6, of the continuity of history as a system of 
"positions" (in one respect,. of "questions") that are "reoccupied" (with new answers) after 
changes of epoch. 
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Making History So As to 
Exonerate God? 

If we define progress for once not as an increased quantity of goods 
but as a reduced quantity of 'bads' in the world, we can see more 
clearly what really differentiates the modern concept of history from 
the Christian interpretation and why, in the perspective of the latter, 
the former had to be illegitimate. The objectionable element is not 
the postponement by history, and dissolution in history, of a concept 
of transcendent salvation but rather the disruption of the function of 
a theodicy that operates with the argument that man is responsible 
for all that is bad in the world. According to the exemplary conception 
developed by Augustine, the physical defects of the created world are 
simply the just penalties for the evil that proceeded from human 
freedom. The inevitability of this train of thought in Augustine's actual 
situation lay in the fact that it made it possible for him to avoid the 
Gnostic dualism of good and evil world principles.' To be sure, the 
converted Gnostic had to provide an equivalent for the cosmic principle 
of evil in the bosom of mankind itsel£ He found it in inherited sinfulness, 
as a quantity of corruption that is constant rather than being the result 
of the summation of individual faulty actions. While this sinfulness is 
inherited, it is at the same time a disposition to increase the actual 
evil and thus continually to reduce th\' chances of the good being 
realized-a negative concept of 'progress' that Kant would be the first 
to reverse. Augustine's explanation of the bad in the world as the 
result of human wickedness; as a species-wide quantity, made it nec
essary for any subsequent notion of progress that would undertake 
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to diminish the bad in the world also to establish man's ability to 
lessen his culpability by his own efforts. The idea'of progress, as was 
to become evident much later on, requires a reversal of the causal 
relation between moral and physical evils; it is founded on the as
sumption that in a better world it would be easier to be a better 
person. But as had been laid down in Paul's Episde to the Romans, 
death came into the world through sin, and consequendy the reverse 
could not be said -that man sins because he must die. 

Hans Jonas has correcdy related the possibility of the idea of progress 
to the position that is the antithesis of the Pauline/Augustinian doctrine 
of grace, namely, Pelagianism, which he characterizes as the "leveling 
of divine grace into an instructive power working toward progress in 
the whole of human history and increasingly bringing men to the 
consciousness of their freedom and responsibility for themselves. "1 

But to infer from this that the idea of progress has afrer all been 
traced back to a Christian origin would be mistaken. For though it is 
true that Augustinianism, and above all its late-medieval extreme 
forms, excludes the possibility of the conception of progress, it should 
not be assumed that Pelagianism represents the intratheological al
ternative to this position. It would be more correct to say that the 
naturalism of mere divine assistance holds to the young Augustine's 
doctrine of freedom without his Gnostic trauma but consequendy also 
without the function of theodicy-uuless one were to regard it as a 
variant way of vindicating the Creator that the defects of His Creation 
are eliminated in the course of time by the zeal and diligence of His 
creatures. If one looked in the modern philosophy of history for an 
equivalent to that Pelagian position with its opposition to the Augustine 
who was reconverted by the Episde to the Romans, that equivalent 
would be Lessing's Education if Humanity. 

'Theodicy' first became a literary reality under that name in the 
work of Leibniz. But although Leiblliz did influence the development 
of the modern age's concept of history by his establishment of the 
positive uniqueness of the individual, this was not a result of his Theodicy. 
Nor could it have been. For in this work any tendency toward a 
philosophy of history is excluded precisely because it asserts the world's 
quality of being the best of all possible worlds. This leads to an optimistic 
statics ofinsurpassability, which denies man any significance in relation 
to the production of a 'better world.' 
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An essential characteristic of Leibniz's argmnentation, by which he 
is distinguished from Augustine, is the integration of the bad aspects 
of the world into the design of the Creation. Even the God who is to 
be vindicated by His work can Himself generate physically bad things 
to the extent that they are unavoidable in the accomplishment of the 
optimal overall goal. There is no longer any relation of retribution 
between these bad things and human actions. Leibniz's theodicy char
acterizes the bad things in the world no longer in moral terms but 
rather in instrumental ones. Leo Strauss saw the element of'secular
ization' precisely in this, that not only has providence lost its myste
riousness for reason, but at the same time the claim to absoluteness 
of the divine laws has been overlaid by the justification of evil means 
by the grandeur of the overall end. The Theodicy paves the way for 
the modern concept of history to the extent that it demonstrates the 
rationality of absolute ends by the model of divine action. "In proportion 
as the providential order came to be regarded as intelligible to man, 
and therefore evil came to be regarded as evidendy necessary or 
useful, the prohibition against doing evil lost its evidence. Hence various 
ways of action which were previously condemned as evil could now 
be regarded as. good. "2 

Is the absolutism of ends the bridge by which the secularization of 
the concept of providence into the concept of history was accomplished? 
The Theodicy is anything but a theological work; it could not even be 
the secularization of such a work, for one umnistakable reason: The 
vindication of God is, for Leibniz, the means of securing the most 
radical principle of the autonomy of philosophy that could be conceived 
of, the principle of sufficient reason. There is only one possible ap
plication of this rational principle: Given the assumption that the best 
of all possible worlds has been realized, one can in principle deduce 
the answer to any conceivable question. This motive can be seen, for 
example, when Leibniz, in opposition to Newton, justifies the ideal
ization of space and time with the argmnent that because of the 
homogeneous indistinguishability of their parts, they exclude rational 
explanations of actions that involve location in space and time. Every
thing is. aimed at the goal of realizing the omnicompetence and in
dependence of reason. And it is difficult to avoid the impression that 
this project was bound to succeed -if it had not been for the earthquake 
in Lisbon, Voltaire's ridicule, and Kant's demonstration that this in-
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vestiture of reason could indeed establish the autonomy of theoretical, 
but not of practical, reason. 

Finally Odo Marquard bas attempted to apply Hegel's understanding 
of his philosophy of history as 'theodicy' to the interpretation of the 
idealist philosophy of history as a whole. The latter supplies a solution 
to the problem of theodicy by radicalizing human autonomy in such 
a way that by means of it, following Augustine's schema, it can ac
complish the "radical demonstration of God's innocence."3 Does ac
ceptance of this thesis mean that the richest and most ambitious version 
of the philosophy of history that we have before uS is really secularized 
theology after all? Marquard does not employ this concept. But for 
him also the motive of theodicy provides the answer to the question 
whether there is "after all perhaps even a theologically plausible and 
honorable motive" for idealism's "racUcalizing autonomy, that is to 
say, human freedom over against God-in the extreme case even to 
such an extent that talk of God must cease." 

The occasion for and the accomplishment of this kind of theodicy 
can indeed be gathered from the example of Kant's discovery of the 
problem of antinomy, and of the means of overcoming it, in the 
Transcendental Dialectic. b The discovery that reason brings about its 
own greatest self-deceptions in obeying its knowledge drive surpasses 
even Descartes's genius malignus [malicious spirit] because it no longer 
uncovers only a hypothetical consequence but rather the reality of 
the immanent movement of reason. But at the same time the inten
sification of the demonstration relieves God of responsibility, the God 
Who in His absolute sovereignty could still have been Descartes's 
deceiving spirit, whereas Kant in the transcendental turning of his 
critique of reason not only sees but also has us overcome the ~ource 
of deception in the rational subject itself Though initially all that man 
takes upon himself here is the 'blame' for the theoretical aberrations 
of his uncritical use of his reason, still this could at the same time 
have presented itself as a formula for relieving God of responsibility 
for the tortures of history. One should not forget here that since 
Augustine's turning away from Gnosticism, the concept of the 'bad' 
in the world had been displaced and continues up to the present to 
be displaced continually further and further: The bad aspect of the 
world appears less and less clearly as a physical defect of nature and 
more and more (and with less ambiguity, on account of the technical 
means by which we amplifY these things) as the result of human 
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actions. To that extent, the philosophy of history already reflects a 
situation in which man suffers less and less from the defects of nature 
and more and more from the productions of his own species. That 
would have to produce a new variety of Gnosticism and, no less 
necessarily, a new conception of revolt against it. Following Marquard, 
the idealist philosophy of history would perhaps not be a secularized 
theology in its content and formal structure, but it certainly would be 
in its function. It would be a theology that expresses itself, out of 
concern for the vindication of God, as an anthropology, or better, as 
Marquard puts it, a "theology that plfevents itself consistently and 
throughout." Happily I do not have to discuss here the question whether 
the philosophy of history is the cunoing of theology< practiced through 
theodicy, in which theology makes use of its dissolution into anthro
pology (as affirmed by F euerbachl only for what is after all a more 
thorough and final exoneration of its God. The remaining question, 
then, is whether dependence on theodicy as a central motive would 
be the indirect secularization of an originally theological idea. This 
question cannot be lightly passed over, if only because the connection 
Odo Marquard asserts is at least as plausible as the thesis of the 
expropriation of eschatology. Marquard shares the skepticism I ad
vocate in regard to the "usual derivation of modern philosophy of 
history from the Bible's eschatological conception of the future,'" but 
at bottom not because 'secularization' alleges too much substantial iden
tity with theology but rather because for him it exposes too little of 
the genuinely theological function of this philosophy. For Marquard 
too, secularization becomes an appearance, which as such can be 
functionally explained: The philosophy of history would be, as it were, 
'indirect theology,' which speaks again and again of man, so as not 
to tarnish the image of God-like someone who constantly avoids a 
particular topic of conversation because he knows that any word from 
him on that subject could give an indication of something that he 
wishes to avoid suggesting in any way. Theology is not a stage in the 
transformation of anthropology; rather it is the reverse: Philosophy's 
talk of history and of man is the perfected final phase of theology, in 
its humanly most 'refined' form as theodicy. Phenomena of secular
ization would then be due to a "methodical atheism ad maiorem gloriam 
Dei [to the greater glory of God]," which would be nothing less than 
"what may be the only promising form of theodicy." 
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My objection focuses on the-if not material, still at least functional
identity of theology and theodicy, to the extent that the latter makes 
an appearance in the form of the philosophy of history. The principle 
of autonomy, precisely if it is to be understood as a historical principle, 
can never be sufficiendy radical to carry the burden of total respon
sibility that its function as theodicy would require. The philosophy of 
history never justifies the world as the created world but only as a 
world still to be produced. Marquard himself defines the philosophy 
of history by one characteristic only: It "proclaims a world history 
with the single goal and end of universal freedom."5 But precisely if 
freedom is the goal and the end, it cannot be the means to provide 
what is supposed to be provided here: the absolute scapegoat for 
absolute goodness. After all, the only reason the schema functions for 
Augustine is that the single original and then inherited sin was com
mitted precisely under conditions of perfect freedom and hence can 
carry with it total responsibility; manJdnd as the subject of the phi
losophy of history, which works itself free through history and out of 
it, has this freedom only as an idea, and thus at any given time the 
full blame that has to be allocated cannot yet be assigned to it. If 
philosophy of history, in the form of theodicy, is supposed to rescue 
God's goodness, then it must deny His onmipotence. This insight, 
which Voltaire arrived at in his critique ofLeibniz, is probably atheistic; 
not, however, in the paradoxical sense proposed by Marquard but 
rather in a destructive sense. For the defects of diyine omnipot~nce 
are the possibilities and necessities of human self-empowerment in 
history. The question of who bears the responsibility pales into insig
nificance in the face of the question of power. Where power is absent, 
there cannot be responsibility either. 

Voltaire's quasi-theodicy of finite power is destructive because it 
does not satis/}' the one interest that the modem age can have in a 
theodicy: an interest in the establishment of reliability. Of course om
nipotence is not reliable as such, but only onmipotence is capable of 
reliability. In the modern form given it by Leibniz, theodicy is already 
outside any theological function; it does indeed belong to the "protest 
of the Enlightenment against the God of will and His potentia absoluta 
[absolute power]," but that is not the same as the assertion that in 
theodicy it is "no longer the 'merciful God' but rather the 'righteous 
God' " Who is thematic. 6 In fact the Enlightenment's interest in theodicy 
is certainly not primarily related to the question of righteousness; its 
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problem is that of a reliability that, going beyond the Cartesian veracitas 
[truthfulness], provides a guarantee of the autonomous lawfulness of 
the world process, undisturbed by miracles. The proof of the impos
sibility of a proof of God's existence became possible for Kant at the 
moment in which the lawfulness of natural phenomena no longer 
needed to depend on this guarantee because it was supposed to be 
demonstrable as a transcendental condition of the possibility of nature. 
Here lies the connection that Marquard seeks between the Transcen
dental Dialectic and the problem of theodicy in the modern age. 

Modern theodicy is an 'indirect' advocacy of human interests. If 
this thesis is correct, then a philosophy of history that arises from 
theodicy cannot be the 'indirect' advocacy of theological interests; it 
cannot be 'the continuation of theodicy by other means: Even if the 
idealist thesis of autonomy were the vindication of a God Who did 
not indeed create the best of all possible worlds but Who instead· 
equipped man with the compensatory capacity to improve continually 
the quality of the existing world, then this vindication would still only 
give rise to renewed reflection on history, in regard to the question 
whether its course does in fact show man to be a compensatory creature 
and does free his author from the suspicion of not being sufficiently 
reliable in honoring the autonomy of man and his world. But this 
suspicion leads not so much to methodical as rather to hypothetical 
atheism, which regards history as the sum total not of man's effort 
to exonerate God but rather of the demonstrated-and bearable
possibility of doing without God. Without keeping its name, Marquard 
has reduced the secularization thesis to its most extreme and most 
effective form: What remains is no continuity of contents, of substance, 
of material, but only the naked identity of a subject, whose survival 
through changes in clothing and in complete anonymity, against all 
importuuities, both gross and subtle, is assured. Theology's incognito 
role as the theodicy in the philosophy of history is the perfection of 
Docetism. Marquard has described it as the cuhning of my reason
so it is at least that of reason in some form -that with the functional 
model of history" I provided the secularization thesis with the only 
possible chance of defending itself, once (and because) the theses of 
identity and theorems of continuity in history turned out to be un
tenable' - in other words, still, in spite of everything, a philosophy of 
history once again, although it is precisely in the philosophy of history 
that the modern age ntiscarried, and by the philosophy of history that 
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it was put at risk "as in the pursuit of a supposedly risk··free speculation": 
"The philosophy of history is countermodernity." It would show lack 
of respect for an important train of thought to play Marquard's state
ments of 1965 off against those of 1973-who would not know more 
accurately since then what can be produced through supposed trans
formations of theology? But I may be allowed to express ·my discomfort 
at being made the tool of a cunuing of reason in that I supposedly 
prepared the final and most stabile refuge for the seculariZation theorem 
while I was still attacking Marquard's anonymous identity of theology 
in the theodicy of the philosophy of history. The thesis that it is a 
functional reoccupation that creates the appearance of a substantial 
identity lasting through the process of secularization is meant to explain 
phenomena of tenacious obstinacy, not to mitigate or to legitimate 
them. It is true that Marquard seetns to incline toward the thesis that 
the modern age could only have succeeded if it had broken with the 
expectations and elintinated the residual needs that had been be
queathed to it. I can formulate this sharply as follows: Modernity 
could only have succeeded and defended itself against counterrnod
ernities if it had really begun just as absolutely from scratch as Des
cartes's progtam prescribed. But this progtam too, as will be shown 
in part II, is only the answer to a provocation, and the answer was 
to become absolutist because the provocation was absolutist. But then 
moderrJty would be bound to tuiscarry because the very idea of 
beginning it was already involved in the functional continuity of prov
ocation and self-assertion, and therefore in its origin 'antiInodem.' 
This sort of paradox is unavoidable when one sees even in the functional 
model of history the cunuing of reason in its determination to become 
a philosophy of history once again. 

I want to get at the root of this difficulty that Marquard causes 
himself and me. I think I have found it in a much earlier context. 
Marquard wrote in 1958 that there are two conceptions of the dis
appearance of the theological definition of reason: the theory of lib
eration and the theory of the Fall; but perhaps, he wrote, this disjunction 
of liberation and apostasy is not exhaustive. Perhaps these alternatives 
can be overcome by "attention to genuinely theological motives for 
the emancipation of reason." And then there follows a sentence that 
as a pretuise makes it possible to deduce even the reinterpretation, 
so much later, of the functional model of history as a countermodern 
salvage attempt: "Emancipation is neither liberation nor apostasy when 
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theology itself provokes it. '" Here Marquard is inventing the cunning 
of reason that a decade and a half later he will find in the functional 
model. For it is only an artifice to want to see neither the achievement 
offreedom nor the Fall in an action because it was provoked by theology 
itself and received not only its logic but also its consecration from that 
source. Of course if one imputes to ~e self-assertion of reason a need 
for an external sanction, then one will only be able to seek that sanction 
in the agency that made the self-assertion necessary. To explain a 
phenomenon by referring it to a provocation is not to justifY it. Talk 
of the "legitimacy" of the modem age makes sense only to the extent 
that that legitimacy is disputed. 

Translator's Notes 

a. This account of Augustine's doctrine of free will is 'presented at greater length in part n, 
chapter 1. 

h. Of the Critique if Pure Reason. [Marquard's first book was entitled Skeptische Methode im Blick 
aif Kant <Freiburg: Karl Alber, 1958).] 

c. This phrase is a variation of Hegel's famous "cunning of reason," according to which 'reason' 
accomplishes purposes in history that its 'rational' human agents do not intend. 

d. For a general statement of this 'model' see part I, chapter 6, paragraph 3£f. 
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The Secularization Thesis 
as an Anachronism in the 
Modern Age 

The considerations presented up to this point have heen intended to 
contribute to deciphering a methodology for the application of the 
category of secularization in historiography. This attempt to extract 
a more precise meaning from a term hitherto mosdy used with an 
innocent confidence that it must mean somethirig has caused a number 
of its users to step forward and protest that that was not what they 
meant by it. My question in return is not so much what in fact they 
did mean by it as what would have to have been meant by the term 
"secularization" to make it .capable of the productivity it has been 
thought to have in the comprehension of historical relations. The 
methodological burden of proof that I have laid out may not be 
immediately convertible into theoretical performance; such difficulties 
are found in the methodological history of all historical disciplines, 
whose source material was not laid down and conserved with an eye 
to the satisfaction of theoretical interests. Much that methodology 
would lead us to anticipate discovering will have to remain obscure 
here. But in regard to the secularization theorem it is possible never
theless to gain an overview as to whether the high expectations that 
were suggested by preliminary conjectures and brilliant aperws can 
ever be consolidated into well-founded judgments. And it still seems 
more like a case of terminological metastasis. The prospects for ac
quiring more secure insights must be tested carefully in cases where 
what appears to be such a productive expression is used as though it 
represented a long-recognized state of affairs. 
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The suggestion of secularization was not 'co9ked up,' after the mod
ern age had long enjoyed undisputed standing, in order to accuse it 
of and exact recompense for its "cultural debt." The availability of 
the category of secularization for ideological employment is not a result 
of the cunning-already invested in that category-of any reason. or 
(for that matter) unreason. There is such a thing as the possibility of 
mobilizing implications after the fact, and the fact that the use of the 
expression "cultural debt" in this context can be documented is a 
symptom of this, and no more. The insinuation of the primordial 
trickery of priests was one of the wealcoesses of the Enlightenment 
because it thoughtlessly ignored the background of needs underlying 
the phenomena and the institutions at which the Enlightenment's 
critical attack was aimed. The superficiality of this sort of reckless 
exposure of supposed hidden backgrounds should not be repeated by 
a rationality of humane consideration. 

Even if the relevant phenomena do not satislY the criteria we have 
developed -the criteria of identifiability, authentic ownership, and 
unilateral removal-and if consequently their character as 'seculari
zations' must be explained as an appearance, not a reality, still this 
appearance has a real foundation, a demonstrable role in a historical 
logic. The only reason why 'secularization' could ever have become 
so plausible as a mode of explanation of historical processes is that 
supposedly secularized ideas can in fact mostly be traced back to an 
identity in the historical process. Of course this identity, according to 
the thesis advocated here, is not one of contents but one of functions. 
It is in· fact possible for totally heterogeneous contents to take on 
identical functions in specific positions in the system of man's inter
pretation of the world and of himself. In our history this system has 
been decisively determined by Christian theology, and specifically, 
above all, in the direction of its expansion. Theology created new 
'positions' in the framework of the statements about the world and 
man that are possible and are expected, 'positions' that cannot simply 
be 'set aside' again or left unoccupied in the interest of theoretical 
economy. For theology there was no need for questions about the 
totality of the world and history, about the origin of man and the 
purpose of his existence, to be unanswerable. This explains the read
iness with which it introduced titles into the budget of man's needs 
in the area of knowledge, to honor which was bound to be difficult 
or even impossible for any knowledge that did not appeal, as it did, 
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to transcendent sources. Its strength could only be the weakness of 
its heirs. If this has the appearance of a reproach, it might be compared 
to the reproach that Leibniz advanced against Descartes, that through 
the radicaJness of his doubt and the questionable perspicuity of its 
elimioation he had iotroduced ioto the world a demand for certainty, 
which on account of the rigor of its requirements could not be fulfilled 
by him or by anyone else, but which could not be revoked and rejected 
merely on account of the impossibility of satisfYing it. 

The modern age's readiness to inherit such a mortgage of prescribed 
questions and to accept as its own the obligation to pay it off goes a 
long way toward explaioiog its iotellectual history. There is an element 
of tragedy io the way io which this effort, as generous as it was 
hopeless, finally ends with the more or less explicit insiouation that 
the inheritance came about io a dishonest way. What mainly occurred 
io the process that is ioterpreted as secularization, at least (so far) in 
all but a few recognizable and specific instances, should be described 
not as the trims position of authentically theological contents ioto sec
ularized alienation from their origin but rather as the reoccupation of 
answer positions that had become vacant and whose corresponding 
questions could not be eliminated. I have represented this too one
sidedly as being due to a lack of critical intensity and have not referred 
often enough to the importance, noted elsewhere, of 'residual needs.' 

The excessive longevity of a system of questions that extends across 
a change of epoch, and its influence over the answers that are possible 
given the premises of the new epoch, is not a phenomenon that ftrst 
appears io relation to the beginning of the modern age. Christianity 
itself in its early days was subjected to a comparable 'problem pressure' 
in its confrontation with questions that were originally foreign to it. 
The embarrassment that is already evident io Pbilo of Alexandria and 
then in the patristic authors io their efforts to set up something on 
the basis of the biblical story of the creation that would be comparable 
to the great cosmological speculations of Greek antiquity, and the 
quantity of allegory that had to be found in order to comply with this 
externally imposed compulsion, show us the pressure of the 'carry
over' of questions to which an answer was held to be possible. 

We are going to have to free ourselves from the idea that there is 
a fum canon of the 'great questions' that throughout history and with 
an unchanging urgency have occupied human curiosity and motivated 
the pretension to world and self-ioterpretation. Such a canon would 
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explain the changillg systems of mythology, theology, and philosophy 
by the congruence of their output of assertions with its content of 

T 

questions. The problematic of the carry-over of questions is above all I 
a problematic of the epochal thresholds, of the phases of more or less 
rapid change in the basic rules for the procurement of very gene,al 
explanations. The reproach that a theoretical system accomplishes too I 
little for man's self-understanding taken as a whole is less often ex- I 

pressed than it appears in fact to be' present in the consciousness of j 
the founders, and above all of the epigonic advocates of such systems, I 
when they believe the time has come to undertake to demonstrate I 
their system's comprehensive ability to deal with problems. It is not 
so much the modem age's pretension to total competence as its ob- I' 

ligation to possess such competence that might be described as a 1'1 

product of secularization. 
Questions do not always precede their answers. There is a 'spon-

taneous generation,' from the authority of nonrational armunciations, ! 
of great and acutely active assertions such as those of eschatological Iii 

immediate expectation, the doctrine of the Creation, or origillal sin. 
I have retained the expression "spontaneous generation" [Uneugung] j 
here, although it has proved to be open to misunderstanding. 1 I have I 
already tried to show, in connection with Augustine's doctrine of original 
sin, the only way in which the expression can be meant to be under-
stood: that the content of the doctrine is not determined by the sys-
tematic requirements of justifYing the Creation that the converted 
Gnostic had to satisry, since a different content from that of an inherited 
guilt could certainly have been found. The gcneratw acquivoca' consists 
simply in the fact that the combination of the concept of freedom and 
the doctrine of origillal sin could be codified at this specific location 
into the 'answer' to a 'great question' that was yet to be accurately 
stated. When the credibility and general acceptance of such answers 
dwindle away, perhaps because inconsistencies appear in the system, 
they leave behind them the corresponding questions, to which then 
new answerS become due. Unless, perhaps, it tuIns out to be possible 
to destroy the question itself critically and to undertake amputations 
on the system of world explanation. That this cannot be a purely 
rational operation is a lesson of history, if it is a lesson of anything. 
Even the dwindling and (especially morally) discredited mythology of 
the Greeks 'prescribed' to the nascent philosophy what questions it 
had to assume responsibility for and what systematic scope it had to 
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possess. Far beyond its initial phase, philosophy, as the embodiment 
of the early theoretical attitude, continues to bear the imprint of the 
effort to measure up to this supposed standard of its achievement and 
to postpone or to gloss over the disappointments that could not fail 
to appear. Analogies to the later secularization theorem are already 
found where the beginnings of science are in competition with the 
older offerings that they have to replace. Pliny passes on a story about 
Hippocrates according to which he copied down what he read on the 
votive tablets in the temples, where the means employed in the suc
cessful healing of sick .people were indicated, and this was how he 
invented medicine. Jakob Brucker, the early historian of philosophy 
to whom most philosophers in his century owed their knowledge of 
the history of philosophy, introduces this anecdote and makes the 
double comment that Hippocrates would not have been tolerated or 
honored in Greece if this were true and that the anecdote must have 
originated from "an invention of enemies of his and of doctors in 
general. "2 Christianity also encountered, in the Hellenistic world into 
which it was expanding and to which it offered its annunciation as a 
motive for joining it, questions that it was not originally equipped to 
answer and for which it lacked the conceptual equipment that it would 
be called upon to produce in the arguments in which it was beginning 
to get involved. In this situation what emerged as the basic process 
of adjustment to the preexisting formal system of world explanation 
was the conversion of what were originally values for salvation into 
explanatory values. This process was to prove to be irreversible, how
ever often attempts might be made to revoke it, most radically by 
the theology of the Reformation in a historical situation in which the 
developed system of these explanatory values, in the form of Scho
lasticism, had entered its crisis. If this hypothesis is correct, then the 
Reformation's reduction of Christianity to its value for salvation was 
at the same time an attempt to eliminate the 'problem pressure' that 
was the result of its early 'secularization' as a system of world 
explanation. 

In acute situations of immediate expectation, the promised salvation 
can remain extremely undefined; everything is going to be different, 
and he who asks how has already lost his chance to participate. The 
status of the change as beyond interrogation is a result of the intol
erability of the existiog state of affairs. Acute eschatology is the equiv
alent of the obsessional neurosis whose universal effect Freud described 
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with the phrase, " ... at last the whole world lies under an embargo 
of 'impossibility.'''3 Salvation then can take 'whatever fann it likes. 
Only the precise demands of the Hellenistic world, stamped as it was 
by philosophical ideas, made it necessary to overcome the uncertainty 
in the formulation of the goal of salyation, which can be sensJ'd 
throughout the New Testament, in favor of definitions. When one 
considers, for example, how deeply our tradition has been influenced 
by the idea of innnortality, one is startled to find that this idea is not 
to be found in the biblical texts that originate before the Babylonian 
exile. But at the same time the corpus of revelation as a whole was 
very inadequately equipped for providing answers to the questions 
that were being posed regarding the recendy promised "life." Greek 
philosophy was able, for various reasons, to specifY more precisely 
what conditions had to be satisfied in a condition of "happiness." 
These conditions presented themselves to the Cbristian authors of the 
early centuries as an obligatory systematic program. No doubt any 
system will have to say something about happiness, but how one can 
talk about it will depend on very many variables in the way the formal 
system of positions is filled, until finally the subjectivity of the very 
concept of happiness becomes a systematic element. In the world of 
Hellenism, Christianity found its function and the scope of the answers 
required of it prescribed to it as an empty frame to be filled. Its claim 
to be heard and to take part in the competition of doctrines promising 
salvation and explanation of the world could only be made good by 
the acceptance of this function. In a certain respect it was a strong 
point of Christianity that it had not committed itself to certain concrete 
contents of salvation in its acute initial situation, because now it could 
formulate them for the first time. Even if what this formulation prom
'ised was a transcendent expectation, it still had to borrow its content 
from antiquity's philosophical definition of eudemonia: The salvation 
content of innnortality becomes theoretical contemplation, the visw 
beatifica [beatific visionl-fundamentally a philosopher's bliss. 

In the patristic formation of Christianity, for the first time a system 
of propositions presented itself as the final form of philosophy. Chris
tianity produced this characteristic claim by formulating its dogma in 
the language of ancient metaphysics and claiming to solve the enigmas 
of that metaphysics concerning the world. The patristic authors ha
bitually use the formula that the founder of their religion answered 
all the questions of ancient philosophy. Christ had brought not only 
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a summons and annunciation from and about another world but also 
the true and final knowledge of this world includillg all the problems 
de rerum natura [concerning the nature of thingsl.' Thus the modern 

. phenomenon (interpreted as secularization) of the reoccupation of vacant 
answer positions is not bound specifically to the spiritual structure of 
this epoch. The Christian reception of antiquity and the modern taking 
over of explanatory functions of the Christian system have largely 
analogous structures as historical processes. Just as patristic Christiauity 
appears 'in the role of ancient philosophy, so modern philosophy 
'substitutes' to a large extent for the funetion of theology-admittedly 
for the funetion of a theology that on account of that process that 
occurred two millenuia earlier is at least terminologically adapted to 
such substitution. Even when modern philosophy conceives itself as 
in the sharpest possible contradiction to its theological prehistory, 
which it considers itself to have 'overcome,' it is bound to the frame 
of reference of what it renounces. 

Once men had begun "to know so amazingly much about God," 
as the young Hegel wrote,5 even an atheism or a renewal of the pagan 
cosmos was possible only insofar as it was able to fill again the space 
laid claim to by what it negated. If we consider for once not Hegel, 
the "theologian for the sake of philosophy,'" but Nietzsche's "struggle 
against latent Christianity," then we find not only that "he was unable 
to express the recurrence of the world of Heraclitus in any but anti
Christian language" -which might be a very superli.cial phenomenon 
of provocativeness that goes no deeper than the language employed
but, much more precisely, that "the questions that arose for Nietzsche 
from the 'death of God' were each related to the lapsing of a theological 
answer.'" The "active forgetfulness" .of which Nietzsche speaks, ,the 
forgetfulness of the child, for which he makes Zarathustra long, seems 
not to be easy to introduce into history. The divine art of forgetting, 
which is invoked in the fragments of the "Dionysus Dithyrambs," is 
not the art of human history, whose irreversibility implies memory.' 
In history the price we pay for our great critical freedom in regard 
to the answers is the nonnegotiability of the questions. This does not 
exclude the possibility that these questions derive from a human interest 
that lies deeper than the mere persistence of the epochal carry-over; 
but it does make clearer how much more difficult it is to demonstrate 
the universality of a human interest than simply to point to the fact 
that it has been able to survive a few centuries. 
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In regard to the origin and structure of the problems connected 
with the secularization thesis and the criteria of its applicability, it is 
instructive to observe that the notion of an original property in ideas, 
and the accusations that derive from it, are already employed in the 
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polemiCS and apologetics that accompany the reception of ancient i 
ideas by Christianity. To assert and defend the legitimaCy onts owner-
ship of ideas is the elementary endeavor of what is new, or claims to 
be new, in history; to dispute this legit.hnacy, or to prevent or at least 
shake the self-consciousness that goes with it, is the technique of 
defending the existing state of affairs. Early Christianity not only laid 
claim for itself to the legitimate ownership of its truths, by virtue of 
revelation, but also disputed the legitimacy of the ancient world's 
possession of the ideas that they had in common or that it had taken 
over from that world. The trick of representing the ancient philosophers 
as having secredy learned from the Bible recurs again and again in 
the patristic literature and denies even the most obvious instances of 
dependence by reinterpreting these as the restoration of property that 
had been alienated much earlier. 

In relation to the Stoic doctrine, which had been assimilated to the 
point of seeming self-evident, that the cosmost exists for the sake of 
man, Ambrosius of Milan poses the rhetorical question, "Unde hoc, 
nisi de nostris scripturis, dicendum adsmnpsenmt?" ["From what source 
have they claimed that this must be said, if not from our scriptures?"]' 
Augustine formulates the Christian claim quite generally, as follows: 
"But if those who are. called philosophers, especially the Platonists, 
say something that is true and consistent with our faith, not only do 
we have no need to be afraid of this, but we may take over the property 
in this truth from those who are its urtrightful possessors. . . . What 
they possess as their silver and gold. they have not produced for 
themselves; they have derived it, as though from a mine, from the 
shafts of divine providence, which rules everywhere. But then they 
have perverted it, employing it wrongly in the service of evil spirits. 
When the Christian severs himself in spirit from the unhappy com
munity of the pagans, he must take these treasures from them and 
use them righteously for the proclamation of the gospel."" The theft 
of the gold and silver vessels from Pharaoh's Egypt is Augustine's 
allegorical prototype of behavior with respect to the iniusti possessores 
[wrongful possessors] of the truth, already supplemented here with 
the fiction that at bottom the heathen themselves would have had to 
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intend the transfer of the goods to the legitimate usufructuary. This 
fonnula of debet ab eis auferre christwnus [the Christian should take it 
from them] is one of those lUlbelievable licenses that are supposed to 
justifY the possessors of the truth in putting to their own use everything 
held by those who cannot or will not know anything of this truth. It 
is the prototype of the morality of the genius, of the supennan, and 
of the functionary who serves the ouly truly justifYing interests. 

Tertullian, two centuries earlier, had linked the category oflegitimacy 
to the question of truth even more radicaliy. Regarding the nature of 
the soul, he says, it is not a question of the truth of a proposition as 
such but of the evidence of its origin. It would be better to remain 
ignorant about such a question if God did not choose to reveal anything 
about it rather than to learn anything about it from men who presumed 
to be able to grasp it unaided and in that way succeeded in taking 
possession of the truth. " Evidence of legitimate ownership of the truth 
is demanded because the assertion of a religious revelation at the 
same time implies that that revelation is the sole competent authority 
for the realm to which it applies, since a God Who reveals something 
that men already know in any case, or could know, puts in question 
the necessity of His revelation and thus its exclusive value for His 
believers. For this reason alone it cannot be the case that philosophy 
at any time brought to light authenticaliy and by its own means 
anything that had ever been ascribed to revelation. Thus there must 
be secularization-both the anticipatory seCularization that is ancient 
philosophy's sacrilegious use of the contents of the Bible and the 
posthumous seCularization that is German Idealism and the materialism 
that grows up lUlder its influence. 

It seems to me that in the background of the early Christian demand 
that ancient philosophy demonstrate the legitimacy of its possession 
of a share of the truth, there stands a Platonism: What is true is so 
by virtue of its derivation as a copy of an original truth that is identified 
with God. The dependence of an image on its original is already for 
plato something that cannot be bracketed out and disregarded. Its 
status as an image must be taken into account as an internally de
termining element in an appearance as well as in any copy of it. This 

. is the ouly way in which the derived reality of nature can be traced 
back at ali to a sphere of absolutely intelligible realities. In the same 
way, in reverse, the Ideas have not only a content of absolute truth 
but also at the same time an implication of what ought to exist, which 
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motivates their duplication, materialization, conyersion into nature, as 
can be seen in the myth of the demiurge. The early Christian authors 
lay claim to the truth that can be found in the ancient philosophers 
(and that has now been 'confinned') in order not only to integrate it 
into their system as something that has now become available to 
everyone-as what we would call "ohjectiveH truth-but itlso to return. 
it to its truth in a stricter sense of the term by reestablishing its genetic 
reference. Henceforth for the whole epoch of the Middle Ages, there 
is an authority responsible for guaranteeing the truth as well as the 
reality of the world,. which no longer has its own obvious and inunediate 
evidence, and never regains it. 

A similar residue of Platonism is still involved in the implication of 
blame in 'secularization': Just as the image not only represents the 
original but can also conceal it and allow it to be forgotten, so the 
secularized idea, if left to itself and not reminded of its origin, rather 
than causing one to remember its derivation can serve instead to make 
such remembrance superfluous. The work of the historian or philos
opher of history in uncovering secularizations reestablishes anamnesis 
and leads to a kind of restitution through the recognition of the relation 
of debt. Admittedly, in Tertullian's argument regarding the legitimate 
use of the truth, this Platonic background has already disappeared 
almost entirely in the legalistic style of apologetics, in the process of 
forensic praescriptio [exception, exclusion], which denies the opponent 
the formal qualifications required for entry into argument about the 
subject of the dispute.'2 Thus T ertullian forbids the heretics to cite 
Scripture in support of their position in a dispute, since only the rightful 
owner may make use of an object. And legitimate ownership arises 
through acqnisition from the hand that has disposition over the object. 

Thus the connection between the concept of truth and the idea of 
ownership was not established for the first time in the modern age 
on the basis of 'bourgeois' attitudes; rather it arises from the overlapping 
of formal identity and material discontinuity in the epoch-making 
changes in our history. It is true that this connection changed fun
damentally in the modern age. One of the developments that con
stituted this epoch produced the axiom that the legitimate ownership 
of ideas can be derived only from their authentic production. This is 
important if only because it renders the idea of a legitimate secular
ization paradoxical, while at the same time it gives the criterion of 
genuine ownership its specific importance for the first time. Intellectual 
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acquisition through any kind of 'carrying-over; in the broadest sense, 
has become suspect. This also belongs in the context of the self
assertion of reason, which in this way opposes itself to the extreme 
emphasis on the element of divine grace in theology and its philosophic 
equivalents (from illuminatio [illumination] to concursus [concursus divinus: 
divine 'coproduction' or agreementD. Its postulate is that of the self
inherence of truth as guaranteed by its self-generation. Knowledge 
derived from mere teaching becomes a derivative form of a possession 
of truth that every rational subject is supposed to be able to appropriate 
to itselfby itself carrying out the work of knowledge. This appropriation 
is radically different from every type of transfer of ownership. The 
appeal of the idea of 'method' rests on this assumption, that it makes 
the equipment that is necessary to the work of knowledge available 
potentially to everyone. 

Leibniz raises against Descartes's voluntaristic account of the truths 
of reason the simple objection, which, however, is felt to be decisive, 
that if there were such a dependence on the divine will, then even 
the properties of a geometrical object would hold only velut privilegium 
[by privilege]. There is a double meaning in the background of this 
argument: Neither would the object possess its properties by virtue 
of internal necessity, nor would the knowing subject possess its truths 
by insight into such necessity." Truth has ceased to be analogous to 
theology's rule of grace. The idea of endowed and conveyable property 
in ideas thus loses its basis. And the accusation of illegitimate appro
priation takes on an additional anachronistic quality because the process 
that is said to have taken place would have had to destroy the conditions 
under which the alienated property had its value. 

Here it becomes evident that the change in the presuppositions of 
the idea of spiritual ownership not only has a detennining effect on 
the critcria for the applicability and effectiveness of the historical cat
egory of 'secularization' but, even more radically, has a destructive 
impact on the possibility of constructing such a process of spiritual 
expropriation and debt. The claim that the use of this schema promotes 
historical understanding involves a premise that is foreign to the modern 
age's self-understanding and that is 'secularized' in its own right. Re
flection on history falls into this same circle of presuppositions even 
when it does not join in the evaluation suggested by the concept of 
secularization~ that is, in either the regret over the loss of spiritUal 
property or the gratification with regard to the purer essentiality of 
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the remainder of transcendence once it has been freed of everything 
that can devolve upon 'the world.' When historiCal understanding 
makes use of this category, it enters into religion's self-interpretation 
as a privileged access to truth. It takes over the assumption, which is 
necessarily bound up with the claim to have received a revelation, of 
a beginning that is not historically explicable, that has no immanent 
preconditions. This beginning introduces not only a new but also the 
final historical fonnation. Any historical self-consciousness that believed 
itself capable of making, or believed it had already made, another 
new beginning, a beginning that was supposed to constitute a 'modern 
age' [Neuzeit: literally, new agel as a scientifically grounded and therefore 
final epoch, was bound to come into conflict with this Christian claim 
to novelty and finality. The finality in the Christian self-conception 
was bound to try to assert itself against this by denying the possible 
authenticity of any such founding act in history and at the same time 
accusing it of having had to make illegitimate use of the truth that 
belongs to Christianity. 

Let me prevent any misunderstanding from arising or persisting 
here: The claim that the modern age made an absolute beginning 
through philosophy is no more correct than the claim that the latter 
half of history had an absolute beginning in the events to which the 
Christian era traces its origin. In historical analysis, the claims of both 
beginnings to the status of supposedly unconditioned givens have gone 
up in smoke. However, these claims are not identical in nature. The 
philosophical program for the beginning of the modern age 'failed' 
because it was unable to analyze away its own preconditions. This 
statement is not one that is brought to bear from outside but rather 
is a conclusion that must be reached in order to maintain consistency 
with this beginning. The philosophical inception of the modern age 
is itself a subject for philosophy; and thus has become just as continually 
surpassable, where the insufficiendy radical character of the Cartesian 
Cogito is concerned, as it is integrable into the declining Middle Ages, 
where _the historical conditioning of its need to 'make certain' is con
cerned. These difficulties have served to arouse an understanding, 
which was still laclting in the Enlightenment, of the historical condi
tioning of the foundation of the institution of Christian theology. On 
the other hand, one must regard the secularization thesis as an indirecdy 
theological exploitation of the historiographical difficulties that have 
arisen with regard to the philosophical attempt at a beginning of the 
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modern age. The secularization thesis makes these disturbances of the 
attempt to cany out something free of all preconditions appear as a 
sort of providential resistance on the part of what is indispensable . 

. But the modern age does not have recourse to what went before it, 
so much as it opposes and takes a stand against the challenge constituted 
by what went before it. This distinction, which will have to be sub
stantiated in part II, makes worldliness the characteristic feature of 
the modern age without its having to be the result of secularizations. 

Translator's Note 

a. A process of 'bringing forth' that is equivocal (i.e., neither univocal nor analogous), in the 
Aristotelian sense, because it produces a new kind of entity, contrary to Aristotle's principle 
that "man brings forth man." A traditional term, therefore (interchangeable with "spontaneous 
generation"), for the original production of life from inorganic material. 





7 

The Supposed Migration of the 
Attribute of Infinity 

Nevertheless the problem remains and reasserts itself: to understand 
how, in spite of this state of affairs, the idea of secularization could 
become plausible and even fascinating to.historical thought as a possible 
way of understanding connections in the history of ideas. I have tried 
to point out the basis of the appearance of secularization in the structure 
of 'reoccupation.' But this is still not enough to explain the density 
and seeming impenetrability of the relevant phenomena. The difficulties 
of historical identity have other aspects besides that of question and 
answer. The reoccupation of a pregiven system of positions was one 
pressure of the change of epoch; the other was the pressure to conceal 
the competition that resulted from the pretension-after the phase 
of history following the death of Christ, which understood itself as 
final and unsurpassable-to be 'epoch-making' once again. It was only 
the launching, now, of a human finality and unsurpassability that gave 
the "Middle Ages" the intermediate and mediating position that is 
implied by the name. They were lowered to the rank of a provisional 
phase of human self-realization, one that was bound to be left behind, 
and were finally disqualified as a mere interruption between antiquity 
and modern times, as a "dark age." But the new claim, once made, 
shrinks from its consequences, and does so especially by means of 
style. The early centuries of the modern age exhibit a 'spirituality,' 
or at least an aversion to the world, that is strained, often convulsive, 
and that sometimes-in appearance-puts everything medieval in the 
shade. It is above all a world of expressions that persists here. The 



78 
Part I 

sphere of sacral language outlives that of the consecrated objects and 
is anxiously conserved and used as a cover precisely where philo
sophically, politically, and scientifically new thinking is being done. 
But the deficiency of language, the egestas verborum [poverty of words] 
of which Cicero complained in connection with putting Greek phi
losophy into Latin, must also be considered as a factor :necessitating 
recourse to the traditional stock of means of expression in constructing 
a secular terminology. The new political theory is perhaps the most 
significant evidence of this process. Whether the rhetorical possibilities 
that had resulted from drawing on these linguistic sources were looked 
for in each case or only found afterward is a question that will seldom 
be decidable on the evidence available. 

I do not regard the longevity of the linguistic elements that bear a 
sacral imprint as a quasi-mechanistic phenomenon of inertia but rather 
as an instructive and interpretable state of affairs. The reoccupation 
of systematic fimctions during the change of epoch contlitions linguistic 
constancy in a variety of ways. Not only the great questions but also 
the great words require historical 'preparation.' This process resembles 
more than anything else the process of ritualization: An ingrained 
traditional mode of activity has lost its motivating content of ideas 
and thus also its intelligibility, so that the schema of the activity is 
available for a retrospective interpretation and integration ;"to a new 
context of meaning, which in the process makes use of and secures, 
above all, its sanctioned status as something that is beyond questioning. 
In the same way the persistent linguistic element stemmmg from the 
sacral sphere also marks a position as one that is not to be disturbed 
and that possesses both familiarity and consecration for consciousness. 

But the same phenomenon has also been described as a sort of 
migration of an attribute that has become ·homeless on account of the 
disappearance of its original- bearer. This mode of speech initially 
neutralizes the implication of secularization; it leaves open the question 
whether the uprooted attribute forces itself onto a new bearer or is 
drawn to a new need. One will be able to overcome the inadequacy 
of the metaphors that are used to describe these processes only in the 
favorable case where such a process can be concretely documented. 
The way, for instance, in which Giordano Bruno applies the attribute 
of infinity to the world is based on the logic of his concept of creation, 
which requires the equivalence of creator and creation and thus fa
cilitates precisely this 'migration' of one of the most essential attributes 
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of God over to the world.' If anything deserved to be called secular
ization, it would be the way this divine attribute comes to be embodied 
in the world; judged by its intention, this would undoubtedly be an 
act of expropriation, if the dilliculties that arose in the heart of Christian 
theology as to how to distinguish between the intradivine generation 
of the Second Person of the Trinity and the act of creation had not 
paved the way for the 'reoccupation' of the Trinitarian position of the 
Son by the universe to the point of making it inevitable. Bruno wanted 
to alienate the most powerful attribute of the Christian tradition, but 
what he accomplished was only a consequence of the impossibility of 
integrating that attribute into the medieval system. 

In view of this state of affairs, can we say that in the modern age 
the world "takes over" this attribute from God? To begin with I would 
like to cite the context in which C. F. von Weizsiicker employs this 
expression for the secularization of infinity and the consequences that 
follow from it: "In modern times, the world takes over this attribute 
of God: infinity becomes secularized. Under this aspect it is most 
remarkable that our century has begun to doubt the infinity of the 
world. I believe that in our time a critical examination of secularization 
is beginning at exactly the same time as secularization is achieving a 
consistency hitherto unknown. "2 This is an exemplary text for the 
whole syndrome of the theme of secularization. For the role of natural 
science in the scrutiny of secularization for which the time is supposed 
to have come can only relate to its once again detaching the secularized 
attnbute of infinity from the world, and thus being in a position to 
make ready its restitution. Now I think that here the question arises, 
if it has not already arisen, whether such a restitution would really 
benefit the original owner. This is not so obvious as the long-standing 
association of divinity with infinity makes it appear. 

Infinity is an element of extremely worldly metaphysics that found 
its way into patristic and Scholastic thought by way ofPlotinus's spec
ulations. It burdened the medieval concept of God with a quantity of 
paradoxes that itself can only be described as infinite.' The ancient 
metaphysics of the cosmos was consummated precisely by the success 
of Plato and above all Aristotle in eliminating the problem of actually 
infinite 'space and infinitely numerous worlds. The reappearance of 
infinity, now in a positive form, was destructive for the medieval 
Scholastic system above all through its combination with the concept 
of omnipotence, and had to be so if only because this system was 
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essentially bound to presupposlnons of ancient metaphysics in the 
form given it by Aristode. If it were correct that the modern infinity 
of the universe represented a secularization of dtis attribute, then it 
would have set itself free for dtis transition by its work as an enzyme 
in the destruction of the medieval system. Not all divine attrIbute.s 
might have become homeless on account of the contradictions dtat 
they had produced; in the case of the attribute of infmity, however, 
there is no question dtat it had already brought about once before
in Cbristian dogmatics-the kind of inescapable contraditions that 
make Kant's transcendental dialectic conclude with the termination 
of all dogmatic philosophy. Thus one will have to examine somewhat 
more closely what the "taking over" of infinity can mean in the context 
of the constitution of the modern age. 

For the concept of infinite space in particular, we have the para
digmatic observations that we can make in the case of Newton and 
that give rise to doubt about the idea of a 'transition' of the attribute 
from one subject to another. The correspondence between Leibniz 
and Clarke at the beginning of the eighteenth century, with its dispute 
about the meaning of Newton's concept' of absolute space, leaves 
beltind it the impression that dtis concept has a primarily metaphysical 
foundation. This impression has been strengthened by the fact that 
the concept of absolute space possesses no characteristic that renders 
it accessible to objective scientific inquiry and consequendy can seem
to the modern observer, who considers superfluous whatever is not 
quantifiable through observations-like a foreign body, brought in 
from some extraneous source. Precisely because dtis concept of space 
appears as a redundant metaphysical element in the foundation of 
Newton's physiCS, it lends itself readily to connection with the secu
larization theorem,' all the more so as Newton gives absolute space 
the mysterious designation -whielt has the appearance of a theological 
fossil-of a divine organ of sensation. Whether the expression sensorium 
dei [God's organ of sensation] in Newton is to be understood only as 
a metaphor or in a strict sense is precisely the object of dispute in 
the Leibniz-Clarke correspondence. In fact dtis metaphysical fitting 
out of the concept of space is a secondary motive for Newton, however 
it is to be interpreted. For it can readily be seen that absolute space, 
whielt Newton needed for the definition of the principle of inertia, is 
described as "God's organ of sensation" precisely because physical 
infinity seemed to Newton to be in dire need of justification through 
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union with the Deity, as His instrument. Space, if one may put it this 
way, tolerated the attribute of infinity only with difficulty because as 
an overwhelmingly empty space it was bound to give rise to meta
physical problems. The infinite is, even and not least in medieval 
mysticism, more nearly an abyss than the sublimity that it was to 
become. In the tradition, empty space was not only abhorred by 
nature; it had also been the distinctive dogma of Epicurus's atomism, 
one which corresponded to his theology of powerless gods, if only 
because the idea of having an effect across this empty space was 
unthinkable even for an antimetaphysics. So for Newton there was a 
strong motive, as soon as he believed that he had to introduce absolute 
space into his metaphysics, for connecting it with the reality and 
efficacy of his God, by talting it to be the "infinite extent of the divine 
presence," as Kant was to put it in his Universal Natural History and 
Theory cff the Heavens.' Newton had stood between his need in con
structing his system to introduce absolute space into the principles of 
his mechanics and the intolerability of any absolute other than the 
one absolute and had sought to mediate between them by means of 
the concept of the sensorium dei. And here it must not be forgotten 
that Newton's space is no longer the space of atomism because the 
emptiness of this space, on account of the development of the theory 
of gravitation, no longer had to be the abyss of inefficacy. The unity 
of the world could be maintained even on the assumption of a plurality 
of world systems. So for Leibniz also it was not the question of the 
compatability of absolute space and divine power that made the reality 
of this space intolerable for him; rather it was the inapplicability of 
the principle of sufficient reason to indistingulshable locations in space. 
The "critical examination of secularization" would have hegun here, 
in the controversy between Leibniz and Clarke about the reality of 
space, if the infinity of the world had ever been a product of secu
larization. But Leibniz idealizes space not in the interest of God's omni
presence but rather in the interest of reason's onullcompetence. 

Incidentally both Clarke and Leibniz were in the right in their dispute 
about Newton's formula of the sensorium dei. Each of them had before 
him a copy of the first edition (1706) of Newton's Optics, and yet in 
the disputed passage about space they did not have the same text 
before them. As we have only recendy learned,' while the first edition 
was still being produced or delivered Newton had the sheet carrying 
page 315 replaced and introduced into the text a metaphorical weak-

-----_._ .. _---------
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ening of the "divine sense organ" by means of a preceding "tanquarn" 
[as it were]. Newton's alarm at being forced to 'work with the concept 
of absolute space and thus to make infinity an attnbute of the world 
had at first induced him to relativize the world metaphysically as an 
organ of divinity, which in its turn had doubtful consequences th'it 
caused him to retract the formula, ahnost at the instant Of publication, 
into a noncommittal metaphor. The rapidity of this move to weaken 
the phrase seems to leave litde doubt that not much profundity and 
perhaps even less conviction were involved in the disputed formula. 
This makes it so much the easier for the reader later on to fall into 
the temptation to import some profundity of his own and to search 
absolute space for traces of the dispossessed God. 

As far as absolute time in Newton is concerned, we should remember 
that for him the physical world is just as much an episodic event in 
infinite time as are the systems of matter in space. For him we are 
separated from the beginning of the world only by the span of time 
that can be calculated from the Bible, as we know from his work on 
the chronology of the ancient kingdoms, and its end appears equally 
conceivable to Newton the speculative theologian in his treatise on 
the prophecies of Daniel and the apocalypse of John! One could 
ahnost say that the infinities of space and time do not, in themselves, 
imply anything about the reality of the world, and this observation 
also makes Leibniz's objection to the irrational absence of proportion 
between the world event and the indifference of space and time very 
plausible. Thus Newton would not have understood why the Berlin 
physicist Walter Nernst became irate at the idea, proposed to him by 
the young physicist Weizsacker, that for reasons having to do with 
energy the world might have only a finite duration. 6 Weizsacker in
terprets the physicist's ire as the expression of his alarm "in the face 
of the thought that this world might come to an end." Absolute time, 
differendy than for Newton, had become a charactetistic of the world 
itself. Weizsacker sees in this experience evidence of a "deeply irrational 
trait of scientism": For Nernst the world had "taken the place of God, 
and it was blasphemy to deny it God's attributes." This was a sort of 
prototypical experience of the evidence of the concept of secularization: 
Weizsacker noticed here for the first time that Hscientism contained 
an element that I now would call the secularization of Christian re
ligion." The reported scene took place in 1938, when Weizsacker the 
theoretical physicist had discovered the "carbon cycle" as the source 
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of the energy of the stars; the exhaustibility of the energetic processes 
in the cosmos immediately presented itself to him as an obstacle to 
the infinity of the world and as an authoritative standpoint from which 
to criticize a "secularized" science whose result had been that in the 
"frame of mind" of the physicist of the previous generation "the 
everlasting universe had taken the place both of the eternal God and 
of the immortal soul." As a biographical hypothesis this cannot very 
well be denied. But when Nernst, according to Weizsacker's report, 
objected that the idea of the universe having a finite duration was no 
sort of natural science because the infinite duration of time was a 
fundamental element of scientific thought, he did not need to secularize 
anything Christian for this purpose. He needed only to have read 
Aristode, who derives the characteristics of his God, by a sort of 
ontological argument, from analysis of the concept of time; that is, 
while he does not express it, he does prepare the way logically-by 
a sort of 'desecularization' -for infinity to become a theological at
tribute. Aristode considers it to be incompatible with the concept of 
time to conceive of its alteration, its beginning or its end; consequendy 
time, owing to its concept and apart from any empirical considerations, 
required aneternal and absolutely regular measure-movement, which 
in its turn required a metaphysical guarantee in the form of an unmoved 
mover. Aristode too would have become irate at the idea of the end 
of the world because that would involve what he regarded as the self
contradictory and consequendy unthinkable end of time. Newton was 
able to think differendy on this subject because for him the end of 
the world did not carry with it the end of absolute time, which was 
independent of the world.' 

As an attribute of progress too, 'infinity' is more a result of em
barrassment and the retraction of a hasty conclusion than of usurpation. 
Early conceptions of progress rely, as Giordano Bruno's does, on the 
finite model of the ages of man and the growth of experience and 
maturity that their succession brings with it, or they make the projected 
scientific progress terminate in a state of systematic completion, as in 
Francis Bacon and Descartes. In contrast to this, the idea of infinity 
[Unendlichkeit: literally, endlessness] is initially a mode of resignation: 
the nonarrival of any evident state of maturity, of the completion of 
theoretical knowledge and practical norms based on it. Significandy, 
it is Pascal who first speaks of the infinity of progress. But it is precisely 
for Pascal that infinity in space and time signifies not the 'rendering 
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worldly' of a divine att,ribute but the. epitome of metaphysical re
nunciations and the ambivalence of man between his greatness and 
his misery. In the fragment of a preface that he wrote for a Traitt du 
vide [Treatise on the Void] in 1647, Pascal connects the metaphor of the 
human life span with the idea of an "homme universel" [universal 
man], who can be thought of as a single ideal subject extending across 
the sequence of generations, "comme lID' meme homme qui subsiste 
toujours et qui apprend continuellement" !like a single man who subsists 
forever and learns continually]. This prepares the way for the basic 
thought that man was made for infinity: "N' est produit que pour 
l'infinite." This anthropological definition does not harmonize well 
with the metaphor that compares history to an individual growing to 
maturity and fulfillment at the high point of his life, then aging and 
dying. Infinite progress renders perpetual only the first half of the 
overall process depicted by the organic metaphor: " ... tous les hommes 
ensemble y font un continue! progres a mesure que l'uuivers vieillit, 
parce que la meme chose arrive dans la succession des hommes -que 
dans les ages difIerents d'un particulier" [All men together make a 
continual progress in accordance with the universe's growing older, 
because the same things happen in the succession of men as happen 
in the different ages of an individual]. In Pascal's language infinite 
progress is not the movement that would compensate for the difference 
between the finite and the transcendent infinite and would fInally, 
after all, secure for the totality of mankind what it denies to the 
individual. Rather, this infinity in process is the painful actualization 
of the unalterable disparity between the status of a point, which is all 
that anything finite possesses vis-a-vis the infinite, and the destiny of 
man, which fInally, despite the fruidessness of his exertions, allows 
him by a process of grace to participate in the transcendent infinite, 
the need for which he comes· to know through his experience of the 
infinitude of progress. 

Pascal's conception makes it clear that it is precisely the rationality 
of progress that withholds the attribute of infinitude from history, 
inasmuch as man fInds his vocation· for the infinite to be unfulfilled 
in history. The whole of humanity, the homme universel, is after all only 
a fictive subject of history. "Humanity as a whole," Goethe wrote to 
Schiller on February 21, 1798, could indeed comprehend nature, but 
because humanity is "never together" in one place, nature is able to 
"conceal itself" from man. The hypostatizing of the fictive subject of 
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history as its 'absolute spirit' appears as a logical result of this irreducible 
backwardness of each iudividual and generation iu comparison to the 
totality of history. Ludwig Feuerbach described this metaphysical de
vice, by means of which the unattaiuable is after all overtaken, as 
descended from the 'creation from nothiug' and thus as the result of 
a secularization, which, however, is negatively evaluated here iusofar 
as the poiut of departure of the process is an object of nothiug but 
scorn: "Our philosophers have t:urr1ed the absolute nonsense of a 
creation from nothiug, or of a beiug that creates the world from 
nothing, into the absolute spirit~ "8 In fact, however, every speculative 
subject of history must be seen as compensation for the disappoiutment 
resulting from the fact that the iudividual does not e~oy the benefit 
of the asserted rationality of history, but on the contrary, this asserted 
rationality for the first time makes the contingency of his temporal 
position iu an infinite process really unbearable. 

Infinity is more a predicate ofiudefiniteness than of fulfilling dignity, 
more an expression of disappoiutment than of presumption. If the 
attribute had migrated after gettiug free of theology, at any rate it 
could not have done so without changing its function and forfeiting 
its positive quality. As an expression of iudefiniteness it serves the 
economy and critical self-limitation of reason more than its search for 
a metaphysical sUrtogate. Descartes had still explaiued the capacity 
of human self-consciousness to conceive of itself as finite as a result 
of the negation of an idea of the infinite that, while it was inoate, was 
not derivable from experience iu the world, distinguishiug iu this way 
between the iunnanent function and the transcendent origin of the 
concept. In opposition to this view, Hobbes had maiutaiued that the 
concept of infinity contaius no positive characteristic whatsoever: "And 
although this word infinite signifY a conception of the mind, yet it 
follows not that we have any conception of an infinite thing. For when 
we say that a thiug is infinite, we signifY nothiug really, but the im
potency iu our own mind; as if we should say, we know not whether 
or where it is limited."9 The infinite serves from this point onward 
less to answer one of the great traditional questions than to blunt it, 
less to give meaniug to history than to dispute the claim to be able 
to give it meaniug. 

Our discontent with progress is discontent not only with its results 
but also with the iudefinite charcter of its course, the lack of distinctive 
poiuts, iutertnediate goals, or even final goals. The recovery of the 
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finitude of history by means of the idea of·a final and conclusive 
revolution that brings the process of history to a ·standstill is made 
attractive, as an antithesis to infinite progress, by that very progress 
itself The logic of this countermove is perfecdy comprehensible without 
any need to have recourse to the instrument of seculariz~tion, whether 
of paradise or messianism. What matters here is perhaps less the 
genesis of ideas than the readiness to receive them. The idea of a 
final situation like that proclaimed by the Communist Manifesto cannot 
simply translate impatience and dissatisfaction with infinite progress 
into the demand for definitive historical action; it must also be ac
companied by a theory of the possibility of such action. In this case 
that theory consists in the combination of the positive and unlimitable 
progress of industrialization with a negative progress of immiseration, 
which is its necessary correlate, but which in accordance with the logic 
of self-preservation can only be finite. The combination of the two 
concepts of progress, the infinite and the finite, in one conception 
means that they could not be products of secularization, whether of 
an infinity usurped by history or of an eschatology transplanted into 
it. 

Besides, the superficial similarities obscure deeper differences. It 
does not matter whether a situation of paradisaic satisfaction is worldly 
or unworldly; the crucial question is still whether this situation is to 
be brought about immanendy or transcendendy, whether man can 
achieve it by the exertion of his own powers or has to rely for it on 
the grace, which he cannot earn, of an event breaking in upon him. 
Language encourages us to overlook this difference. Here, as elsewhere, 
it creates the appearance of secularization. There is nothing in which 
language is more productive than in the formulation of claims in the 
realm of the intangible. As Hobbes, again, put it, the most insubstantial 
arguments are sufficient to awaken hope, and even things that the 
mind cannot conceive can become objects of hope as long as they 
can be expressed in words.lO 

While the basic principle of all hermeneutics has to be that more 
can be thought than can be expressed (and still more in afterreflection 
than in forethought), we must assume at least in the case of the concept 
of happiness that its historical potency is due merely to what is evoked 
by the means by which we express it. Kant indicated the reason for 
this when he laid it down that ideas of existential fulfilhnent cannot 
be objective. The fact that there is no objective concept of happiness 
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[objektrven BegriJf vom Gliickl is lucky rein Gliickl for us. It protects us 
from those who, on the pretense of its being objective, think that they 
can force everyone else to be happy. When Christian theology was 
confronted with the Hellenistic world's demand that it formulate its 
promises more precisely, it projected the philosopher's happiness of 
bliss-conferring 'contemplation'b into its new 'next world.' This con
ception could have anticipated the later subjectivity of the concept of 
happiness-something that the context of the medieval system, how
ever, did not permit. What was created was a concept of happiness 
that could not be disappointed by concrete experience; hence the 
possibility of the 'reoccupation of the position of a concept of fulfillment 
that was originally innnanent to the world and bound up with the 
ideal of the life of theory. Even a radically altered conception of 
individual and social existential satisfaction could formulate, not indeed 
its content, but the urgency of its claim in the same language in which 
this had been done previously. The constancy oflanguage is an index 
of a constant function for consciousness but not of an identity of 
content. 

Translator's Notes 

a. Kant, UnivrnalNaturalHistory and Theory tithe Heavens, trans. W. Hastie (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 1969), II 7, p. 136. 

b. Anschauung: 'thoughtful obsenration,' the nearest modem term to theoria. 
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Political Theology I and II 

The reoccupation that is the reality underlying the appearance of 
secularization is driven by th~ neediness of a consciousness that has 
been overextended and then disappointed in regard to the great ques
tions and great hopes. The decisions that were once made outside 
this world in the absolute acts of divinity and are now supposed to 
be accomplished in and through man, as moral, social, and political 
actions, did not, as it turned out, permit a successful ,transition to self
disposition. But even apart from its signilicance for historical expla
nation, the persistence in language of a stratum of expressions also 
has the consequence that what had already become metaphorical can 
again be taken literally. Such misunderstandings have their own kind 
of historical productivity. 

Certainly it would be an exaggeration to say that the absolutisms 
of political theories all result from this process of taking secularized 
stylistic means literally. It would be equally plausible to suggest that 
for the consciousness of people at the time, the language of theological 
absolutism served only to bring the cause of political absolutism into 
the sphere of what was familiar and sanctioned and hence to be 
accepted fatalistically. Here I would no longer speak of the "Trojan 
horse"of a stratum of expressions;' this demonizes the natural dis
position of traditional lingrtistic means into a cunning of the reason 
employing them, which cannot be asserted without stronger evidence. 

There is no need at all for such artful analyses when one bears in 
mind that theological absolutism had provided the 'experimental' 
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demonstration that it was humanly unbearable in the political effects 
of the multiplication of its religious denominations. While Thomas 
Hobbes, in the middle of the seventeenth century, could still proceed 
from the assumption that the unity of a state religion, as a way of 
neutralizing the effect of religious energies on political reality, was not 
only possible but also enforceable, by the end of the century Pierre 
Bayle already saw religion as the state's insoluble problem. This insight 
led Bayle to the postulate, which he alone articulated, that only a state 
made of atheists could be a good and a satisfactorily functioning one. 1 

While it is true that Bayle's argument influenced Hume, Gibbon, and 
F euerbach, for the interpretation of the historical process it is only an 
illustration of the mirror-image correspondence of political to theo
logical absolutism. In fact, what happened was that the intolerability 
of the factionalization of absolute positions within the state was 
counteracted by the transfer of the category of the unconditional 
friend/enemy relation to the conflicts between the national states that 
were in the process of integrating themselves. This was why it could 
become a special feature of the modern age as seen by historians that 
the acuteness of an internal crisis could be overridden by the abso
luteness of an external one. This procedure belonged among the tools 
of political practice up to the moment when the setdement of external 
crises began to put in the shade anything of which internal crises were 
capable in terms of lethalness, and thus disqualified itself as an al
ternative. But the process of overriding internal conflicts by external 
ones had had the consequence that the conflicts that had become 
absolute in the religious schisms could. be subordinated to, and even 
made useful for, the primacy of interests that in their turn laid claim
above all through the consecrating effect of sanctioning" attributes
to represent the absolute. The symmetry of the development of internal 
conflicts between absolute pOSitions and the setting up of an absolute 
agent may be describable as an "inducing" process but hardly as the 
transfer of specific attnbutes from the one realm to the other. The 
point of departure of this process had been defined by the absurd 
situation that Christianity's claim to the status of an absolute had 
become a politically tangible reality for the first rime in the extremely 
confined space of the plurality of its denominations. In this situation, 
the surrender to the state of privileges previously reserved for religion 
was more nearly a necessary renunciation than a coerced removal, if 
Hobbes's account of the rationality of the contract of subjection is 
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supposed to have any reference to reality at all. For the phenomenology 
of worldliness it may not matter whether that worldliness came into 
being through self-surrender or through removal by a foreign agency, 
but for the consciousness oflegitimacy that is possible in the resulting 
situation this makes all the difference. I have been criticized on the 
grounds that "questions oflegitimacy are essentially foreign to science," 
that science is exclusively concerned with (and that in fact I am too 
little concerned with) the truth.' Even if historians had not always 
concerned themselves with questions oflegitimacy to the extent that 
they appear as determining elements in the historical process, the use 
of that concept would in any case be secondary here in relation to 
the concept of secularization; and in regard to the alternatives the 
latter sets up, the only question that arises is the question of truth or 
falsehood. 

Three centuries after the national state took on the pseudomorphic 
qualities of the absolute authority, it becomes evident that the projection 
of the category of enmity onto the relations between states is no longer 
a viable procedure, and even its further intensification in the all
encompassing antithesis of the East/West dualism has only been a 
short-lived interlude. It is not impossible that this may cause internal 
conflict to take on a new and (this time) nondivertible intensity-unless 
it turns out that the experiment of absolute authorities has been played 
through to its conclusion. When it is no longer possible to believe that 
the decision between good and evil is going to occur in history and 
is immediately impending, and that every political act participates in 
this crisis, the suggestiveness of the 'state of emergency' [Aumahme
zustand] as the normal political state disappears. Expectations of un
limited self-sacrifice and of the total summoning up of strength and 
possessions lose their conjuring power to the extent that they can no 
longer appeal to the absolute character of the perils to which the state 
and the form of life of its citizens are exposed. The end of the primacy 
of the political can be seen in the widespread assertion of its om
nipresence. For that primacy does not consist in the fact that everything 
is political but rather in the fact that the determination of what is to 
be regarded as unpolitical is itself conceived of as falling· within the 
competence of politics-analogously to the earlier theological deter
mination of what would be left to the 'worldly' authority as its sphere 
of competence. 
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The proposition that "all the significant concepts of the modem 
doctrine of the state are secularized theological concepts" was first 
laid down by Carl Schmitt io 1922. Both io the factual assertion that 
it contalns and also io the deductions that it inaugurates, it is the 
strongest version of the secularization theorem.' What is remarkable, 
methodologically, about Carl Schmitt's "political theology" is that it 
finds any value at all io this secularization nexus sioce (as it seems to 
me) it would have been more natural, io view of the iotention of this 
"political theology," for it to establish the reverse relation of derivation 
by ioterpreting the apparent theological derivation of political concepts 
as a consequence of the absolute quality of political realities. The 
recourse to the sanctioned vocabulary [of theology] would be an 
expression of an acute concern to make comprehensible the exigencies 
that it was meant to help express. For that there can no longer be 
any such realities and exigencies is the position antithetical to Schmitt's, 
a position which he sees as the result of the Enlightenment: "The 
rationalism of the Enlightenment repudiated every form of the ex
ceptional case." For the Enlightenment, the repudiation of the 'ex
ceptional situation' [Ausnahmezustan4/' was primarily related to the laws 
of nature, which, no longer conceived as legislation imposed upon 
nature but rather as the necessity issuiog from the nature of thiogs, 
could not allow any exception, any intervention of omnipotence, to 
continue to be possible. The idea of the equality of men before the 
law was constructed, as was the idea of the ioviolability of a constitution, 
by analogy to this idea of the law of nature, with its complete freedom 
from exceptions. It is undoubtedly true that the contours of the reality 
of the state become obscured to the extent that what it has to guarantee 
is taken to be a rational matter of course. 

From this poiot of view it is certaioly correct to say that an emphasis 
on limiting cases and exceptional situations insists on a function of 
the state that must take as its poiot of departure the failure of the 
Enlightenment; but that need not necessarily mean that it has to go 
back to the species of concepts that preceded the Enlightenment and 
repeat that species in its 'secularized' fonn. It seems to me, then, that 
what lies behiod the proposition that the significant concepts of the 
modern doctrine of the state are secularized theological concepts is 
not. so much a historical insight, as Carl Schmitt asserts when he 
explalns that these concepts were "transferred from theology to political 
theory," as it is a dualistic typology of situations. Consider, for example, 
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the proposition that "the omnipotent God became the omnipotent 
lawgiver." If this assertion were correct, then the other could not also 
hold, according to which after the failure of the Enlightenment the 
conservative counterrevolutionary writers attempted "to support the 
personal sovereignty of the monarch ideologically by means of analogies 
drawn from a theistic theology." Analogies, after all, are precisely not 
transformations. If every metaphorical borrowing from the dynastic 
language treasures of theology were 'setcularization' in the sense of 
transformation, then we would immediately stand before a mass of 
products of secularization that would have to be entitled 
"Romanticism. " 

In this situation the choice of linguistic means is not determined by 
the system of what is available for borrowing but rather by the re
quirements of the situation in which the choice is being made. When 
Carl Schmitt characterizes De Maistre's political philosophy as the 
"reduction of the state to the element of decision, and consequently 
to a pure non-reasoning and non-discussing, non-self-justifYing absolute 
decision, that is, a decision created from nothing,"4- then this is not 
the secularization of the creaUo ex nihilo [creation from nothing]; rather 
it is a metaphorical interpretation of the situation after the revolutionary 
zero point. The revolution itself had made its appearance in historical 
disguise, using the rhetoric of the great traditional legitimations
which are not necessarily a vehicle for substance-in order to perform 
"the task of [its] time in Roman costume and with Roman phrases, 
the task of unchaining and setting up modern bourgeois society. "5 In 
relation to the subject of secularization in particular, it is important 
to observe that in making their history, it is possible for men to use 
the gesture of a creatio ex nihi'" 'Romantically' and in such a way as 
to establish historical continuity; and on the other hand, it is possible 
for them to use historical mimicry in the service of innovation. "And 
just when they seem engaged in revolutionizing themselves and things, 
in creating something that has never yet existed, precisely ill such 
periods of revolutionary crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits of 
the past to their service and borrow from them names, battle cries 
and costumes in order to present the new scene of world history in 
this time-honored disguise and this borrowed language." Accordingly, 
what underlies the phenomena of linguistic secularization cannot be 
an extensively demonstrable recourse to theology as such; rather it is 
a choice of elements from the selective point of view of the innnediate 
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need, in each case, for background and pathos. The Revolution needed 
not only a reservoir of political expressions but a pagan one; its strongest 
effects, indeed, were achieved in the nakedly laconic style of the great 
statements typified by the secularization decree of the National As
sembly in 1789: "Tous les biens ecclesiastiques sont a la disposition 
de la nation" [All church property is at the disposition of the nationl. 
It is quite plausible that the Restoration could only see itself here in 
the role of a creatio ex nihilo. This fimctional way of viewing the matter 
makes it improbable that the process of secularization can be divided 
into phases following the analogy of Comte's schema of the three 
stages.6 

Is "political theology" only the sum of a set of metaphors, whose 
selection reveals more about the character of the situations in which 
use is made of them than about the origin of the ideas and concepts 
that are employed in dealing with such situations? In a book entided 
Politische Theologie II. Die Legende von der Erledigungjeder Politischen Theo
logie (Berlin, 1970), Carl Schmitt has undertaken to resist "the legend 
that all political theology has been definitively disposed o£" The most 
important question that arises in relation to this reopeuing of a subject 
first raised half a century earlier is the question whether the inter
pretation of "secularization" that is employed has changed or remained 
the same. What is perhaps the most instructive testimony relating to 
this question is located in a footnote: "All my statements on the subject 
of political theology have been the assertions of a legal scholar about 
a systematic structural kinship between theological and juristic concepts 
that obtrudes ;';self both in legal theory and legal practice.'" This 
formulation reduces the secularization thesis to the concept of structural 
analogy. It makes something visible-and is consequendy by no means 
without value-but it no longer implies any assertion about the der
ivation of the one structure from the other or of both from a common 
prototype. When, for instance, the monopolization of power by the . 
state or by a particular political authority is said to be structurally 
comparable to the theological attribute of omnipotence, then this now 
relates only to the coordination, within a systematic context, of positions 
that are distinguished by the fact that they both carry the universal 
quantifier "all power .... " But is this already sufficient to justifY talk, 
on the side of political theory, of a "political theology"? 

Nor is the development that can be seen in the great example of 
Hobbes-the deprivatization of religion as the mark of the new 'omni-
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presence' of politics-something that might have been done by theology 
'through politics.' This qm clearly be seen when Hobbes finds as the 
basis for a public religion only the lowest common denominator of 
Christian confessionalism, the more laconic than expressive formula 
that ':Jesus is the Christ. "d This sort of theology corresponds func
tionally, though not of course in the names and words that it employs, 
to the teclrniques that Voltaire employed in propagandizing for tol
erance with the recommendation that we not take theology in general 
(and thus also the differences between theological doctrines) too se
riously, and that we defend God's goodness by no longer asserting 
His omnipotence. The implication of the funetional interpretation is 
that Hobbes already meant the same thing, though he did not say it. 
For Carl Schmitt, conflicts of the sort that Hobbes extirpates (rather 
than settles) by reducing them through the harmonizing formula (which 
is just as political as it is theologically insignificant) to the lowest common 
denominator of a public religion -"extirpates" because what is decisive 
is not the content of the formula but rather the decree that promulgates 
it, which the content only makes it easier to put into effect-such 
conflicts, for Carl Schmitt, cannot be reduced to opposing substantial 
poles. Militancy is not a function of substance. I do not know whether 
the following statement is also the legal-theoretical assertion of a legal 
scholar, but for the problematic of secularization it is very significant: 
"A conflict is always a contest between organizations and institutions 
in the sense of concrete orders, a contest between 'competent au
thorities' [Instanzen], not between substances. Substances must first 
have found a form, they must have organized themselves, somehow, 
before they can even confront one another as agents capable of a 
contest, as parties belligbantes."8 Thus secularization cannot be the result 
of a withdrawal of substance either; it is, again following the model 
of Hobbes's thinking, the integration of the religious interest into the 
public interest for the purpose of reducing the number of authorities 
'taking part' in consciousness. The principle that there is no such thing 
as a conflict between substances is fundamental to the conception of 
a "political theology": the latter's job is to distill out what can then 
be decreed, so that it can be made a punishable luxury to want to 
keep for oneself something more as the realm of competence of[private] 
convietion. It is not a secularized theology but rather the selection 
from theology of what will be tolerable in the world, which then in 
its turn can be given out as the norm goveming the content of what 
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is decreed. Conflict disappears for the almost scandalously simple 
reason that there cannot be two absolute authorities, even if, since 
Gnosticism, there has been the paradigm of two absolute substances. 
Truth belongs on the side of substance; it cannot be altered at the 
level of authorities, though it can indeed (to the extent that it is not 
publically disruptive) be integrated and thus made less' dangerous as 
something to which appeal could be made to justifY insistence on 
private autonomy. To that extent truth is not functionalized, but neither 
does it become a legitimizing power: Auctoritas, 1Wn veritas facit legem 
[Authority, not truth, makes the law], but precisely not Auctomas focii 
veritatem [Authority makes truth]. The old consensus omnium [consensus 
of all] is no longer the criterion of truth because the teleology of human 
reason manifests itself in it but because in view of the particularism 
of interests and convictions, the possibility of agreement represents 
something like their solid and indispensable core. Since worldliness is 
a form for the reduction of antagonistic positions, the tide of a "political 
theology" becomes the equlvalent of that which does not indeed be
come worldliness itself but guarantees its continuance. It is the sum
mation of the premises of self-assertion, and hence designates 'as an 
absolute enemy anyone who asks for even a supposedly harmless 
addition. 

At this point a terminological difference can be instructive that came 
to light when Carl Schmitt objected that I did not deal at all with the 
"legitimacy" of the modern age but only with its "legality." The idea 
that underlies this correction is that the rationalism of the Enlightenment 
is a sort of code of reason, from which what was 'lawful' in the epoch 
would be ascertainable, without allowing the contingency of this sys
tem's validity to be exposed. I understand this criticism very. well: 
Legitimacy for Schmitt is a diachronic-historical or horizontal
relation of foundation: producing the inviolability of systems of order 
out of the depths of time, as it were, whereas legality isa synchronic 
structure, read vertically, which supports a finding by its relation to 
a norm, a norm by its relation to a higher-level norm. By this logic 
the modern age would be legitimate if it was still the Middle Ages, 
though of course continued 'by other means.' The objection that under 
the tide of legitimacy, what I was concerned about was only legality, 
puts in question the status of the book's problematic and its thesis as 
. historical. As a criticism this could hardly be stronger. 

------------_ .. __ ... __ ... -- ... ----
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But the legitimacy of the modem age that I intended is a historical 
category. It is precisely for that reason that the rationality of the epoch 
is conceived as self-assertion, not as self-empowerment. e It is very 
different, on the one hand, to say that a rationalism has no need of 
historical justification, that it constructs itself autonomously from within 
itself and is indifferent to the conditions prevailing at the time when 
it is put into effect-which only corresponds to its self-definition
and, on the other hand, to insist that the doubtful and in fact disputed 
claim made by this rationality to have substituted a standardised process 
for the contingency of history has a specific historical function of self
assertion. Here, I think, Carl Schmitt has not done justice to the ar
gument when he says, "Its immanence, which directs itself polemically 
against a theological transcendence, is nothing but self-empowerment."9 
Legitimacy becomes a subject of discussion only when it is disputed. 
The occasion for talk of the legitimacy of the modem age does not 
lie in the fact that this age conceives of itself as conforming to reason 
and as realizing this conformity in the Enlightenment but rather in 
the syndrome of the assertions that this epochal conformity to reason 
is nothing but an aggression (which fails to understand itself as such) 
against theology, from which in fact it has in a hidden manner derived 
everything that belongs to it. In regard to what reason can accomplish, 
the occasion for its undertaking these accomplishments can be a matter 
of complete indifference; but in regard to what it does in fact accom
plish, the radicaIness of requirements and challenges, of disputes and 
problematics cannot be ignored. Self-assertion determines the radi
calness of reason, not its logic. An extreme pressure toward seIf
assertion gave rise to the idea of the epoch as a self-foundation
which is simply not to say a self-empowerment-a self-foundation 
that emerges from nothing. It must seem paradoxical to Carl Schmitt 
that the legitimacy of an epoch is supposed to consist in its discontinuity 
in relation to its prehistory, and this paradox prevents him from 
thinking that anything else could be at issue but mere legality vis-a
vis a hypostatized reason that decrees positive laws. 

Here is the heart of the difference between us: For Carl Schmitt, 
the political theorist, secularization is a category oflegitimacy. It gives 
access to the depth dimension of history for the benefit of present 
moments endangered by their contingency. It produces historical iden
tity, and here it matters little that this occurs precisely 'by other 
means.' The products of secularization are epitomized in "political 
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theology" itself, the designation of which, however integratively it 
might have been intended in relation to the tnidition, really only veils 
the fact that what is meant is 'theology as politics.' It is almost inevitable 
a priori that a juristic positivism must ally itself with the historical 
factor that puts the contiugency of positive institutions beyond the 
reach of observation. This is why decisionismf derives its relation to 
legitimacy from the negation of voluntarism-because voluntarism is, 
as it were, the institutionalized instability of absolute power, while 
decisionism 'lives' from the fact that the 'decisions' have always already 
been made, that they appear in the form of historical authorities 
[Instanzen], just as for Hobbes the contract of subjection can never be 
one that is yet to be sealed but is only one that is inferred to have 
gone before. However much positivisms tend to behave as if they 
were unhistorical, their logic requires one again and again to establish 
connections with a ground that is beyond question. This is what makes 
the secularization theorem attractive for the 'decisionistic' political 
theorist: What has the appearance of illegitimacy when seen from the 
point of view of the participants holds a promise of legitimacy when 
seen 'from a higher point of view.' 

Carl Schmitt has complained that I gave "an inducement to mis
understandings" by deciding to "lump together" his theses on secu
larization "with all sorts .of muddled parallelisms of religious, 
eschatological, and political ideas. "10 This reproach is justified. It was 
the second (1970) Politische Theologie's working out of the conceptual 
differences in relation to 'legitimacy' that made clear for the first time 
what had been the basis of the preference for the concept of secu
larization in the first (1922) Politische Theologie. 

But perhaps one can or must go yet one step further. From the 
point of view of all kinds of requirements for legitimation, not only 
did rationalism make a disturbing and destructive entrance, but when 
the ground had been cleared and leveled, it proved to be sterile as 
far as new conceptions were conceIned. The meagerness of what was 
left as a plan of construction in the wake of the great critical accom
plishrllents of the Enlightenment left to Romanticism the sublime op
portunity for a creali" ex nihilo. Carl Schmitt sees this not as the result 
of a failure of the Enlightenment but rather as the unexpected form 
of what rationalism, following Descartes's program, had originally 
claimed for itself but had been unable to carry out. For Schmitt also 
characterizes the concept of history employed in The Legitimacy of the 
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Modern Age as one that implies, instead of a creation from nothing, 
"the creation of nothingness as the condition of the possibility of the 
self-creation of a perpetually new worldliness." But this book's concept 
of rationality is neither that of an agency of salvation nor that of a 
creative originality either. On the analogy of the principle of sufficient 
reason [Prinzip des wreichenden Grundes: Leibniz], I would like to entide 
this concept that of a sufficient rationality [einer zureichenden Vernunft]. 
It is just enough to accomplish the postmedieval self-assertion and to 
bear the consequences of this emergency self-consolidation. The con
cept of the legitimacy of the modern age is not derived from the 
accomplishments of reason but rather from the necessity of those 
accomplishments. Theological voluntarism and human rationalism are 
historical correlates; thus the legitimacy of the modern age is not 
shown as a result of its 'newness'-the claim to be a modern age 
[Neuzeit: new age] does not as suCh justifY it. Consequendy my use of 
the word "legitimacy" cannot "simply turn. on its head" its classical 
use, by designating this time, contrary to every rule, "a justification 
based on newness, instead of a justification based on duration, antiquity, 
historical extraction, and tradition." It is true that in part II of this 
book an attempt is made at presenting a 'historical' justification ac
complished by other means than appeal to quantity of time and to 
continuity. If it turned out to be possible to produce historical arguments 
as well for the rationality of the rationalism of the modern age, this 
would, in view of the whole structure of the argument, not amount 
to a demonstration of any competence beyond that required by the 
modest finding of self-assertion. 

The connection between the concepts of secularization and legitimacy 
has been made clearer by Carl Sclnnitt's counterargument, and pre
cisely by the way in whiCh he has recendy cast obscurity over his 
theory's need for the secularization pattern as an 'expedient' in the 
context of the question of legitimacy. Here one must not lose sight 
of the difference between rationalism and voluntarism, insofar as it 
comes through in the philosophy of history. Rationalism has the ad
vantage that it can base its mode of operation on impersonal 'mech
anisms,' that is, it need not rely on rational subjects-even of the 
'world spirit' [Weltgeist] type-and their rationality alone. Even. Dar
winism is still a derivative of rationalism: It causes perfection to be 
produced with the dependability of a blind meChanism. Voluntarism 
is necessarily dependent on a subject, be it only a fictional one. Hence 
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it requires 'persons,' be they only 'leg~ persons.' Decisionism cannot 
function without a 'sovereign,' be it only a metaphorical one. Thus 
this position in political theory has a need for metaphor, and it connects 
that metaphor to its problematic oflegitimacy by means of the assertion 
of secularization. In fact, though, what this dogmatics requires frO!Il 
the old theology is only a single element, with which it takes its stand 
against every form of deism and pantheism: that of the absolutely 
sovereign God-person. The feat of deducing from the necessity of will 
in the state the necessary existence of the willing person had already 
been attempted by Hegel. He made the "will's abstract, and to that 
extent ungrounded self-deterinination in which finality of decision is 
rooted," be embodied as the Habsolutely decisive moment of the whole" 
in one individual, the monarch, so that the initially abstract will can 
"consolidate' itself and thus gain a concrete content in histOly.ll 

Hegel himself compared this inference from the concept of that 
which "has an absolute beginning in itself" to the existence of this 
latter, "which reabsorbs all particularity into its single self, cuts short 
the weighing of pros and cons between which it lets itself oscillate 
perpetually now this way and now that, and by saying 'I will' makes 
its decision," with the "ontological" proof of the existence of God, 
and no doubt found the incomparable dignity of the argument con
firmed by this comparison!' But precisely this reference to the ar
gument of Ansehn of Canterbury makes it impossible that this train 
of thought could contain an element of secularization. For the medieval 
inventor of the argument himself distinguishes between the God of 
his proof, than Whom nothing greater can be thought, and the God 
of his revealed faith, Who is greater than anything that can ever be 
thought. In other words, Hegel's appeal to the ontological argument 
cites what (if it succeeded) would be the showcase example of the kind 
of rational accomplishment of which every conceptual realist can only 
dream: to infer from a concept the existence of the thing corresponding 
to it. But Hegel does not thus by any means implant a key element 
of the Christian tradition in idealism. For legitimacy does not come 
from the uncaused beginning, the necessity of which is supposed to 
lie in the concept, either; rather it comes from that Hconsolidation" 
that fills the abstract with concrete contents. 

The ontological deduction of the existence of the sovereign is a 
device that Carl Schmitt does not imitate, if only because the absolutism 
of sovereignty prohibits arguments even about its concept: "About a 
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concept as such there will in general be no dispute, least of all in the 
history of sovereignty .... "13 In any case an 'ontological' argument 
could hardly take a 'limiting case' concept as its point of departure 
since there is no authority competent to decide "who decides on the 
existence of a state of emergency." This difference frOfI.1 Hegel's ar
gumentation, which although it operates with the concept of the will 
is entirely rooted in the rationalism of the ontological argument, enables 
us to understand Carl Schmitt's 'need' -admittedly, an unfulfillable 
need-for secularization. The extent of this difference is the extent 
to which "political theology" is intended as theology. Because a person 
is required, there must be secularization to produce him, and indeed 
to produce him from the resources of the very tradltion to which the 
concept of a person belongs as an indubitably autochthonous element. 
One has to be surprised, in any case, that among the many recorded 
instances of the secularization thesis, the concept of a person plays no 
special role, indeed hardly appears at all. But in the case of Carl Schmitt 
the reservation is· necessary that the bearer of what is "in the highest 
sense decision" can be a person only in a metaphorical sense-and 
must not be one literally because at the same time that he provides 
the capacity for decision, the 'person' must also provide legitimacy 
for the decision. "Political theology" is a metaphorical theology: the 
quasi-divine person of the sovereign possesses legitimacy, and has to 
possess it, because for him there is no longer legality, or not yet, since 
he has first to constitute or to reconstitute it. The enviable position 
in which the 'political theologian' places himself by means of his 
assertion of secularization consists in the fact that he finds his stock 
of images ready to hand and thus avoids the cynicism of an open 
'theological politics.' 

It was the utopian Campanella who first described Machiavellianism 
as the result of Aristode's having promoted the idea of religion being 
"tantum politicam inventionem" [only a political inventionl." The his
torical attitude has made Campanella's imputation superfluous. The 
assumption of secularization allows the 'political theologian' to find 
ready for use what he would otherwise have had to invent, once it 
turned out after all not to be something whose existence could be 
deduced. 
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Translator's Notes 

a. As in the 1966 edition of Die Legitimitiit der Neuuit. p. 59. 

b. The term "sanction" itself embodies, etymologically, the process of transition that the author 
is discussing here. It derives from the Latin sandre, to render sacred or inviolable. and (hence) 
to ordain, decree. or ratifY. -

c. In legal and political theory, tier Ausnahmez.u.stand denotes what we usually call, in English, 
a «state of emergency," that is, a situation that cannot be dealt with by nonnallegal processes 
and requires that exttaordinary measures be taken. 

d. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, chapter 43. 

e. Selbstermiichtigung: giving oneself authority. This tenn (which, as will be seen, was applied 
by Schmitt to the author's conception of modern rationality) implies a self-.. \Iill.ed refusal to 
submit to the historically established process whereby authority is crmferred. To those who are 
steeped in this sort of tenninology, then, it has the connotations almost of a 'seizure of power: 
the antithesis of politi callIe gal <legitimacy.' 

f. Dezisitmismus is the doctrine. promoted in Germany by Carl Schmitt. that legal validity resides 
ultimately in decisions rather than norms. (These decisions are of course nonnally thought of 
as the decisions of <competent authorities: identified as such by reference to norms, but there 
can be no authority competent to <decide' who is the ultimate decision maker-who is the 
'sovereign.') 

i 
I 

I 



9 

The Rhetoric of Secularizations 

In the realm of expressions suggestive of possible secularizations that 
can be subjected to the methodical anaysis that I have recommended, 
we are undoubtedly dealing also with rhetorical effects and hyperboles. 
The complex of "political theology" that has just been analyzed bears 
the marks of secularization as a specific intentional style. One reads 
in Carl Schmitt that "the 'omnipotence' of the modern lawgiver, of 
which one is told in every textbook of public law, derives from theology 
in ways that are not merely linguistic. "1 Hearing this assurance, one 
may hesitate: not merely linguistic? Then the same would hold for 
the stage god that Carl Schmitt introduces in order to characterize the 
ultimate concepts and arguments of the literature of public law as 
they relate to the character of the interventions of the state, which it 
carnes out "now like a deus ex machina deciding by way -of positive 
legislation a controversy that the free act of juristic knowledge was 
not able to resolve in a way that was generally acknowledged to be 
correct, now as the benevolent and compassionate agent who dem
onstrates his superiority over his own laws through pardons and am
nesties." Thus this lawgiver: can even be a deus ex machina as long as 
he is not himself the Hmonteur [setter up] of the great machine"2 since 
this metaphor is reserved by tradition for the Enlightenment's retiring 
divine sovereign. It is a matter of establishing a rhetorical distance, 
where in order to avoid the metaphor of the mechanism, with its 
fixed historical associations, even the reduced level of seriousness of 
the metaphor of the theater is acceptable: To the observer from a 
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distance, the total picture of the contemponuy conception of the state 
presents itself as "a great cloak-and-dagger piece •.. , in which the 
state acts lll1der numerous disguises but always as the same invisible 
person."s 

This example shows how in the broad field of the linguistic phe
nomena that could provide evidence of secularization, each case requires 
the methodical protection provided by an analysis of its fimction. Talk 
of the "omnipotence" of the lawgiver is itself clearly a 'power play' 
of political theory, for which an allusion to the strongest possible point 
of comparison is ahnost automatic. Secularization as an intentional 
style consciously seeks a relation to the sacred as a provocation. A 
considerable degree of continuing acceptance of the religious sphere 
in which the language originates has to be present in order to make 
possible such an effect, just as 'black theology' can only spread its 
blasphemous terror where the sacral world still persists. In the Middle 
Ages mysticism and courtly love worked together, lending back and 
forth the linguistic treasures and the rules of heavenly and earthly 
love. For the most part, if one considers only the most magnificent 
source-the Song of Solomon -content was only being brought back 
from the sacral language that the profane had earlier turned over to 
it; but an element has been added that makes the thefr and carrying 
over seem daring and risky. This daring skirting of the bOlll1dary of 
the permissible is itself one of the forms of proving love, and also part 
of the linguistic gesture (a means of impressing an audience) that 
returns again and again in the various forms of secularization: the 
presumption of doing what has never, for any other purpose, been 
dared but is nevertheless lll1dertaken in this unique-and thus 
'absolute' -case. The symmetry of erotic elements in mysticism and 
mystical elements in eroticism need not pllll1ge analysts into depths 
of obscurity; though it may not yet be a matter of limiting concepts, 
this certainly is a case of skirting the limits. The Middle Ages had 
fOlll1d that just about every content was capable of spiritualization, 
and thus had opened up a wealth of expressive possibilities, of which 
anything could partake secondarily that seemed to need and to be 
capable, perhaps no longer of that spiritualization, but still of the 
obligatoriness that went with it. 

The phenomena of linguistic secularization extend all the way from 
the conceptual fimction of resolving the problem of an acute lack of 
means by which to express a novel state of affairs to the rhetorical 
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function of evoking effects along the spectrum between provocation 
and familiarity by means of an emphatic display of the terminology'S 
marks of derivation. Nietzsche was reaching for the most incisive for
mula of usurpation imaginable when he made the "I am that I am" 
[Exodus 3 : 14] into the utterance of an invalid who suffers precisely 
from being the person that he is. The 'self-designation of Yahweh is 
put in the mouth of the diametric opposite of the self-identical pride 
of life: "I am who I am: how could I ever get free of myself?'" For 
another example, one would only have to trace the use or misuse of 
the nomenclature of Christmas in order to have before one the affective 
ambivalence of such 'quotations: For Heinrich Heine, Shakespeare, 
whose dramas he wants to call "the worldly gospel," was born "in 
the northern Bethlehem that was called Stratford-on-Avon.'" But also: 
"Zweibriicken was the Bethlehem where the young freedom, the sa
viour, lay in its cradle and bawled the world's salvation. "6 At almost 
the same time Goethe, who had been reading Galileo, wrote in his 
diary that Newton was born in the year in which Galileo died (which, 
in spite of calendar confusion, is still. not quite correct) and added, 
"Here lies the Christmas Day of our modern t:irnes."1 Somewhat earlier, 
in his revision of Zelter's article on Haydn's Creation, Goethe had 
described the composer's birth as follows: "Finally there appeared 
unannounced, on the border between two nations, in the manger of 
a wheelwright's shop, the new Wunderkind, born into earthly poverty, 
who was to deliver our art from leading strings and from foreign 
systems of form. ... '" More than half a millennium earlier the Hoh
enstaufen, Frederick n, whom Nietzsche was to describe as the first 
European to suit his own taste, in a letter written as an excommunicated 
heretic in August 1239 to his native town of Jesi on the borders of 
Ancona had chosen the defiant and haughty formula that this town, 
"where our divine mother brought us to light," was "our Bethlehem."9 

Precepts of rhetorical daring make the result of linguistic secular
ization, from allusion to frivolous comparison, a basic element of literary 
style. The notion of 'renaissance' also belongs here, which frequendy 
makes literary appearances in the vestments of sacral ideas of rebirth 
and the related cult symbols. The point of such acts of daring may 
be exhibited in an anecdote that we are told about Francis Bacon: In 
the garden of the earl of Arundel, who had on dlsplay a large number 
of ancient statues of nude men and women, Sir Francis comes to a 
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sudden halt and proclairns his amazement with the exclamation, ''The 
resurrection. "10 

An objection has been lodged against my association of this Bacon 
anecdote with the rhetoric of secularization: "Perhaps what speaks 
here is not at all, or not only, a rhetorical daring that is conscious of 
its use of a frivolous equation as a technical expedient, as Blumenberg 
iInagines, but rather genuine disconcertedness. "11 A fine and welcome 
correction, if there was need of one. But then follows a further definition 
of the context of that "disconcertedness," which is supposed to be 
kept open as to what Bacon might have felt: "Who knows whether 
at this moment the ancient world's 'being,' at rest in itself and perfect, 
did not dawn upon Bacon in a Christian perspective: in the escha
tological image of mankind resurrected and awakened to its perfection." 
But that is too fine to be tlUe. Bacon's recovery of paradise is not 
connected with a resurrection of any kind. The identity of the hy
postatized subject of science, in which individuals and generations are 
completely dissolved, is at the same time the identity of a mankind 
acltieving the future perfection of domination over nature. There was 
no need to assure justice for those whose decease preceded that per
fection. Bacon's idea of paradise is not eschatological, because it is 
pagan. It presupposes a strict symmetry in history: The future repro
duces the beginning in the form of the paradisaic domination of nature 
by means of the sole power of the word. Because Adam had given 
the beasts in paradise their names, he was able to call them by their 
'true names' -and "call" for Bacon is the equivalent of "command. "l2 

Bacon has entirely separated his idea of paradise as man's exercise 
of power through the word from the tradition of the ideal of theory 
as the highest fulfillment, and from the tradition of the next-worldly 
visio beatifica [beatific vision] that was derived from that ideal. His 
paradise is closer to the undercurrent of magic, and would be the 
secularization of that, if it had need of secularizatioIL Now all of this 
may not alter my critic's view of the scene in the garden of Arundel; 
but Bacon's language, with its repeated use of the medium of artificial 
secularizations, should give him food for thought-above all the con
version of the terminology of the novissima tempora [newest times]: The 
final times of the prophecy of Daniel have become the 'new' age [die 
'Neuzeit': the modern age] that for us is the final age-and the German 
translator J. H. Ffingsten renders this as the "neueste Zeiten" [newest 
times}.13 Of course, "Even where irony is involved, Christianity'S rep-
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ertoire of images can still be taken seriously. "14 Bacon does that too, 
especially for a public for which the code of the prophecies is 'broken' 
in a new way; but the description of these stylistic means as rhetorical
and, in that character, as provocative or trust inducing-does not 
impugn their seriousness in relation to their repertoire of images. Such 
repertoires are interchangeable, and Bacon also uses the old topoi 
[themes] of autumn and the world's growing older, not, however, in 
the sense of an anticipation of winter and death but rather in the 
sense of the phase of the year and of life that brings with it ripeness 
and the harvest. His concern in the application of both the biblical 
prophecies and the metaphor of organic growth to his own times is 
to make the accumulation of new discoveries and inventions appear 
trustworthy and promising as symptoms of the state of the world as 
a whole. 

Both the self-conception of the artist and the theoretical interpretation 
of the artistic process by means borrowed from theology, all the way 
from creation to iuspiration, have been abundantly documented. The 
discovery of the capacity for creativity is part of the self-articulation 
of modern consciousness, however much it may initially have been 
connected with the formulas (used initially with a pious intent) of the 
alter deus and deus in terris [second god, earthly godl which had served 
at first as hyperbolical paraphrases of the biblical idea that God made 
man in His own image. 'Invention,' which under the rubric of inventio 

in the traditional rhetoric was only a part of the process of the linguistic 
transmission of thought (first its accidental, then its methodically di
rected unfolding and exploitation), becomes the essence of the artistic 
process and the criterion by which its products are to be evaluated, 
as, for instance, when Scaliger and Sidney assign preeminence in the 
art of poetry to epic poets and dramatists because their activity most 
closely resembles the model of divine creation But the later opposition 
to this aesthetic ideal itself still requires the register of a secularized 
language-thus, for iustance, when Marcel Proust, with his "poesie 
de la memoire" [poetics of memoryl rebels against impotence in re
lation to the past and against the mere "memoire des faits" [memory 
of facts] in order to proclaim the unsurpassable station and the absolute 
responsibility of the aesthetic act not only as memory but also as the 
final court of judgement: The artist makes of his work not only a 
piece of the highest reality but also the "true Last Judgment."" It 
would be a mistake to think that the idea of art, of its seriousness and 
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its existential signilicance, was produced at sOI;ne time or other by a· 
transformation of the dogmas of creation or judgment. But these 
concepts certainly do designate chums to meaningfulness and finality 
that had remained empty after the disappearance of the theological 
substance and that were both capable and in need of corresponding 
'reoccupations. ' . 

Some of the most comprehensive testimony to the aesthetic potential 
of secularized language is offered by Jean Paul's School Jor Aesthetics. It 
exploits the language of the Christian tradition in every possible way 
and according to every rule of art, from rhetorical ornament to playing 
with blasphemous frivolity. Jean Paul discovers the ironical disposition 
of this terminology as a means by which to expose finite facts by 
comparison with the infinite ideal. Such consciousness of utilization 
means that any suspicion of a sigcificant immediate relation to a source 
is bound to be nUstaken. 

Creation and incarnation are Jean Paul's favorite metaphors for the 
poetic process, not only in order to assign a higher metaphysical value 
to it but also to exhibit its insuperable embarrassment face to face 
with its absolute prototype. The poet is bound neither to the imitation 
of nature nor to a nonn of his motivation; he~ who "like a god, poses 
his world on the first day of creation without having firrther reason 
than that of the omnipotence of beauty," may also "repeat the free 
creative beginning even in the middle of the work, where nothing old 
is answered for or set aside. "l6 The first chapter of a novel is the 
"omnipotent or 'aseity' [underived or independent existence] chapter."17 
The poet's relation to the inner laws of his creations resembles God's 
relation to man's freedom. The epic "spreads the enormous whole 
before us and transforms us into gods contemplating a world." In 
contrast to the dramatist, the epic poet has at his disposal "the infinite 
abundance of possible worlds. "IS 

But the poetic metaphor wants only to be taken at its word, not 
made into a concept; otherwise it would lead into the "annihilating 
idealism of philosophy: ... we are not made to have created every
thing."19 It is tnle that metaphors are "linguistic incarn.anons of nature 
into humanity" and "transubstantiations of the spirit" and as such 
are expressions of the process in which nature Hfar man is forever 
caught in the act of becoming incarnate as man"; but at the same 
time this metaphorical accounting for metaphor contains something 
of the annihilating idea of humor, which means to expose, by the use 
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of secularized language, an infinite discrepancy: "When man looks 
down, as theology did in the old days, from the supernal world to 
the earthly world, then the latter seems to drag along, small and futile; 
and when he measures the small world, as humor does, against the 
infinite world and sees them together, a kind oflaughter results which 
contains pain and greatness. "20 

Poetry as incarnation means for Jean Paul not only the elevation 
of the natural to the realm of the ideal but also the constant exhibition 
of how the ideal cannot be realized. This ambivalence is meant to be 
deposited in the products of linguistic secularization. "Poetry, like 
everything divine in man, is chained to time and place and must always 
become a carpenter's son and a Jew. "21 On account of this ambivalence, 
the judgment of good and evil devolves upon the poet in his work of 
idealization: "The poet-even the comic poet-cannot take any real 
character from nature without transforming it, as the day of judgement 
does the living, for hell or for heaven."" Both humor and wit have 
their locations in this metaphor of the Last Judgment. " 

The poet in the role of judge-that is, to be sure, already a mod
ification of the Enlightenment's metaphors of judgment, which saw 
reason. in the position of the judge. The element that induces such 
metaphors of judgment is the common theoretical and aesthetic end 
product of the 'verdict,' whether of fact or of taste, toward which 
reflection orients itsel£ Lichtenberg saw in the Enlightenment's primacy 
of reason the reversal of the Inquisition, especially in its anti-Copernican 
activity: "The class of people by whom reason was so often subjected 
to inquisition now in the reverse order fuIaIly fuIds itself and its con
temptible procedures brought before the inquisition tribunal of reason. 
Of course the ultimate puuishment assigned to them will not be chains 
and dismal dungeons but what will nevertheless be an irksome ob
ligation for them - the obligation to become wiser."24 It is subjects of 
theory and lapses in theory that are judged before the tribunal of 
reason. For Lichtenberg the moral subject is withdrawn from the 
purview of publicjudgment, and his passionate rejection of 'physiog
nomy' is based on a defense of the protection that bodiliness furnishes 
for the ego. It is not the secularization but rather the reversal of the 
basic idea of eschatology: The world exists only thanks to the im
possibility of passing judgment within it. "If God made known men's 
secrets l the world could not continue."25 From reason's judgment over 
rational processes two radically different paths lead onward: one to 

---------- -----"----. ----
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OOtory and art as the new tribunals, the other to the transformation 
of reflection into sitting in judgment of onesel£ As a stylistic means 
of making self-representation credible, a linguistic form has been de
veloped that is meant to provide a literary equivalent for the absence 
of reservation that religious thought ascribes to God's knowledge and 
understanding of man. The prototype of Augustine's Confessions is not 
sufficient to explain this phenomenon. Augustine still believed that 
God knew more of the human soul than it knew of itself and con
sequently that God's judgment could not be anticipated by self
repr~sentation. Thus when Rousseau consciously imitates Augustine's 
Confessions, that is not a legitimation of autobiographical recklessness 
by appeal to religious and literary authority; rather it is a rhetorical 
reinforcement of the credibility of reckless self-disclosure: "I have 
unveiled my inmost self even as thou hast seen it, 0 Eternal Being." 

Rousseau does not merely appeal to the divine judgment as the 
last resort that will ultimately verifY 00 claims; rather, in 00 literary 
self-revelation he takes under 00 own direction the revelation of man 
before God. The forum of mankind, to which 00 confession is ad
dressed, does not just temporarily and metaphorically take the role 
of the judge; the decision that he requests from tltis tribunal replaces 
the appeal to the Last Judgment, which loses its essential relevance 
once a verdict has been brought in by what is now the final court of 
appeal: objectivity. Rousseau expressly emphasizes that the time when 
the divine judgment takes place has become a matter of indifference 
to him -the trumpet may sound whenever it likes. Self-knowledge 
has become the equivalent of divine knowledge, the subject's lIberation 
from subjectivity, and its truth quite simply the naked truth. Icono
logically it is significant that the book has changed its position in the 
judgment scene; whereas in the entire apocalyptic literature it is rep
resented as the book of the sins of mankind, which is kept before the 
throne of God and opened before the assembled world of men, in 00 
case Rousseau writes the book himself and bears it, as he says, in 00 
hand before the tribunal with these proud words (which are also 
significant in the sequence of the objects referred to): ''Too is what I 
have done, what I have thought, what I was." Linguistic secularization 
has become an instrument of the literary sensationalism of undisguised 
self-presentation and of the vindication to which it lays claim. No 
distinction of the relative precedence of moral or aesthetic judgments 
has yet been arrived at. Half a century later, in Ludwig Feuerbach, 
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the productive subject decides only on the literary immortality of his 
thoughts, not on his own immortality: "In writing man holds the final 
judgment over himself, over his ideas and sensations; here he separates 
the sheep from the goats, consigns some to eternal oblivion and 
nothingness, others to eternal life. "26 

Probably nothing in the terminology of aesthetics is as instructive 
in regard to the problematic of secularization as is the concept of a 
'symbol.' This relevance is not only due to the diversity of its aesthetic 
aspects and transformations. but is already present in the potential 
that the term "symbol" briogs with it from its prior history. It is true 
that before Goethe this term had as yet no specifically aesthetic sig
nificance, and in theology, particularly in the Protestant doctrine of. 
the sacraments, it played a narrowly defined role in a technical lan
guage. This semantic narrowness corresponded pretty accurately to 
the initial situation in the word's history, and no doubt also in factual 
history. Freud has pointed out that in magical behavior the symbol 
comes into existence by being 'appointed' to serve as an image. no 
doubt originally as the result of an incapacity to make a realistic image 
of the object affected (or to be affected). The profane history of the 
word shows that the inability to create an adequate image is revalued 
positively as signifying also the impossibility of such adequacy. Kenneth 
Burke says that the status of a word as symbolic consists in the fact 
"that no one quite uses the word in its mere dictionary sense. "a The 
way in which a constant reference to an identical object can be es
tablished, despite the impossibility of depiction, is exhibited in the 
profane history of the 'symbol' as the credential of a person who 
makes himself known by the possession of an improbable sign produced 
by a process of accident: half a tablet, whose broken edge precisely 
fits the other half and identifies its possessor as a legitimate agent for 
a legal transaction or as the bearer of a mandate. Of course the object 
endowed with this siguili.cance need not always be so unspecific; the 
Sema [siguJ can briog with it and retain its own characteristic meaning, 
and by its history it can obscure the fortuitousness of its adoption for 
its present role. But the difference between a symbol and an image 
or a metaphor or an allegory always consists in the symbol's unspecific 
adoption, in its being understood as a result of an agreement, an 
alliance or an antecedent relation of hospitality as a support for resulting 
rights. 
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It was natural that theology, in elaborating the idea that was basic 
to both of the covenants of man with God, 'should hit upon this 
instrument that lay 'ready to hand' as a means of malcing known and 
identifjring those who have a part in the covenant relation and in the 
associated rights to salvation. Circumcision in the Old Testament, the 
brealcing of bread in the New Testament, were signs of the covenant, 
which assured one of divine benevolence and the community of initiates. 
The institution of the sign by the party who proposes the covenant 
is the manner of origin of the sacraments, and also of the articles of 
belief by whose avowal' the sworn initiates into the mystery and those 
entided to salvation recognize one another. The sign represents the 
absent God, of whom no image mayor can be made. 

Logically, then, the need to appropriate the term "symbol" for the 
terminology of aesthetics appears when the ideal of imitation is sup
pressed. From the technical embarrassment caused by one's inability 
to imitate, or from the sacred prohibition that does not allow one to 
imitate, there emerges the aesthetic dignity in which one goes beyond 
the simplicity of mere mimesis to creation. That the term could be 
employed against the ideal of imitation had litde to do with the sig
nificance it had acquired through its history within theology; in the 
cases of Lessing, Winckelmarm, and Herder, one can assume that its 
original meaning was at least perceived along with the accretions. 
Whether or not that can be demonstrated, in any case the tenn "sym
bol" still had enough of its original formal function to be capable of 
the new ambiguity and thus of the employment that it was to have 
in aesthetics. An ideality that no longer holds to the Platonic corre
spondence of originals to images but rather is aimed at what is not 
represented in reality has to make itself dependent on the exclusiveness 
of the symbol. For the new definition of the aesthetic object that 
wanted and had to turn away from the traditional definitions and 
classifications, "symbol" presented itself as a term that, while it did 
derive dignity from the sacral phase of its history, had not acquired 
any additional meaning that would be important where it was now 
needed-except perhaps for the spread of indefiniteness, which con
tinues to the present day to make the 'symbol' the terror of its struggling 
interpreter. 

Our critical considerations concerning the methodical caution and 
material differentiation that are advisable in connection with the cat
egory of secularization have at the same time led us quite a distance 
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away from the vicinity ·of "topos research, "b whose problematic borders 
closely on that of the secularization thesis. Both the former and the 
latter presuppose the existence of constants in the history of ideas, 
and thus are based upon a substantialistic ontology of history. So the 
siInultaneous appearance of "topos research" and the secularization 
thesis is hardly accidental. Our concern here is not at all to advocate 
another ontology of history in place of a substantialistic one; on the 
contrary, our purpose is only to set over against the unquestioned 
preference accorded to a certain implied philosophy of history the 
possibility of other lines of inquiry that it does not allow for. Here a 
philosophy of history (insofar as such a thing is still at all possible) will 
always have to take epistemological considerations into account to the 
extent that it has to maintain access to the historian's repertoire of 
questions. Thus in the case of "tOPOJ research," it must certainly be 
accepted that the establishment of constants is an entirely rational 
procedure; but at the same time it must be recognized that this pro
cedure always involves a rell1.mciation of possible knowledge, a re
nunciation that cannot simply be accepted as inevitable. Given the 
kind of cognitive capacity we possess, anything that cannot be further 
reduced or inquired into has the status of a contingent fact. The 
fascination that the natural sciences find in the possibility of discovering 
and employing constants is not due to their making natural processes 
more comprehensible Jor us but rather to the way in which they 
increase the reliability with which they enable us to analyze events. 
This'satisfaction is exaggerated when it is interpreted, as it was for 
the first time in ancient atomism, as meaning that because constants 
bring the theoretical process to a halt, they must also be identical with 
the sought-after principles, complete knowledge of which would explain 
everything that happens. Precisely where science believes it has hit 
upon-or requires itself to reduce phenomena to-'atoms' in the 
broadest sense of the tenD, it turns out that the expected satisfaction 
falls to appear. 

In the natural sciences there is at least the reward I have described 
in return for the end to further interrogation that results from the 
discovery of constants; in the human sciences the production of con
stants must be understood to be a theoretical resignation without any 
corresponding gain. It is perfecdy possible that insurmountably con
tingent facts may be arrived at; what concerns us here is not this kind 
of constraint but rather the expectation with which it is met: that with 
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the standstill of the theoretical process, the need for theory would be 
satisfied. This is the source of the weakness 'of substantialistic pre" 
conceptions in the theory of history. "Tapas research" belongs to the 
tradition of assuming eidetic preformations, which begins with the 
ancient theories of the elements, atoms, Ideas, and forms and continu~s 
through 'irmate ideas' to dreaIIl symbolism, archetypes, arid 'structures.' 
Each time we try to resist the excessive multiplicity of a historicism 
of mutually incomparable facts, our history threatens to contract into 
the simplicity of something that is always the same, as though all that 
mattered was never to allow understanding to satisfy itself. 

The result of our reflections on secularization as a stylistic technique 
can be summed up in Schleiermacher's aphorism: "Christianty pro
duced language. From the very beginning it was a genius that raised 
language to a higher power, and it still is .... " 27 The phenomena of 
secularization derive to a large extent from this linguistic genius, from 
the familiarities that it produced, the transferable material that it left 
behind it, and the residual needs that are associated with its materials. 
Lichtenberg imagined this in one ofhis contributions to the GiJ"ttingisches 
Tagebuck in consciously secularized language as the pagan morning 
prayer of a natural scientist in praise of the "great sense of security" 
that he owed "ouly to the degree of insight into nature which he had 
achieved .... What if one day the sun should not return, Amintor 
often thought when he awoke in a dark night, and he rejoiced when 
he finally saw day dawn again .... Also, this inner recognition of order 
was nothing other than just this order itself, including the one who 
was observing it; and therefore it was always the source of his highest 
spiritual pleasure. "28 The Kantian conceives of the mental calm con
veyed to him by nature's regularity as the work of his own reason 
but calls the act of bringing it consciously to mind his "reconciliation 
with God." The language and the ritual are secularized, the concept 
and the subject of science occupy the traditionally desiguated positions: 
"Generally many biblical expressions appeared in his speech. In this 
connection, he said that it was nearly impossible to tell the same history 
of the human spirit without at times hitting upon the same expressions 
and that he believed we would understand the Bible better if we 
studied ourselves more. The shortest way always to live up to its 
sublime teachings would be to try once to reach its purpose in another, 
independent way, paying due regard to time and circumstances." 
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The totality of the phenomena that give rise to consideration of 
secularization as a historical category, and whose possible broadening 
lies in the formula that speaks of an "objective cultural debt," can be 
interpreted on the basis of a reversal of the relation of debt. At this 
point this is only a hypothetical suggestion, whose validity cannot be 
detennmed on the basis of the material relevant to 'secularizations' 
alone. The arguments of part II are also indispensable for that purpose. 
This hypothetical proposal is based on the volume of expectations 
and claims-unsatisfied, disappointed, and made insistent-that a re
ligion of the universal historical stamp of Christianity produces and 
leaves behind it. In his Philosophy cf Money, Georg Simmel advanced a 
theory of the way in which vital needs become independent, even 
outliving their fulfillments, so that from a longer-run perspective they 
are simply unfulfillable. Thus, he says, through Christianity man, who 
had hitherto always had a relative value, and consequendy one that 
could be translated quantitatively into exchange and money values, 
had acquired an absolute value - a magnitude of pretension that, wbile 
it does propel the process of reality continually forward, can never 
be realized in it.29 The idea that everything could someday be as though 
Christianity had never existed is in no way involved in the critique to 
which we are subjecting the secularization theorem; but precisely be
cause Christianity's intervention in European history (and through Eu
ropean history in world history) penetrated so deeply, the idea of 
secularization also carries with it an implication of harmlessness, that 
at bottom, in spite of all apparent changes, things must remain the 
same as they were made by that intervention-so that even a post
Christian atheism is actually an intra-Christian mode of expression of 
negative theology. and a materialism is a continuation of the Incarnation 
by other means. 

A religion that, beyond the expectation of salvation and confidence 
in justification, came historically to claim to provide the exclusive 
system of world explanation; that could deduce from the fundamental 
notion of creation and the principle that man was made in God's 
image the conclusion that man's cognitive capacity was adequate to 
nature;. but that finally, in its medieval pursuit of the logic of its concern 
for the in£nite power and absolute freedom ofits God, itself destroyed 
the conditions that it had asserted to hold for man's relation to the 
world - such a religion, as a consequence of this contradictory turning 
away from its presuppositions, inevitably ends up owing to man a 
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restitution of what belongs to him. What I am describing by this 
anticipatory statement of the main thesis of part IT is not the entire 
history of Christianity but only its crisis at the end of the Middle Ages, 
which is to say, the preconditions of the formation of modern rationality. 

A concept of history that resulted from appreciation of tradition 
has committed us to seeing obligations above all in the relation of 
each age to what went before it and the sources of the values handed 
down to it. In the process the ability to see the debt that history owes 
to succeeding ages has been weakened. Of course such formulations 
should not encourage moralizing about history but can. only show how 
problematic it is to interpret historical connections with the aid onegal 
concepts. After all, the question of the legitimacy of an epoch does 
not arise immanendy in the study of history. While it is true that one 
who has never before been accused of being 'in the wrong' can in 
fact be in the right, the problem of legitimacy only articulates itself 
when righteousness is in dispute and has to be contended for. 

Indeed the problem oflegitimacy is bound up with the very concept 
of an epoch itself The modern age was the first and only age that 
understood itself as an epoch and, in so doing, simultaneously created 
the other epochs. The problem of legitimacy is latent in the modern 
age's claim to carry out a radical break with tradition, and in the 
incongruity between this claim and the reality of history, which can 
never be~Jl entirely anew. like all political and historical problems 
oflegitimacy, that of the modern age arises from a discontinuity, and 
it does not matter whether the discontinuity is real or pretended. The 
modern age itself laid claim to this discontinuity vis-a.-vis the Middle 
Ages. Consequendy the continuous self-confirmation of its autonomy 
and authenticity by science and technology is brought into question 
by the thesis that "the modern world owes its uncanny success to a 
great extent to its Christian background. ",0 The extent of the success 
determines the extent of the injustice committed by forgetting, denying, 
or not wanting to recognize its true preconditions. 

The terms "forgetfulness of Being" [Seinsoergessenheit] and "repres
sion" [Verdriingung], deriving from very different sources in the thought 
of our century, represent a common underlying circumstance, naIllely, 
that what is past and forgotten can have its own sort of hannful 
presence. The idea of secularization belongs in this context too, within 
which its fimction becomes intelligible. If the modern age was, in its 
historical substance, a product of secularization, then it would have 
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to understand itself as the embodiment of "what 'in reality' ['der Sache 
nach'] should not exist. "31 The formula makes it clear that it is not 
meant to convey a moral rebuke; but neither is it meant to be a mere 
historical finding that one could simply let pass, like the determination 
of the· individuals responsible for wars in the ancient world. That 
"objective cultural debt" belongs, more than anywhere else, to the 
type of situation to which the rubric of "the undealt-with past'" is 
applied. I have said that the category of secularization contains at least 
a latent ideological element. d This formulation has brought me the 
odium of an 'unmasker of ideology' fJdeologiekritiker], which is not at 
all to my taste. For it is precisely the kind of 'cultural criticism' derivable 
from the concept of secularization, which hands out "guilty" verdicts 
in its search for the most distant possible object to which to attach 
responsibility for a feeling of discontent with the present, that ought 
to be called to account for irresponsibility in relation to the burdens 
of proof associated with what it presupposes. 

Besides their potential for being cited ias grounds for blame, besides 
their implication of a category of guilt, conceptions of illegitimacy like 
that of secularization also recommend a therapy for acute discontent 
that would involve a broad-scale conscious 'working through' of past 
circumstances. Talk of the "undealt-with past" has concentrated in 
recent decades on the sins of omission of what has now become the 
generation of the fathers-in fact it has concentrated (increasingly) 
less on those who set the machinery of destruction in motion than 
on those who neglected to destroy it in good time or to prevent its 
schemes from being implemented in the first place. One should not 
fail to notice how such structures of reproach become plausible: They 
are integrated into a familiar schema, which through its capacity for 
variation continually gains in apparent conclusiveness. 

I need only remind the reader how, beginning with his first ethno
logical application of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud constructed his
tory-wide objective relations of guilt, from the murder of the father 
of the primeval tribe in Totem and Taboo (1912) to the hypothetical 
murder of the religion founder in Mom and Monotheism (1939), of 
which the presupposition -long ago inferred from the histories of 

. individuals-is that "each portion which returns from oblivion asserts 
itself with peculiar force, exercises an incomparably powerful influence 
on people in the mass, and raises an irresistible claim to truth, against 
which logical objections remain powerless .... "" Freud traced the 
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Christian idea of origioal sin, as an expression of a historically undealt 
with and growing consciousness of guilt and "as a precursor of the 
return of the repressed content," back to the murder of the primeval 
father. At the time when Christianity was establishiog itself, the dis
position to accept a doctrine of original sin had taken on worldwide 
dimensions: "The sense of guilt of those days was very far from being 
any longer restricted to the Jewish people; it had caught hold of all 
the Mediterranean peoples as a dull malaise, a premonition of calamity, 
for which no one could suggest a reason. Historians of our day speak 
of an ageing of ancient civilization, but I suspect that they have only 
grasped accidental and contributory causes of this depressed mood of 
the peoples. "S$ 

At the same thne that Freud was working on his essay on Moses, 
Edmund Husserl was working on what was likewise to be his final 
work, The Crisisq the European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology,· 
in which the proposed diagnosis and therapy for the "crisis of European 
humanity" rests on the same premise, that past generations have been 
guilty of neglecting crucial steps required by rational candor and that 
the present can only regain health by means of a thorough analysis 
of these malignant defects. For a final example of the recurrence of 
the schematism of this type of theory let me mention Max Weber's 
thesis of the historical origio of capitalism from Puritanism. While the 
response of historians to this thesis was predominandy negative, that 
of theologians was predominandy positive, for the latter perceived the 
thesis through the medium of a self-denying affirmation of responsibility 
for Christianity'S eschatological complicity, which did not hesitate to 
verge on a magical negation of the world." In considering the prevalent 
openness to theories of 'capitalism,' one cannot fail to notice not only 
that there always seems to be a need for a causal formula of maximum 
generali.ty to account for people's discontent with the state of the world 
but that there also seems to be a constant need on the part of the 
'bourgeois' theorist to participate in the historical guilt of not having 
been one of the victims. Whether people's readiness to entertain as
sertions of objective guilt derives from an existential guiltiness ofDasein 
vis-a.-vis its possibilities, as Heidegger suggested in Being and Time, or 
from the "societal delusion system" of Adorno's Negative Dialectics, in 
any case it is the high degree of indefiniteness of the complexes that 
are described in these ways that equips them to accept a variety of 
specific forms. Discontent is given retrospective self-evidence. This is 
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not what gives rise to or stabilizes a theorem like that of secularization, 
but it certainly does serve to explain its success. The suggestion of a 
distant event that is responsible for what is wrong in the present-a 
suggestion with which the secularization theorem also presents us
is (not the only, but) an additional reason why the category of 
secnlarization is in need of a critique. 

Christianity arose from a self-surrender, in that it "equipped itself 
with a theology only when it wanted to make itself possible in a world 
that, strictly speaking, it denled. "" Theology itself is, in Overbeck's 
significant use of the term, "nothing but a piece of the secularization 
[Verweltlichung: rendering worldly] of Christianity, a luxury that it per
mitted itself but that, like any luxury, was not to be had for nothing." 
The logical· consequence of this state of affairs is that theology tries 
to understand the self-surrender of which it is the result as the external 
removalf by which an "objective cnltural debt" [or "guilt": Schuld] is 
established When Overbeck, in his "Polemical and Peacemaking Book," 
describes the most extreme case of the loss of the original world
denying attitude, in other words, the perfection of secnlarization, he 
still thinks of Christianity "as the religion of which one can make what 
one likes. "36 For Overbeck the theologian, whose subject was the end 
of theology, it was his theological colleagues who had driven Christianity 
into the absurd position of an impotent substrate; but it is as clear as 
daylight that they could not put up with their most radical insider's 
assignment of the responsibility for this state of affairs. To that extent 
the secularization theorem, insofar as it can be understood on the basis 
of theological premises alone, is (in its position in history) something 
in the nature of annal theologumenon [theological dictum] intended to 
lay on the heirs of theology a guilty conscience about their entrance 
into the succession. The intransitive grammar of the talk of "trans
formation" allows a speci:ftc subject to be interpolated at any time, 
which at least blurs the logic of self-surrender." Not only does the 
secularization thesis explain the modern age; it explains it as the wrong 
turning for which the thesis itself is able to prescribe the corrective. 
It would be the exact reverse of the claim that the young Hegel had 
described as the task of the critique of religion in his time: "Despite 
earlier attempts, it has been reserved for our times especially to claim 
as man's property, at least in theory, the treasures that have been 
squandered on heaven; but what age will have the strength to insist 
on this right and to take actual possession?"38 
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But this idea too, that man only has to retrieve from transcendence 
what he has projected into it, contains the unquestioned presupposition 
of substantial contents that can appear now on one side of the hiatus, 
now on the other, and regarding whose original ownership a critique 
would again have to arrive at a conclusion. But these alternative as
sigmnents of original ownership provide no orientation; for historical 
comprehension. "The only thing that has a history," wrote Ludwig 
Feuerbach in 1830, "is a thing that is itself the principle of its alterations, 
that underlies all of its alterations as an omnipresent essential unity, 
and the alterations of which are therefore internal, innnanent, deter
mined by itself and identical with itself The stone that travels from 
the hand of a beggar to that of a king, from America to Europe and 
from there to Asia, still does not have a history .. ~ ."39 

It is not only ideas of unilateral guilt that become questionable 
without the support of substantialisrns. The administration of justice 
in history, or what is looked upon as such, also becomes more difficult, 
harder to seize in striking images. Two diary entries, not far removed 
from one another in time, may at least indicate this state of affairs. 
On July 18, 1840, Soren Kierkegaard wrote in his journal, "One day 
the moment arrived at which mankind said to God, like the son to 
the father in the gospel: Come on, share with us, let us have the 
inheritance that belongs to us."·o On November 18, 1846, Varnhagen 
von Ense noted, "In their departure from doctrine, into the world, 
the Christians forgot and left behind -no doubt also abandoned as 
too cumbersome-most of their property, and continued under the 
name only, which of course is easy to carry. Honest, well-intentioned 
people have snatched up the lost packs and bundles and carry them 
panting after the Christians, but the latter pay no attention to their 
cries, thinking they have everything that belongs to them. Rousseau, 
Pestalozzi, Fichte,· Saint-Si.ffion, every new theory- socialism, 
communism-all are only trying to restore abandoned Christianity!"" 

Translator's Notes 

a. Kenneth Burke, The Ph.ilMophy o/Literary Form (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1941), p. 35. 

b. See translator's note b to part I, chapter 3. 

Co Die unbewliltigte Vergangenheit. This is an expression that has often been used in Gennany 
in the last three decades to describe, in particular. what is seen as continuing failure to come 
to tenns 'With the "Third Reich." 
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d. Die Legitimmit tier Neuzeit (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp. 1966). p. 73. There the author defined an 
"ideological element" as an "interest that is foreign to theory but can be actualized in the 
context of the definition of the objects of theory." 

e. Edmund Husserl. Die Kruis der europiiischen WlSSensciu.iften und die tra71S7..endentale Phiinomenologie 
(Philosophia {Belgrade], 1986; The Hague: M. Nijhoff. 1954). Translated by D. Carr as The Crisis 
of European Sciences and Transcendental Phc1Wmenaiogy (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 
1970). 

£ Fremtkntzug: the third "characteristic feature" in the author's model of the process of sec
ularization, as given in part I, chapter 2. 
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Theological Absolutislll and 
HU1llan Self-Assertion 





Introduction 

Among the weapons with which the legitimacy of the modern age is 
attacked, the idea of secularization is only one. Its effectiveness depends 
especially on the fact that the potential attack that it embodies need 
not be made as explicit as a demand for restitution. It allows all sorts 
of soft modulations of its claim. There are less indirect statements, 
harsher anathemas. In the application of the category of secularization, 
it is admitted, and has to be admitted consistenciy, that the modern 
age is an epoch of an original character; it is only denied that this is 
on its own account, by virtue of the rational authenticity it claims for 
itself. The plausibility so broadly conceded to the category of secu
larization (even by those whose attitude to its implications is disinter
ested) rests clearly enough on two things: It appears to do justice to 
the high degree of individualization of all the components in our 
historical consciousness; and making a moderate use of its conse
quences, it requires nothing like a 'return to the origin,' but merely 
an acknowledgment of dependence. 

A more massive and direct attack is made through applying the 
sorts of categories that are meant to exhibit the epoch as a failure of 
history itself, as simple regression. Naturally the range of defenses 
that the· elementary claim of the new secured for itself by appeal to 
the authority and validity of what had been before provided plenty 
of evidence for charges that it was a mere pagan reaction: But hardly 
anyone can still be inclined to join in the Renaissance's misunder
standing of itself as a reappearance of the old and thus a return to 
the inalienable norm. For the constitution of the modern age, it is not 
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the Renaissance that is exemplary; on the contrary, it is the opposition 
encountered by the fundamental Renaissance thesis of the unsur
passability of ancient literature, from the seventeenth century onward
indeed, even before it was learned how little the ancient world had 
been understood by those who promised to renew it. That the modem 
age is neither a renewal of the ancient world nor its continuation by 
other means no longer needs to be argued. 

More on target than the accusation of a relapse into paganism is 
that of a relapse into Gnosticism. The Gnostic trauma of the early 
centuries of the Christian era is buried deeper than the trauma of the 
bloody persecutions that contributed to the glory of testimony to the 
new faith. He who says that the modem age "would be better entitled 
the Gnostic age'" is reminding us of the old enemy who did not come 
from without but was ensconced at Christianity's very roots, the enemy 
whose dangerousness resided in the evidence that it had on its side 
a more consistent systematization of the biblical premises. Independ
ently of the question whether the description of the modem age as 
a renewal of Gnosticism is representative of the full range of the 
attempts to contrast it as a Christian heresy to the substance of Chris
tianity, the Gnosticism formulation deserves some consideration as 
the most significant of these attempts, and the most instructive in its 
implications. I am not particularly interested m determining what the 
author in fact meant by this phrase; even if like most culture-critical 
commonplaces it was only dropped in passing-which, however, I do 
not suggest was the case-it would still have to provoke reflection in 
view of what it can contain. The problem with which we are occupied 
derives contour from it. 

The thesis that I intend to argue here begins by agreeing that there 
is a connection between the modem age and Gnosticism, but interprets 
it in the reverse sense: The modern age is the second overcoming of 
Gnosticism. A presupposition of this thesis is that the first overcoming 
of Gnosticism, at the beginning of the Middle Ages, was unsuccessful. 
A further implication is that the medieval period, as a meaningful 
structure spanning centuries, had its beginning in the conflict with 
late-antique and early-Christian Gnosticism and that the unity of its 
systematic intention can be understood as deriving from the task of 
subduing its Gnostic opponent. 



1 

The Failure of the First 
Attempt at Warding Off 
Gnosticism Ensures Its Return 

The problem left unsolved by the ancient world was the question of 
the origin of what is bada in the world. The idea of the cosmos, which 
dominated classical Greek philosophy and was the basis of the preem
inence of the Platonic/Aristotelian and Stoic tradition, determined that 
the question of the bad would receive a secondary, systematically 
peripheral position. Ancient metaphysics is not even cosmodicy, jus
tification of the world, because the world neither needs nor is capable 
of justification. The cosmos is everything that can be, and the Platonic 
myth of the demiurge guarantees that in the world the potential of 
everything that could be and of every way in which it could be is 
exhausted by the reproduction of the Ideas. The crucial systematic 
j~cture is at the point where, in the process of the world's fonnation, 
rational planning and blind necessity, archetype and matter collide.' 
This juncture is bridged by a highly characteristic metaphor: Reason 
brings necessity under its authority "by pers~asion." The Greeks' 
belief in the power of speech and persuasion is here projected into 
the cosmos; the process that decides the quality of the nature that is 
coming into being within the dangerous dualism of Idea and matter 
is perceived in accordance with the model of the political. 2 The Platonic 
demiurge is not omnipotent; he is confronted with matter, which he 
must employ in his work as a formless substrate of unknown origin; 
he must rely on the power of the reason to which he has delegated 
his work .. The danger to which the process is exposed at this point is 
not felt in the text. There remains a residue of undefined incongruity, 
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and on this rests the entire burden of the explanation of the fact that 
in this world there are also bad things. 

However, in the tradition of Platonism itself the systematic shift of 
accent enters at this point. The fundamental Platonic equivocation, 
that the world of appearance is indeed the reproduced image ofIdeas 
but cannot attain the perfection of the origiual, is resolved by Neo
platonism in favor of the second aspect: The world appears as the 
great failure to equal its ideal model. The metaphysical factor in this 
failure has been prescribed since Plato; it is the hyle [matter]. The 
difference between idea and substratum, between form and stuff, is 
increased in the Neoplatonic systems; to the theologizing of the Idea 
corresponds the demonizing of matter. What could at one time be 
conceived of as the subjection of necessity to rational persuasion, 
namely, the formation of the world, is now the confinement of the 
world soul in the womb-or better: the prison-of matter. For plotinus 
the world comes into being through the fall of this world soul, which 
is deceived by matter and lost in it. So the world does not come into 
being through the power of the antidivine priuciple of matter alone. 
This distinguishes Plotinus's system from the absolute dualism of Gnos
ticism. The soul's fall into the world is an act of disorder, which still 
presupposes a cosmos in which everything that exists occupies the 
position that befits it. This order can be reestablished if the world soul 
reverses the process in which it ensnared itself. All of this is still within 
the realm of discourse laid out in Plato, even if it does, as it were, 
exaggerate the metaphysical 'distances' in the origiual ground plan. 
What is bad in the world continues to be the nonfiillillment of the 
obligatory order. 

Gnosticism bears a more radical metaphysical stamp. Where it em
ploys the Neoplatonist system, k is nevertheless not a consistent ex
tension of that system but rather a reoccupation of its positions. The 
demiurge has become the priuciple of baduess, the opponent of the 
transcendent God of salvation who has nothing to do with briugiug 
the world into existence. The world is the labyriuth of the pneuma 
[spirit] gone astray; as cosmos, it is the order opposed. to salvation, the 
system of a fall. Gnosticism has no need of theodicy since the good 
God has never had anything to do with the world. Even the briuger 
of salvation, sent by the good God to deliver the lost pneuma through 
knowledge, can only appear to assume a human body in order to 
deceive the demiurge's watchmen. The downfall of the world becomes 
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the critical process of final salvation, the dissolution of the demiurge's 
illegitimate creation. 

This outline, which I have given here only in order to show what 
is really 'Gnostic,' need not concern itself with the broad range of 
speculative variants. My interest is in the challenge that this system 
had to represent for both the ancient tradition and the Christian dog
matics formulated on the basis of that tradition. With respect to the 
ancient world it disputed the status of the cosmos as the embodiment 
of all reality that is binding in itself; with respect to Christianity it 
disputed the combination of creation and redemption as the work of 
a single God. That there could be beneficial consequences for Chris
tianity in the separation of God the creator from God the redeemer 
was grasped, with the passion that can be aroused by a theological 
system that is consistent in itself, by Marcion, the greatest and most 
fascinating of the Gnostic thinkers, who was excommunicated in Rome 
in 144 A.D. 

The fundamental thought that underlies Marcion's Gnostic dogmatics 
is, I think, this: A theology that declares its God to be the omnipotent 
creator of the world and bases its trust in this God on the omnipotence 
thus exhibited cannot at the same time make the destruction of this 
world and the salvation of men from the world'into the central activity 
of this God. Marcion saw Christianity, in the process of its dogmatic 
fonnation, in just this dilemma, in view of the heterogeneous contents 
ofits fundamental documents, which spoke on the one band of creation 
and history and on the other band of redemption and a Last Judgment. 
"One stands amazed," writes Adolf von Harnack, "before the fact 
that Greeks were prepared to accept all of this as sacred revelation. "3 

Marcion decided to make a radical incision. He found in Gnostic 
dualism the schema for the unequivocal character that he thought he 
could give to the Christian doctrine. The god who had created man 
and the world and given them a Law that could not be fully complied 
with, who directed the Old Testament history of the Jews in the 
manner of an ill-tempered tyrant, who demanded sacrifices and cer
emonies, was the evil demiurge. The god who brings redemption 
without in the least owing it to man, whom he did not create, the 
"foreign god," is seen as the essence of pure, because unreasoning, 
love. This divinity has the right to destroy a cosmos that he did not 
create and to preach disobedience of a Law that he did not lay down. 
Deliverance turns out to be primarily man's enlightenment regarding 
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his fundamental and impenetrable deception by the cosmos. Gnosis 
must therefore be literally recognition lErkemitnisl.· But the deliverer 
who brings this recognition from its foreign source in transcendence 
can no longer be the son of the creator of the world and the ruler of 
its history. Mardon wanted a god who did not need to contradict 
himself by creating man in such a way that he would have to deliver 
him from his lost state; by laying down a Law, the impossibility of 
complying with which would make it necessary for him to absolve 
those who became guilty under it; by setting up a natural order, only 
to infringe on it with his own miracles-in a word, by producing a 
world that, in spite ofhis onmipotence, in the end allows the announced 
design of salvation to accrue only to a few men. 

Mardon wanted to place his foreign God, free of the burden of 
responsibility for the world, entirely and without restriction on the 
side of man's salvation. The price of this was the attachment of a 
negative valuation to the Greek cosmic metaphysics and the destruction 
of the trust in the world that could have been sanctioned by the biblical 
conception of creation.' The decisive contrast to the Neoplatonic system 
and to the other Gnostic systems lies in that the process of salvation 
is not symmetrical with the preceding history of calantity; it does not 
follow the path back to the reestablishment of an original situation, 
putting an end to its 'interruption.' Men do not returrl to their tran
scendent home from a foreign world, which in accordance with the 
order of things they should never have left, but rather-as the enthusiast 
Harnack puts it-"a magnificent foreign land is disclused and becomes 
their homeland."5 

Mardon made clear the logic that was the problem of the whole 
immense literature that the patristic epoch produced. Gnosticism's 
systematic intention forced the Church, in the interest of consolidation, 
to define itself in terms of dogma. Harnack has advanced the thesis 
that "Catholicism was constructed in opposition to Marcion."6 Taken 
more broadly, this corresponds to. the thesis that the formation of the 
Middle Ages can only be understood as an attempt at the definitive 
exclusion of the Gnostic syndrome. To retrieve the world as the creation 
from the negative role assigned to it by the doctrine of its demiurgic 
origin, and to salvage the dignity of the andent cosmos for its role in 
the Christian system, was the central effort all the way from Augustine 
to the height of Scholasticism. Our interest hen: is not in the history 
of this effort itself, the failure of which made it necessary to overcome 
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Gnosticism a second time, but in the price that had to be paid in order 
to overcome Gnostic dualism within the medieval system, whose frailty 
must be understood in relation to that effort. 

The persuasive power of Gnosticism for early Christianity lay in 
the universal foundation that it offered for the eschatological promise. 
The downfall of the world and judgment over it were supposed to be 
imminent, and concentration on the significance of this event as sal
vation presupposed consciousness that the world deserved destruction. 
Gnosticism gave the most plausible explanation of this presupposition. 
It was meaningless to pursue the questions of the creation of the world 
and the lord of its history when this episode was soon to come to an 
end. The fact that the expected parousia [presence, arrival: in this case, 
the 'Second Coming'] did not occur must have been full of consequences 
for the transformation of the original teachings. Here, however, we 
are interested only in one point: The world, which turned out to be 
more persistent than expected, attracted once again the old questions 
regarding its origin and its dependability and demanded a decision 
between trust and mistrust, an arrangement of life with the world 
rather than against it. It is easy to see that the eventual decision against 
Gnosticism was due not to the inner superiority of the dogmatic system 
of the Church but to the intolerability of the consciousness that this 
world is supposed to be the prison of the evil god and is nevertheless 
not destroyed by the power of the god who, according to his revelation, 
is determined to deliver mankind 

The original eschatological pathos directed against the existence of 
the world was transformed into a new interest in the condition of the 
world. The metaphysical interest in the Creation returned once it 
appeared that deliverance was accomplished less spectacularly in the 
underground of what is merely believed. The large number of patristic 
commentaries on the first book of the Bible, Genesis, is tangible evi
dence of this consequence. Christianity had to adjust itself to the rules 
of the game in the given and persisting world; it had to demonstrate 
its ability to discuss with the surrounding Hellenistic world the latter's 
pressing questions regarding the attitude of the new doctrine to the 
old cosmos. The eschatological heritage, which soon aroused not the 
community'S hope but its fear, which motivated prayer not for the 
early coming of the Lord but for postponement of the end, proved 
to be a burden in the effort to achieve acceptance in the surrounding 
spiritual world. The scene is Romanesque, but not for that reason any 
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less instIuctive, when in the apocryphal Passion of Saint Paul the emperor 
Nero explodes with rage precisely because Paul holds out the prospect 
of the destIuction of this world by fire; the fact that Nero orders the 
execution of Paul and the cremation of the Christians is understood 
as the consequence of this kerygma [proclamation, invocation, preaching), 
as giving its adherents a taste of their own medicine.1 

The settlement arrived at between Clrristianity and ancient meta
physics led to a new conservatism regarding the cosmos. Augustine's 
turning away from Manichaean Gnosticism designates the end point 
of a development. The conception of creation is effective in criticism 
even of Neoplatonism, which had provided and would continue to 
provide so many elements of the new system. Augustine attacks the 
postulate of Porphyry that the flight of the soul from the world of 
bodies is the goal of its striving; he who says this, Augustine objects, 
must apply the same reasoning to the world soul and feel himself 
called upon to hasten the destIuction of the world. ' The Stoic formula 
that the world was created for the sake of man finds broad acceptance 
in the patristic literature, making it possible to forget that man's sal
vation had been expected precisely from the destIuction of the cosmos. 
The concept of providence, although foreign to the biblical world of 
ideas, is assimilated as theological property and made into an essential 
anti-Gnostic principle. 

But a result of this development is that the question of the origin 
of what is bad in the world becomes pressing once more, and at the 
same time the traditional means of solving it are cut off. Plato had 
not said that the demiurge was omnipotent but only assured us that 
he had made the world as good and as worthy of himself as he was 
able. Necessity, the adversary whom he had found already on the 
scene, had set him a limit beyond which he had no power but that 
of mere persuasion. The biblical God of creation had been raised to 
an omnipotent being, and the elimination of Gnosticism required that 
matter be deprived of its dualistic pregivenness and be included in 
the unity of the creation from nothing. The elaboration of aeatio ex 
nihilo [creation from nothing] as eonereatio [cocreation (of matter and 
form)] waS Augustine's lasting achievement in his commentaries on 
Genesis. Exegesis no longer could, and no longer wanted to, overlook 
the fact that God, in the biblical account of creation, had expressly 
given each ofRis works the confirmation that it was good. Then where 
did the bad in the world come from? 
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The answer that Augustine gave to this question was to have the 
most important consequences of all the decisions that he made for 
the Middle Ages. With a gesture just as stirring as it was fateful, he 
took for man and upon man the responsIbility for the burden oppressing 
the world. Now, in the aftermath of Gnosticism; the problem of the 
justification of God has become overwhelming, and that justification 
is accomplished at the expense of man, to whom a new concept of 
freedom is ascribed expressly in order to let the whole of an enormous 
responsibility and guilt be imputed to it. 

Five years after turning away from Manichaeanism and one year 
after his baptism, Augustine wrote the first book of his De libero arbitrio 
[On Free Will]. But the thematic question of his treatise is not the 
freedom of the will as an anthropological and moral quality but rather 
as the condition under which it was possible for the just God to punish 
man, on account of his failings, with the bad things in the world. The 
premise of human freedom allows Augustine to interpret the defi
ciencies of the world not as an original failure of the construction of 
the world for man's benefit but rather as the result of God's subsequent 
intervention in His work in order to put nature in the service of justice 
with respect to man. 

The guide to his solution of the problem of the origin of the bad 
(unde malum?) had already been given to Augustine by the linguistic 
fact that ancient philosophy had not distinguished in its language 
between the wickedness that man perpetrates and the bad things that 
he encounters. That these bad things are the world's reflex to his own 
wickedness was thus already implicit in the formulation of the question. 
The problematic of freedom is secondary; it is promoted from outside 
inward, the train of thought being that the bad things in the cosmos 
can only be punishments if man can really be made responsible for 
his actions. 9 The justice of the deus iustus Gust God] is preserved as a 
premise, not proved as a conclusion. Belief in a just God gives access 
to the knowledge of human freedom and the solution to the meta
physical question of the origin of the bad; Augustine's reasoning here 
corresponds to his schema of the dependence of know ledge on premises 
accepted in faith. 

But is not freedom; if it is made responsible in this way for the bad 
things in the world, itself bad in its turn? Here is the gap in the 
argumentation through which the Gnostic demiurge threatens to force 
his way in again. Augustine summons up dialectic and rhetoric in 
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order to close this gap; the difficulties in answeJ;ing this question were 
evidendy responsible for the delay of seven years in the composition 
of the second and third books of the treatise on freedom. Must not 
even those who lead bad lives assent to freedom, without which they 
could not ever be good? Even he who is wicked wants at least to be 
able to be good; thus even for him, freedom is something that he 
does not wish did not exist. to Freedom con£rms the goodness of God 
and His work io every case because it wills itself; iodeed it wills itself 
iodependendy ofits moral quality. H But falling back upon the reflexive 
structure of the will, which wills not only this or that but primarily 
itself as the condition of its concrete acts of choice, only moves the 
problem a step further back: The will that wills itself is only free if it 
can also not will itself. Here rationality breaks down; reasons cannot 
be given for self-annihilation: "Soo enim non potest quod nihil est" 
[For what is nothing cannot be known]." 

Can man bear the burden ofbeiog responsible for the cosmos, that 
is, for seeiog to it that God's design for His work does not miscarry? 
This conception remiods one remotely of Nietzsche's attempt, with 
the idea of "eternal recurrence," to make man sense the enormity of 
his responsibility for that which always, agaio and agaio, will be the 
way it was once. Augustine has none of this pathos of human re
sponsibility for the world. The burden placed on man is for him only 
a side effect of the unburdeniog of his God. But Augustine would 
certaioly never have been a Manichaean if the bad parts of the world 
had appeared to him merely as disruptions of the great order, as 
absences of beauty in an otherwise unclouded picture. In order to 
deserve as punishment the world as it had been perceived and evaluated 
by the Manichaeans, the sins of man, which take over the position of 
the wickedness of the Gnostic demiurge, had to be great, all too great. 
Even io the remorseful exanrination of his past life in the ConfeSSiOns, 
Augustine found no sio that could have been measured on this scale. 
The balance between the condition of the world and the guilt of 
mankind, which he had drawn up io his early philosophy of freedom, 
caused him to become the theologian of the uniquely great original 
guilt of mankind and of its mythical inheritance, 

In the very text that had convinced Marcion of the wickedness of 
the Old Testament lawgiver, in Paul's Episde to the Romans, Augustine 
found the theological means by which to formulate the dogma of 
man's universal guilt and to conceive of man's 'justification' [in the 
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theological sense of the terml as an absolution that is granted by way 
of an act of grace and that does not remove from the world the 
consequences of that guilt. There he also found the doctrine of absolute 
predestination, which restricted this grace to the small number of the 
chosen and thus left the continuing guilt of the all too many to explain 
the lasting corruption of the world. 

The Gnostic dualism had been elim.inated as far as the metaphysical 
world principle was concerned, but it lived on in the bosom of manldnd 
and its history as the absolute separation of the elect from the rejected. 
This crudity, devised for the justification of God, had its unspoken 
irony in the fact that the absolute principle's responsibility for cosmic 
corruption-the elim.ination of which had been the point of the whole 
exercise-was after all reintroduced indirecdy wough the idea of 
predestination. For this sin, with its universal consequences, in the end 
only the original ground of everything could be held responsible-all 
that the massa damnata [condemned mass] had to do was to suffer the 
consequences. 

For our present purposes the essential fact is that the later Augustine, 
the theologian of original sin and predestination, was to become the 
most important source and authority for the theological speculation 
of the later Middle Ages. The Gnosticism that had not been overcome 
but only transposed returns in the form of the 'hidden God' and His 
inconceivable absolute sovereignty. It was with this that the self
assertion of reason had to deal 

In many ways the Scholasticism of the Middle Ages travels Au
gustine's path over again. Its attempt to hold the God of creation and 
the God of salvation together in one system rests, in the full range of 
its variants, on the ground plan of De libero arbitrio. And even the 
opposition of humanism holds to the precedent of Augustine's spiritual 
biography as given in the ConfeSSions-only it travels the path in the 
opposite direction: Petrarch, the reader of Augustine, is led back to 
Cicero and from him to Plato. 

Gnosticism had not destroyed the ancient cosmos; its order survived 
but (nor is this the only case in which 'order' as an overriding value 
has done this) emerged as terror, from which the only way out was 
a flight into transcendence and the final destruction of the "cellula 
creatoris" ["cell of the creator": Marcionl. The cosmos had not. only 
changed its prescriptive evaluation, it had also lost the quality that 
was most important for its reliability-its eternity. On account of the 
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prescribed remedy of flight- the offer of deliver?Ilce against the world
schemes to alter reality in man's favor did not conStitute a live alter
native. Augustine's momentous turning from Gnosticism to human 
freedom preserves 'order' for the Middle Ages and prepares the way 
for the return of Aristode at the height of Scholasticism, The price of 
this preservation of the cosmos was not only the guilt that man was 
supposed to assign himself for the condition in which he found the 
world but also the resignation that his responsibility for that condition 
imposed upon him: renunciation of any attempt to change for his 
benefit, through action, a reality for the adversity of which he had 
himself to blame. The senselessness of self-assertion was the heritage 
of the Gnosticism which was not overcome but only 'translated.' 

Translator's Note 

a. ... des iibels. The usual English-language fo;>nnula for this famous problem is «the problem 
of evil," but the latter term is so exclusively a predicate of the wi.l1. of human action and its 
results, that this formula prevents us from appreciating the broader issue of the origin of 
<"badness," of what is simply not good, for whatever reason-the issue that, as the author goes 
on to show. is crucial both for Gnosticism and for Augustine. Augustine's term, malum, does 
not prejudge the answer as our tenninology (no doubt largely owing to his influence) does. 
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World Loss and De:miurgic Self
Detennination 

The second overcoming of Gnosticism, at the end of the Middle Ages, 
is accomplished under 'aggravated circumstances.' It is no longer able 
to save the cosmos of Scholasticism and is dominated by doubt whether 
the world could even originally have been created for man's benefit. 
The escape into transcendence, as the possibility that 'is held out to 
man and has only to be grasped, has lost itS human relevance precisely 
on account of the absolutism of the d"ecisions of divine grace, that is, 
on account of the dependence of the individual's salvation on a faith 
that he can no longer choose to have. This changed set of presup
positions brings into the horizon of possible intentions the alternative 
of the innnanent self-assertion of reason through the mastery and 
alteration of reality. 

A 'disappearance of order' l'Ordnungsschwund'l, causing doubt re
garding the existence of a structure of reality that can be related to 
man, is the presupposition of a general conception of human activity 
that no longer perceives in given states of affairs the binding character 
of the ancient and medieval cosmos, and consequendy holds them to 
be, in principle, at man's disposal. In turn, the 'disappearance of order' 
is bound up with a new concept of human freedom. But the burden 
that devolves on man this time is of a different nature from the one 
laid on him by Augustine: It is responsibility for the condition of the 
world as a challenge relating to the future, not as an original offense 
in the past. The revalued cosmos of Gnosticism had preserved the 
stability of its ancient predecessors; it could only be destroyed from 
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outside, by the superior strength of the transcendent principle, or 'over
come' by a move toward the outside. Human hope 'had its vanishiog 
point beyond the world. The reality that at the end of the Middle 
Ages comes to be seen as 'fact'ifactum: something done or made, i.e., 
a contingent state of affaitsl provokes the will to oppose it and con
centrates the will's attention upon it. The bad aspects 'of the world 
no longer appear as metaphysical marks of the quality of the world 
principle or punishiog justice but rather as marks of the 'facticity' of 
reality. In it man appears not to be 'taken into consideration,' and 
the indifference of the self-preservation of everything in existence lets 
the bad appear to him as whatever opposes his own will to live. The 
Middle Ages came to an end when within their spiritual system creation 
as 'providence' ceased to be credible to man and the burden of se1f
assertion was therefore laid upon him. 

Thus "self-assertion" here does not mean the naked biological and 
economic preservation of the human organism by the means naturally 
available to it. It means an existential program, according to which 
man posits his existence in a historical situation and indicates to himself 
how he is going to deal with the reality surrounding him and what 
use he will make of the possibilities that are open to him. In man's 
understanding of the world, and in the expectations, assessments, and 
significations that are bound up with that understanding, a fundamental 
change takes place, which represents not a summation of facts of 
experience but rather a summary of things taken for granted in advance 
[Priisumptionenl, which in their turn determine the horizon of possible 
experiences and their interpretation and embody the 'a priori' of the 
world's significance for man. 

Self-preservation is a biological characteristic, and insofar as man 
stepped onto the world's stage an imperfectly equipped and adapted 
organism, he had need from the start of auxiliary means, implements, 
and technical procedures for securing the satisfaction ofhis elementary 
needs. But in relation to this aspect of human nature the means of 
self-pr:eservation, allowing for small variations, were constant for long 
periods. It seems to be the case that over long stretches of his history, 
man has not seen his situation in the world as one of fundamental 
want and physical need. Rather the picture that he has made of himself 
exhibits the features of a being that is well provided for by nature 
but fails, itself, in the distribution of her goods. The problem of justice 
is thus predominantly posed as that of the measures taken in distri-
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bution. It is easy to see that in the framework of this idea, man's 
technical skills and accomplislunents can only have the function of 
supplementing and assisting nature, of executing her ends. The de
struction of trust in an ordered structure of the world oriented to 
man-whatever motives were operative in that destruction-had to 
mean an eminendy pragmatic change in man's understanding of and 
relation to the world. If the 'disappearance of order' that was brought 
about by the disintegration of the Middle Ages pulled self-preservation 
out of its biologically determined normality, where it went unnoticed, 
and tUIned it into the 'theme' of human self-comprehension, then it 
is also the case that the modern stage of human technicity can no 
longer be grasped entirely in terms of the syndrome of the anthro
pological structure of wants. The growth of the potency of technique 
is not only the continuation-not even the acceleration-of a process 
that runs through the whole history of humanity. On the contrary, 
the quantitative increase in technical achievements and expedients 
can only be grasped in relation to a new quality of consciousness. In 
the growth of the technical sphere there lives, consciously facing an 
alienated reality, a will to extort from this reality a new 'humanity.' 
Man keeps in view the deficiency of nature as the motive ofhis activity 
as a whole. 

After the kind of delay characteristic of the philosophical explication " 
of historically effective motives irl consciousness, Nietzsche formulated 
the situation of man in the 'disappearance of order,' abandoned by 
natural providence and made responsible for himself, but he did so 
not in order to express disappointme~t at· the loss of the cosmos but 
rather" to celebrate the triumph of man awakened to himself from the 
cosrnic illusion and to assure him of his power over his future. The 
man who conceives not only of nature but also of himself as a fact 
at his disposal has traversed only the first stage ofhis self-enhancement 
and self-surpassing in the self-assertion of his modern history. The 
destruction of trust in the world made him for the first time a creatively 
active being, freed him from a disastrous lulling of his activity. 

For Nietzsche every form of teleology is only a derivative of theology: 
The supposed centering of the world's meaning on man apears to 
him to be equivalent to the 'providence' that misleads man into con
curring with the divine approval of everything at the creation. Asking 
nature for information regarding man's destiny and fullness of power 
had led to the post-Copernican abasement of his self-consciousness. 
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"Has the self-belitdement of man, his will to self-belitdement, not 
progressed irresistibly since Copernicus? Alas, the faith in the dignity 
and uniqueness of man, in his irreplaceability in the great chain of 
being, is a thing of the past. ... Since Copernicus, man seems to have 
got himself on an inclined plane-now he is slipping faster and faster 
away from the center into-what? into nothingness? into a 'penetrating 
sense of his nothingness'?'" Nietzsche righdy sees in the Copernican 
reform an attempt to save the cosmos once again, or to reestablish 
it; wrongly, he suggests that in its intention and prinlary effect this 
attempt was carried through at the cost of burdening mankind. 

But that is not yet the full point of his critique. The induced effect 
on consciousness of a scientific proposition rests for him on the "over
rating of truth" as sdence, which makes man's understanding of himself 
dependent on the picture of reality that he can obtain. "How can 
anyone presume to speak of a destiny of the earth? ... Mankind must 
be able to stand without leaning on anything like that .... "2 The 
assumption that if not reality itself, then at least the truth about it 
must be nseful and beneficial to man, appears to Nietzsche as the last, 
hard-to-recognize remainder of that teleological metaphysics, as a 
transformation of the "absurd faith in the way of the world," the 
"most crippling belief for hand and reason that there has ever been." 
Modem natural science did indeed arise as part of a critique of the 
principle of the anthropocentric teleology of nature, but for Nietzsche 
this does not exclude the possibility that in regard to the human 
relevance of truth that it presupposes, and on which respect for natural 
science is grounded, it has held fast to the teleological premise. Precisely 
by Nietzsche's enabling us to see how even the great instrument of 
self-assertion, modern science, stands under a residuum of the con
ditions whose acceptance in the ancient world and the Middle Ages 
had kept the will to self-assertion latent, the inner logic of the connection 
between self-assertion and the 'disappearance of order' becomes clear 
with a unique sharpness. 

The final overcoming of the Gnostic inheritance cannot restore the 
cosmos because the fimction of the idea of the cosmos is reassurance 
about the world and in the world, because it has as its correlate the 
theoretical ideal and the theoreticalle~ure that had been associated 
with the idea of the cosmos from the time of the Greeks. The world 
cannot be made 'good' in itself once more by a mere change of sign 
because it would then cease to be man's irritation and provocation. 
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The later Nietzsche sought, through the idea of eternal recurrence, to 
change the function of the idea of the cosmos: The cycles of the world 
process were not to repeat the model of a prescriptive lawfulness in 
nature, as in the Stoic cosmology, but rather to raise the sum total of 
the consequences of human action to the role of the ineluctable law
fulness of the world and thus to charge man with absolute responsibility 
for the world. Theory, which contemplates the world, was to become 
functionless compared to the praxis that changes it. From this point 
of view eternal recurrence is the dissolution of self-assertion, as a still 
dualistic element, in the identity ofhurnan will with natural law, which 
makes possible the "highest evolution of man as the highest evolution 
of the world. '" The pregivenness of nature is reduced to a minimum
to the most external, mechanistic contingency, as the Hconception by 
which to gain the highest power" -to the substrate of what Nietzsche 
calls the "world constIuction." 

The self-assertion of reason as the epitome of the motives constituting 
the epoch is reduced by Nietzsche to an episode of a merely preliminary 
character. Natural science and the historical attitude, we are told, have 
exhausted their usefulness in overcoming the Middle Ages. They were 
still weapons that the Middle Ages had sharpened against itself, useful 
as means for winning a new freedom, but not themselves as meaning 
with which to fill that freedom! The power that the instrument has 
gained over the will, which it was supposed to serve, must be broken 
in a new turning. Like knowledge against the Middle Ages, art has 
to be mobilized against science. It seems to him that against historical 
writing and natural sciences "immense artistic powers are called for. "5 

The function of philosophy changes; it no longer has to establish the 
possibility of science and to give birth to new sciences but rather "to 
consider the problem, to what extent science may grow: It has to 
determine the value!" It finds in art the power with which "to break 
the unrestricted drive for knowledge," not to let "the reins of science" 
escape from its hands. 6 

This whole theory interests us here only for the hnplications that 
it allows to become visible in a retrospective view of the foundation 
of the modern age. It was not enough for Nietzsche to legitimize 
resistance against a reality no longer characterized by consideration 
for man; man's right then remains dependent on reality as he finds 
it or believes he finds it. His right shonld consist in hnputing the least 
possible binding force to reality, so as to make room for his own 
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works. "Not in knowing but in creating lies our health! . .. If the 
universe has no concern for us, then we want'the right'to scorn. it."7 

One might think that this formula defines exactly the self
consciousness of an age that has given itself up to its technical achieve
ments. But Nietzsche ignored this possible interpretation of his basic 
thought. There is no talk of technique in his writings. Technique retains 
the posture of self-assertion, with its dependence on theoretical truth 
about nature. It derives from a teleology that compensates obedience 
to the laws of nature with mastery over nature. Technique may have 
seemed to Nietzsche to be the epitome of the surrogates for the lost 
natural teleology benefiting man. That he passes it over in silence, 
that he ignores the manifest possibility of implanting in it some of his 
pathos of human pretension, is ;more instructive than if'interpretations' 
could be cited. 

That technique also could sutpass the character of pure self-assertion, 
that it could not only disguise the element of need but even eliminate 
it in the inunanence of becoming an end in itself, that it could break 
out of competition with nature's accomplishments and present itself 
as authentic reality, was still beyond the horizon of experience at the 
time. Hence the absolutism of art. "Only as an aesthetic phenomenon 
is the world any longer justified for eternity .... " 

The method employed here, that of viewing the problematic of the 
legitimacy of the origin of the modern age from such distant vantage 
points, may seem questionable. That is a result of the difficulty we 
are faced with on account of the difference betWeen the historical 
process and its expression in documents. As Karl Marx noted in the 
preparatory work for his dissertation on Democritus and Epicurus, we 
have to distinguish "the steady forward motion of the mole of real 
philosophical knowledge from the talkative, exoteric, variously 
gesticulating phenomenological consciousness of its subject."8 

Gnosticism had made acute the problem of the quality of the world 
for man and, tlrrough the contradiction that the patristic literature 
and the Middle Ages opposed to it, made cosmodiey conditional on 
theodiey. The modern age attempted to strike out this condition by . 
basing its anthropodiey on the world's lack of consideration of man, on 
its inhuman order. But it remained for Nietzsche to make visible the 
presuppositions of this justification of man by disputing them. We are 
concerned here only with this effect of making visible, not the dogmatics 
employed in achieving it-that is, with the optics, not the analysis. 

1 
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The mole threw up his first hill at this point, enabling us to trace his 
lUldergrolUld route. The nature of history does not allow us to practice 
historical microscopy; we have to look where the structures of the 
process manifest themselves of their own accord. 

The modern age has regarded self-preservation (conseruatio sui) as a 
fundamental category of everything in existence and has fOlUld this 
borne out all the way from the principle of inertia in physics to the 
biological structure of drives and the laws of state building.9 Nietzsche 
sees in self-preservation only the metaphor of a rational category, the 
attempt to conjure up an order from (and in spite of) disorder. In 
accordance with the precept, "Beware of superfluous teleological prin
ciples!," he recommends that we examine whether self-preservation 
can be assumed to be a fundamental drive of living things. "A living 
thing seeks above all to discharge its strength -life itself is will to power; 
self-preservation is only one of the indirect and most frequent results. '.'10 
Self-preservation for him can only be lUlderstood as a reaction to a 
reality that necessitates it; it presupposes that the quality of this reality 
is an endangering one. But the model of a relation to reality that 
Nietzsche wants is not supposed to depend upon a quality of reality. 
"There is neither order nor disorder in nature," he wrote as early as 
1868 in an essay on the problem of teleology since Kant." The re
placement of self-preservation by the "will to power" is only the 
reversal of the thought that reality is indifferent with regard to its 
individual members-the resnlt is the doctrine that life must be 
indifferent with regard to reality. 

The elimination of the premise that the world has a particular 
quality for man that in effect prescribes his basic mode of behavior 
makes fully visible for the first time what it conld mean to take things 
for granted in advance in a world concept. Nietzsche's philosophy is 
among the approaches to a kind of thinking that removes problems 
by specifYing the conditions under which they no longer arise. But 
the coup de main of putting the will to power in place of new answers, 
of ending the history of reoccupations by striking out the very schema 
whose formal constancy they presuppose, has only illuntinated better 
what it was meant to destroy. To give oneself the history that sets 
one free of history, or that only endorses what is present without 
putting it in question, would have meant, so to speak, to secede from 
history and throw off· its burden -which is often dreamed of, also, 
for instance, in the form of the pseudonymous 'Being' whose advent 
is supposed to expose an entire history as forgetfulness of it. 
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A SysteInatic COInparison of 
the Epochal Crisis of Antiquity 
to That of the Middle Ages 

The categories that Descartes provided for the modern age to use in 
understanding itself, which make him the favored thinker of every 
account of its origin, are those of methodical doubt and an absolute 
beginning founded only on itself, Methodical doubt is a cautious pro
cedure; it is meant to be distinguished from the dogmatic negation 
that already knows what should ultimately be rejected, and must 
demonstrate that; instead, it restricts .;tself to regarding all judgments 
as prejudiced until they have been proved otherwise. This procedure 
is supposed to be usable by anyone and at any time; the new judgments 
that it produces exclude the very hypotheses that would enable us to 
understand why this undertaking is considered necessary and is carried 
out at a particular point in history. 

An absolute beginning in time is itself, in its intention, timeless. 
Reason's interpretation of itself as the faculty of an absolute beginning 
excludes the possibility that there could appear even so much as 
indications of a situation that calls for reason's application now, no 
sooner and no later. Internal necessity forbids external necessities from 
playing any role here. Reason, as the ultimate authority, has no need 
of a legitimation for setting itself in motion; but it also denies itself 
any reply to the question why it was ever out of operation and in 
need of a beginning. What God did before the Creation and why He 
decided on it-where reason was before Descartes and what made it 
prefer this medium and this point in time-these are questions that 
cannot be asked in the context of the system constituted by their basic 
concepts. 
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The absolute beginning that inaugurates history forbids itself to have 
a history-and that means to be not only an original positing but also 
the answer to a crisis. History exists for Descartes only as the totality 
of prejudices, or for Bacon as the system of idols; which now find 
their end, without this end's becoming comprehensible as a cons~
quence of their earlier acceptance, their fall from power as a conse
quence of the unbearability of their rule. The characteristic features 
of self-assertion are concealed so as not to conflict with the evidence 
of a spontaneous generation; the crisis disappears into the obscurity 
of a past that cannot have been anything more than a background 
for the new light. 

This self-interpretation directly provokes the countermove of a mas
sive htstoricism, to which one does an injustice if one excludes it from 
the rationality of the modem age. The idea of an absolute beginning 
is in its turn-even if it sees itself as entirely in the service of the 
system of rationality ultimately to be erected -no more rational than 
any creatio ex nihilo. The restitution of the disavowed 'historicity'"is in 
itself not yet a movement against the Enlightenment. But the Romantic 
rehabilitation of the Middle Ages shows the potential that is latent in 
this process. The historicization of the beginning of the modern age 
is transformed into a gesture of reproach, with which the history of 
its desire not to be history is restored to the epoch, and its derivation 
is (as it were) imposed upon it as an obligation. The refutation of its 
claim to an absolute beginning goes on to cast doubt on its historical 
legitimacy, refetTIng always to the claims in its self-definition and 
making the suppression of historical dependence an index of the sort 
of questionable consciousness that glosses over its lllljust contents. 
Historicism seemed to provide an admission of neglected legal titles, 
which had to be feared by the epoch's understanding of itself as 
exhibited in the Enlightenment. Thus the apologia for the Middle 
Ages at once becomes the construction of a legacy, whose open neglect 
can only be explained by secret benefit. The historiographical recovery 
of the Middle Ages, which had originally been a triumph of the his
toriographical intellect over the distance of historical alienation, suc
cumbs almost as a result of its own internal logic to the service of the 
category of secularization. 

An important additional element is the narrowing of the thematic 
scope of historical study to the 'great centuries,' the stable substance 
of 'classical' formations. This selectiveness had been raised to the status 
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of an obvious, even exemplary, procedure in the study of the ancient 
world, where the idealization of a humanist canon had bracketed out 
whole realms of phenomena that did not belong in the picture: those 
of crisis, disintegration, the disappearance of supposedly timeless ideals. 
For this procedure, whose practitioners were satisfied to enjoy the 
view from one smnrnit to another, the break between the epochs was 
of course unintelligible and took on the character of either pure catas
trophe or pure willfulness. The begiuning of the modern age, basing 
itself on its own internal evidence, seemed to destroy in barbaric 
fashion a meaningful historical context and to spring from an act of 
pure self-aggrandizement. 

The revision of this historical picture has been under way for a long 
time. The focus of research interest has shifted more and more away 
from the markedly 'classical' phases of historical formations toward 
the zones of transition, deformation, and new formation. This holds 
for the ancient world just as much as for the Middle Ages. One may 
wish to speak of the low points of the historical process - but it is here 
that structures can be grasped that make manifest the historical move
ment as such. The process that is supposed to become thematic under 
the rubric of the "disappearance of inherent purposes" [Telosschwundl 
and to render the onset of the modern age intelligible as 'self-assertion' 
is initially questionable in regard to its specificity for precisely this and 
only this context. The end of the ancient world seems to be just as 
capable of interpretation by means of this category as is the crisis of 
the Middle Ages. This is why it was necessary to analyze the 'procedure' 
whose application to the final, Gnostic phase of the ancient world 
furnished the ground plan of the Middle Ages. But the difference 
between the aporias [difficulties] that were to be eliminated and the 
intensity of the questioning that had to be faced requires more clar
ification if we are to remove the objection that asks, Why didn't the 
crisis of the ancient world find its correlate in self-assertion? 

Hellenism, with its scientific and technical achievements, can appear 
to be a sort of 'impeded modern age,' which in its very onset was 
thrown back by Christianity's breaking in and only got going again 
with the rediscovery of its teXts by the Renaissance. The modern age 
would then be the normalization of a disturbed situation, taking up 
once again the interrupted continuity of history in its inlmanent logical . 
sequence. The Middle Ages would again be a senseless and merely 
annoying intervening period in the historical process. lf I turn a part 
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of my efforts to the refutation of this thesis, it is not because this 
reasoning in itself alarms me but because it conceals the singular sit
uation of provocation and self-assertion from which springs the 
incomparable energy of the rise of the modern age. 

I have spoken so far of Gnosticism as the final form of the ancie1).t 
metaphysical system, in opposition to which patristic dogma consol
idated itseI£ However, Gnostic speculation is not an expression of a 
disappearance of order but rather of the radical revaluation of an 
order that was in the process of pet:rifYing. But the patristic polemic, 
which wants to use the positive cosmos of ancient metaphysics against 
the demonized cosmos of Gnosticism, nevertheless insists on a ge
nealogy that derives the Gnostic cosmos from the disintegrating classical 
cosmology of the Greeks. Here one should not overlook that the 
dependence of the patristic version of ancient cosmology on Stoicism 
and its emphasis on the cosmos also involved the use ofits polemical 
formulas, especially those aimed at Epicurus. But the arguments for 
these formulas had to be found, and they are instructive. 

lrenaeus of Lyons traces the Gnostic dualism back to the antithesis 
of atom and empty space in the philosophy ofDemocritus and Epicurus. 
The world as it appears is for both Gnostics and atomists something 
other than what truly exists; but - and this is the distinction Irenaeus 
passes over-for the atomists it is compbsed of what truly exists, 
whereas the Gnostic pleroma [fullness] draws all the predicates of exis
tence to itself and allows the world to be degraded to a mere appearance 
of nothing, to the demiurge's deception. 1 More important is the asserted 
equivalence of the transcendent god of Gnosticism and the extra
mundane gods of Epicurus; what they have in common is that they 
bear no responsibility and care for the world - they do not even sit 
in judgment and dispense justice for men's deeds. 2 A century later 
Tertullian named Epicurus as the grandfather !patriarchal of Marcion's 
senseless and motionless god (immobilis et stu pens deusl and treated that 
god as contemptible on account ofhis incapacity for wrath and revenge.' 
The contradiction is evident: the Stoic God of cosmic providence and 
the Did Testament God of wrath and judgment cannot both be brought 
into play against the Gnostic god of salvation at the same time. 

The instructive value of this polemic in connection with our fun
damental questions only becomes evident when we set alongside it a 
comparison between Epicurus's teachings and the late-medieval con
ception of God's sovereign freedom to do what He pleases [Willkilr-

-----_ .. _--
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fteiheitl. Leibniz pronOlUlced this equivalence. In his exchange .ofletters 
with Samuel Clarke in the years 1 715 and 1 716, Leibniz .oPP.oses the 
c.onnecti.on between Newton's physics and V.oluntaristic the.oI.ogy, which 
seemed to him to be a necessary consequence of the asswnption of 
abs.olute space and abs.olute time. Clarke, basing himself .on this P.ositi.on, 
had rejected the applicati.on .of the- principle .of sufficient reason t.o the 
explanati.on .of nature. The act .of creati.on was supP.osed t.o remain 
the .original fact, which could n.ot be further inquired int.o and rati.onally 
gr.ounded. Leibniz entitles this the "decret abs.olwnent abs.olu" [the 
abs.olutely abs.olute decreel. Abs.olute space had f.or him precisely the 
characteristics that exclude a rati.onal .origin .of reality; there are in it 
n.o meaningful differences .of quantity and .of place, S.o that it is an 
aggregate .of rati.onal undecidabilities. In the Creati.on there is f.or 
Leibniz only one act of mere power, the creation of matter as such. 
He wh.o reduces the c.oncept .of G.od t.o omuiP.otence and the will that 
d.oes what it pleases is I.ogically c.ompelled t.o see in matter the essence 
.of creati.on and t.o reduce everything t.o matter. The.oI.ogical abs.olutism 
denied man any insight int.o the rati.onality .of the Creati.on, which is 
exactly what Leibniz wanted to .open up in acc.ordance with the principle 
.of sufficient reas.on and by means .of the idea .of the God Wh.o practices 
mathematics. That the W.orld is a c.oherent .order bec.omes, .on Clarke's 
view, a mere assertion, without consequences for human thought. 
Order is the side .of reality that is turned away fr.om us: "F.or in truth 
and strictness, with regard to God, there are no disorders .... "4 

The essence .of the dispute between Leibniz and Clarke is the questi.on 
.of h.oW the reality .of nature presents itself t.o man: whether it is 
dependable and sernceable t.o him .or whether he is merely expected 
t.o ackn.owledge its .orderly character with.out having it c.onfinned. 
Leibniz insists that the very .order that hwnan reas.on claims t.o find 
in reality emb.odies the qualities that divine reas.on had t.o give t.o its 
w.ork. The c.ontr.oversy here is n.o I.onger ab.out the pr.oblem .of the 
arrangement .of the w.orld t.o suit the requirements .of hwnan life but 
rather ab.out the questi.on.of the effectiveness .of the hwnan reas.on 
that has t.o assert its .own laws as the laws .of the W.orld. The rati.onal 
dependability .of the W.orld, the conditi.on .of the P.ossibility .of all the.ory, 
is the renmant .of tele.oI.ogical .order that Leibniz defends. On the .other 
hand, abs.olute will, as a metaphysical principle, is the equivalent .of 
the asserti.on that the dependability .of the W.orld carm.ot be pr.oved 
and is therefore a mere fact, always subject to revocation at any time. 

- -~--- ------
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The high point of the dispute between Leibniz and Clarke is reached 
when LeIbniz asserts the complete equivalence of the System of absolute 
will and the system of absolute accident, of voluntarism and atomism: 
"La volonte sans raison seroit Ie hazard des Epicuriens" [Will without 
reason would be the chance of the Epicureans!' The universe as in
terpreted by atomism is ruled by the principle of the identity of in
discernibles since the atoms and empty space are defined by the fact 
that they allow no rational action whatsoever but place reason in a 
position where all possibilities are indifferent, so that chance becomes 
the sole principle of reality. The nominalistic God is a superfluous 
God, Who can be replaced by the accident of the divergence of atoms 
from their parallel paths, and of the resulting vortices that make up 
the world. The concept of an absolute will is internally contradictory 
and consequently a chimera, a fiction.' 

We need not be concerned here that since the time of the Stoa the 
accusation of "Epicureanism" had become a polemical blow· below 
the belt; here the term is in fact very accurately applied. Just as little 
do we need to concern ourselves that the position Leibniz constructed 
in opposing Newton did not save the metaphysics of a world order 
guaranteed by divine reason. The path forward from this point was 
determined not by the principle of this critique but rather by one of 
its side effects, the phenomenalizing of space and time. The instructive 
thing for us is not the antithesis between Leibniz and Clarke, as such, 
but rather the principle, eIllployed in Leibniz's analysis, of the eqUivalence 
of nominalistic and mechanistic explanations of the world, a principle 
that gives us the key to the reoccupation that was effected in the re
placement of the late-medieval by the early-modern type of explanation 
of nature. 

One of the essential, though usually underestimated, phenomena 
of the begiuning of the modern age was the attempt to reappropriate 
DeIllocritus's atomistic philosophy of nature in the form it had been 
given by Epicurus and Lucretius. This renewal of ancient atomism 
prepared the way for the new ideas of matter ·and motipn. But in 
spite of this function, the process is.still understood merely as a piece 
of 'Renaissance' conditioned by the literary rediscovery of Lucretius 
in 1417, on account of which it has come to be regarded as a historical 
datum requiring no further explanation. But the mere demonstration 
of the presence or reappearance of a source does not explain anything. 
Renaissances have their genetic lOgic, and only the exhibition of that 
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logic satisfies the demands of historical understanding. The observation 
of Leibniz that we have cited, which he made in his argument with 
Clarke, discloses the structural connection between nominalism as a 
late-medieval phenomenon and atomism as an early modern one. 
Both positions regard the origin of the world as an event inaccessible 
to human rationality. Epicurus had assumed an uncaused dwergence of 
atoms from their parallel straight -line paths in infinite space as the 
origin from which developed the vortices that gave rise to his worlds; 
nominalism could provide for all questions regarding the reason and 
purpose of the Creation only the Augustinian Q.uia voluit [Because God 
willed itl. 

But the systematic interchangeability of the two theses, which Leibniz 
noted, does not mean that they must be regarded as equivalent in 
their historical fimction as well. The primacy of the divine will, which 
puts rejection of the question in place of explanation, was meant to 
increase the binding force of the given over men; the basic mechanistic 
thesis, on the other hand, did indeed remove the origin of the world 
from the realm of what can be grasped, but it had no 'conservative' 
implications for the relation of man to nature. On the contrary, it 
established the material substratum of the world as something mean
ingless in itself, and consequendy as a potentiality open to man's 
rational disposition. The reoccupation that took place between the 
absolutes will and matter defined the world as that which is precisely 
not pregiven, as a problem rather than as an established state of affairs. 
But the question why atomism could have this significance as the 
successor of vohmtarism, but not in its original situation in the ancient 
world, leads us to a recognition of the irreversibility of this reoccupation: 
only after nominalism had executed a sufficiendy radical destruction 
of the humanly relevant and dependable cosmos could the mechanistic 
philosophy of nature by adopted as the tool of self-assertion. 

This prerequisite was not present at the origin of ancient atomism. 
Epicurus's philosophy is essentially a therapy meant to lessen the 
human uneasiness caused by natural phenomena, or, more exactly, 
by the inherited explanations of those phenomena. Nominalism is a 
system meant to make man extremely uneasy about the world-with 
the intention, of course, of making him seek salvation outside the 
world, driving him to despair of his this-worldly possibilities and thus 
to the unconditional capitulation of the act of faith, which, however, 
he is again not capable of accomplishing by his own power. After the 
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classical philosophy of the Greeks, the· postulate of ataraxia was still 
possible, whereas after the theological absolutism of the Middle Ages, 
self-assertion had to be the implication of any philosophical system. Can 
these distinctions be substantiated by a comparative analysis of ancient 
atomism and medieval nominalism? This would lend profile to the 
thesis that a historical 'answer' like that of the modeIn age could not 
have been given to Hellenism, hut only later, to nominalism. For this 
purpose the comparable doctrines on each side will have to be defined 
more accurately in accordance with their functions within each system. 

For Epicurus's gods and for the Gcd of nominalism, there is no ratw 
creandi [reason for creationl no motive for bringing a world into exis
tence. From this unambiguous shared thesis, however, radically dif
ferent conclusions are drawn. For Epicurus it follows that no creation 
whatsoever can be assumed, since no ratio [reason] can be given for 
the act of creation. This is at any rate the direction tal,en by Lucretius 
in attempting to make the argument plausible: He has in mind, as a 
model of the rational production of a world, the Platonic myth of the 
demiurge with his prototypical Ideas, and in this connection poses the 
question where in the Epicurean system of empty. space and atoms 
the gods could have found a model, accessible to intuition, of a world 
to create.' The logical circle, according to which a world must have 
already been present from which to read off what could be created
a circle that is also present, though hidden, in the Platonic myth of 
the demiurge-excludes the idea of creation from the ranks of the 
rational principles of explanation. The origin of the world is left to 
chance-though to a chance that nevertheless contains its own 
guarantees, as will be shown. 

The nominalists derive from the same initial thesis a conclusion that 
is extremely positive for their theological system: Because the Creation 
is uncaused, because it does not require a preexisting model for mere 
demiurgic implementation, it demonstrates the radicalness of the 
groundless will that is the ground of everything; it is the maximum 
of causality and the first in the sequence of pure acts of grace that 
constitutes the real theme of theology. Gcd is not, like the Platonic 
demiurge, the executor of a world plan that is consistent in itself and 
makes its own uniqueness manifest, and whose ideal status means 
precisely that any rational being must recognize in it (and accordingly 
put into effect) the necessary characteristics of a world as such, so that 
productive and theoretical insight converge on this model. The nom-
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inalistic God stands with His work in the widest horizon of noncon
tradictory possibilities, within which He chooses and rejects without 
enabling the result to exhibit in any way the criteria governing His 
volition. Much of what He could create, He does not choose to create
for nominalistic thought, that is the difference between the origin of 
the world and a process of natural causality, from which the whole 
of the possible effect always results. 8 

This conception of creation is not an incidental piece of doctrine of 
the Nominalist school but is connected to its philosophical center, to 
the denial of universals and the assertion of the priority of reality over 
concepts. It is easy to show this since a realist doctrine regarding 
concepts, which holds that they possess a binding force as exemplary 
entities independent of things, is demonstrably incompatible with the 
strict concept of a creatio ex nihilo. The univcrsale ante rem [universal 
having an existence prior to things] as that which can be and is repeated 
at will in concrete things makes sense only so long as the universe 
represents a finite embodiment of what is possible. The concept of 
the potentia absoluta [complete, absolute power], however, implies that 
there is no limit to what is possible, and this renders meaningless the 
interpretation of the individual as the repetition of a universal. Creation 
is now supposed to mean that every entity comes into existence from 
nothing, in such a way that even in respect to its conceptual definition 
it was not there previously. Only in this way can the possibility be 
excluded, as William of Ocltharn argues, that God might restrict His 
own power by creating a particular entity, because any aspect of other 
concrete creations that happened to be identical in species with the 
first could only be imitation and repetition, not creation. Absolute 
power is original in every one of its creations. It does no"t recognize 
the Aristotelian distinction between definite essential form and 
individuality but produces only what is essentially unique.' 

But these very riches of creative abundance put human reason in 
the embarrassing position of having to set its economy of classificatory 
concepts over against the authentic reality as an auxiliary construct 
that is just as indispensable as it is inappropriate-in the position, that 
is, of being unable from the very beginning to interpret its theoretical 
mastery of reality as anything but self-assertion. Thus the denial of 
universals directly excludes the possibility that God's restriction of 
Himself to His potentia ordinata [ordered, or ordained, power] in nature 
too could become comprehensible for the benefit of man and his 
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reason. Divine spirit and human spirit, creative and cognitive principles, 
operate as though without taking each other into account. The gra
tuitousness of the Creation implies that it can no longer be expected 
to exhibit any adaptation to the needs of reason. Rather than helping 
man to reconstruct an order given in nature, the principle of economy 
(Ockham's razor) helps him to reduce nature forcibly' to an order 
imputed to it by man. God is not economical; He does many things 
lavishly that could have been done simply and sparingly: "Q.uia vult, 
nec est alia cause quaerenda" [The reason is that He willed it, and 
no other reason is to be expectedl. 1O Ockham's distinction between 
the potentia absoluta and the potentia ordinata" does not alleviate the 
situation for rationality because although it does imply that once chosen, 
the ordo [orderl will be observed, it does not provide any access to the 
contents of the chosen order. The potentia ordinata is direcdy relevant 
only to the path of salvation, not to the path of knowledge. God's 
'will' is supposed to be accessible only through 'revelation' -faith in 
salvation is not supposed to be translatable into or exchangeable for 
faith in the world. 

While this may not be a metaphysical dualism of the Gnostic type, 
it is its practical equivalent ad hominem: the only dependable and 
trustworthy God is the God of salvation, Who has restricted Himself 
to His potentia ordinata, like a partially constitutional monarch, but 
Who, through predestination, still withholds from man's knowledge 
the range over which He chooses to be dependable. It is precisely this 
restriction to those who are chosen that distinguishes the pragmatic 
dualism of the late Middle Ages from the Gnostic dualism of late 
antiquity because liberation from the cosmos now is no longer a divine 
offering open to all men and authenticated by the possession of know 1-
edge. This time there is no consciousness of conditions under which 
the world could lose its significance for man. The groundlessness of 
the Creation is indeed dogmatized as requiring an act of unconditional 
submission, but submission as such is still not a condition of salvation. 
Escape from the world into transcendence is no longer an alternative 
for man himself and precisely for that reason has lost its human 
relevance and historical effectiveness. But recourse to intraworldly 
composure of the mind, to the secum vivere [self-sufficient life] of Ep
icurean ataraxia, is also blocked. The method of neutralizing the phe
nomena and the problems of nature would have been" found to have 
lost its efficacy, if anyone had tried to apply it once more, because 
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its presupposition of the finite and hence completely descnbable pos
sibilities of natural processes had become untenable against the back
ground of the infinitude of divine power. The dependence of ataraxia 
on physics could not be reestablished. Only insofar as physics could 
be thought of as producing real human power over nature could 
natural science potentially serve as the instrument by which to overcome 
the new radical insecurity of man's relation to reality. 

Philosophy and science, which, autonomously formulated, offered 
themselves as means for the removal of this uncertainty about the 
world, could not in themselves, as pure theory, become "the happiness 
of their age."!' Philosophy not only had to project and provide a 
foundation for 'method'; it had itself to become a method of assuring 
the materi:iI adequacy and competence of man's possession of the 
world. Nature could not once again be forced to the edge of con
sciousness, its appearances blunted and robbed of their power; on the 
contrary, it now became the incessantly pressing theme, which made 
more and more exclusive demands on theoretical attention. There 
was no longer any refuge in "the lamplight of the private man." 
Knowledge as the endeavor of an individual, as an attempt to grasp 
a totality of truth as the source of fulfillment, proved to be hopeless. 
Scientific method, as it was projected by Descartes, provided the pro
cedural regulations for a summoning-up of incomparable theoretical 
energy, in whose service both individuals and generations were enrolled. 

What was no longer possible, or not againpossible, can be exhibited 
directly by a comparison with Epicurus's intention, which had been 
to 'humanize' the groundlessness of nature as the ground for indif
ference to it, to remove by means of physics the potency of the drive 
for knowledge that holds sway within it, and to make manifest by the 
same means the superfluousness of theory as theory. This difference 
is made especially tangible by the formulation that the young Marx 
gave to the basic character of the Epicurean philosophy in his dis
sertation: " ... the interesting thing about Epicurus," he writes, is "how 
in every sphere he tries to eliminate the state of affairs that provokes 
the appearance of presuppositions as such and how he commends as 
normal the state of affairs in which presuppositions are covered up."!' 
While for Epicurus everything is aimed at blunting and diffusing the 
problems forcing themselves upon man from outside, in the declining 
Middle Ages the reverse is the case: Everything works to sharpen 
them to the most acute form. Although the intention in this, to begin 
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with and in the first instance, was to bring the pretension to theory 
to the point of inevitable resignation and thus of submission to faith, 
nevertheless the innnanent dynamics of the situation led to t{le contrary 
result, namely, the development of the consciousness that precisely 
'in what was supposed to be sacrificed there lay that which could not, 
in the interest of humanity, be relinquished. 

Comparative analysis of Epicureanism and nominalism leads to an
other point of apparent agreement in the idea of a plurality of worlds. 
This idea was to become one of the essential factors in the disintegration 
of the metaphysical idea of the cosmos, preparatory to the modem 
age. And the Enlightenment will perform the thought experiment of 
other and different worlds especially in accordance with its function 
of criticizing man and his notion that he has a privileged status in the 
cosmos; the self-assertion of reason, it will argue, requires emergence 
from teleological comfort, from anthropocentric illusion. But in ancient 
atomism this thought could not yet achieve what it could after William 
of Ockham, namely, an exhibition of the world's form as contingent 
and a demonstration to man, by means of mental variation of the 
world's actual makeup, of its capacity for and worthiness of alteration. 

When Epicurus, like other Greeks before him, speaks of 'cosmos' 
in the plural, this means that one world eidos [world form, world Ideal 
is thought of as being realized in arbitrarily many instances. Before 
Plato and Aristode gave the sanction of metaphysics to the uniqueness 
of the cosmos, the idea of the plurality of worlds had arisen among 
the Presocratics, without yet being given the weight of a dogma. 
Anaximander had thought of the world on the analogy of the legal 
system of the Greek polis, and from this analogy there had easily 
arisen the idea of unities sufficient unto themselves and separated by 
the no-man's-land of space. "When one leaves the polis, one comes 
to open country, and after a while to another polis. Thus the idea 
suggests itself that outside our cosmos, at a greater or lesser distance, 
other cosmoses are to be found, indeed an unending series of them. "14 

The atomism of Democritus was the first doctrine to push the idea 
of the plurality of worlds to the point where it endangered the idea 
of the cosmos itself: The atoms are not only endless in number but 
also in the variety of their forms, and there is no longer any reason 
why worlds of the sort typified by our own should emerge from the 
vortices of these atoms in empty space. Against this absolute fortui
tousness of the beginning and the form of the world, Plato set up his 
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combination of cosmology and the doctrine of the Ideas, and Aristotle 
provided the tradition with the canon of proofs of the necessary 
uniqueness of the cosmos as the exhaustion of space, matter, and 
forms. The Stoics perfected the identity of metaphysics and cosmology 
by making the teleology of nature, as it relates to man, an expression 
of the providence governing nature. But by this very outbidding of 
their predecessors, they made a scandal of the uniqueness of the 
cosmos: The cosmic teleology did not relate to the individual and his 
claim to happiness; the evil and the suffering in the world could only 
be justified by means of a teleology of the whole that was hidden and 
without consideration for the individual. 

This is the focus of the opposition of Epicurus, who makes this very 
question of the potential happiness of the individual man the central 
concern of his philosophy. A cosmos, a teleology, a providence of 
which the individual could not feel assured seemed to him to be not 
only irrelevant to his central question but a hindrance to a form of 
life that could allow itself neither fear nor hope regarding what the 
individual could expect from the world. If suffering and evil were 
interpreted as elements in a 'logic' of reality, elements for which a 
hidden reason, of whatever sort, had to be assumed, they would make 
men the bearers of an ordained inequality of their fates and of their 
share in happiness, an inequality whose supposed meaning could not 
be regarded with indifference. The worlds of atomistic chance, which 
Epicurus opposes to the unique cosmos with its powerful sanction, 
make the external fate of each being within them appear as the result 
of a constellation that is favorable precisely because it is neither 'in
tended' nor defined and ordained as a 'role.' Chance is the sort of 
fate with respect to which indifference is possible. The assertion of 
the plurality of worlds is a sort of cosmological demonstration of the 
equality of everything that exists in the distribution of what can literally 
'befall' each thing in the world-building falling together of atoms. 
Epicurus's whole physical system passes in review the indifference of 
nature to man so as to suggest to man that his indifference is, in nun, 
the precondition of his happiness. 

Epicurus makes use of Democritus's atomism, but he changes its 
function radically; he is not interested in the explanation of natural 
phenomena but rather in the liberation of man from their supposed 
significance. Once again, this decisive difference between the physicist 
and the humanist was stated by the young Marx in his dissertation: 
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Demoaitus employs "necessity as a form of reflection of reality," 
whereas for Epicurus chance is "a reality that has- only the value of 
possibility," and the concern in relation to this possibility is not "with 
the object that is explained but with the subject that explains." And 
further: "What is abstractly possible, what can be conceived, constitut~s 
for the thinking subject neither an obstacle nor a limit nor a stumbling 
block. Whether this possibility is also real is a matter of indifference, 
because we are not here interested in the object as object. Consequendy 
Epicurus proceeded with a boundless nonchalance in explaining in
dividual physical phenomena. . . . One can see that he is not at all 
interested in investigating the real causes of objects. He is merely 
interested in soothing the explaining subject. "15 

This difference from Democritus also helps to determine the form 
taken by the thesis of the plurality of worlds. In spite of his rejection 
of the cosmos of metaphysics, Epicurus unobtrusively holds fast to 
those of its implications that served (so to speak) to temper the accidental 
character of the relations between atoms. The sheer fact that under 
the premises of atomism there was a world at all, not to speak of 
many of them, caused no diflicnlty for Epicurus, in spite of its im
probability, because he was able to fall back unhesitatingly on a reserve 
of teleology. Lucretius, who in his didacric poem reports his master's 
teachings with a faithfulness that was characteristic of the Epicurean 
school, describes it as improbable that the innumerable atoms outside 
our own world should not have accomplished anything. " There again 
is the metaphysical proposition that nature does nothing in vain. But 
just as for Epicurus it is not really accidental that there are any worlds 
at all, so it is no accident what comes into being when worlds emerge 
from the atomic vortices. Here Democritus's extreme destabiliting of 
the cosmos is retracted in favor of a reassuring dependability. According 
to Hippolytus's account, Democritus had taught that the worlds differed 
in form as well as number and that in some of them there was neither 
a sun nor a moon, neither animals nor plants nor even moisture. 17 

This was the logical consequence of the endiess multiformity of the 
atoms that Democritus assumed. Epicurus's crucial alteration of the 
system of the teacher whom he disowns is the assumption of a definite, 
finite number of forms by which the atoms are distinguished from 
one another. IS As though it were a matter of course, then, the products 
of Epicurean accident resemble one another, including the unquestioned 
matter of course that in each of his worlds there are men. 
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Fundamentally-and this effect on consciousness must have been 
Epicun..tS's overriding concern - the chaos of the atomic vortices has 
a reassuring dependability that surpasses the guarantees traditionally 
provided by the gods. But the freedom from fear that this cosmology 
imparts must not relapse into admiration of the world, into the original 
affect of a philosophy that expects the fulfillment of man's existence 
to come from outside, from nature. That there is a world is not at all 
a remarkable fact: "Non est rnirahile";19 it is the least surprising
indeed, the 'natural' -state of affairs, which manifests itself in the 
plurality of worlds as the 'ease' with which they come into being. Man 
does not concern himself with what is there of its own accord, and 
in this he resembles Epicurus's gods, who enjoy their blissful existence 
in the empty space between the worlds with equally litde concern for 
the course of natural events.20 Epicurus makes current once again the 
Greeks' authentic concept of nature, which they conceived of not as 
a quasi-divine subject, not as a "deus sive natura" [Heither God or 
nature": Spinoza], not as a power standing over things, but rather as 
a mode of processes that proceed from themselves, of their own 
accord. The demiurge, the unmoved mover, the 'world reason' had 
replaced this concept of nature with a supposedly more dependable 
factor, which allowed the world to be interpreted according to the 
model of the intentional product of human action.21 The crucial fact 
is that Epicurus was able to eliminate and exclude from human con
sciousness this god laden with care for the world, this deus Zaboriosissimus 
[hardest working god], only by building into the world process certain 
'constants,' by malcing chaos into a sort of _'ideal disorder' and thus, 
as Kant reproaches the "shameless" Epicurus, "really [deriving] reason 
from unreason"2' In Epicurus there is no physical argument for the 
strict parallelism of the paths of the atoms in infinite space, and the 
finite variety of the forms of the atoms and of their recurrent com
binations is attributed, by an absolute metaphor,a to "treaties in nature" 
Ijoedera naturai).23 Epicurus's system is not free from metaphysics, but 
it rests on the postnlate of the metaphysical minimum, which secures 
the world for man as a cosmos without allowing any binding force 
over him to result from this. 

Such assurances of the dependability of nature would be forbidden 
to late-medieval theological absolutism. The latter was not concerned 
with the reality of the world and its significance for human consciousness 
but with preserving the full range of God's possibilities. The world 
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could indeed be a demonstration 0[ the power that had created it; but 
no reality, however imposing-even ifit were less in need of justifiCation 
than the actual one-could be proof 0[ omnipotence. Here was the com
mon ground of all the paradoxes of Scholasticism: It could not remove 
from the world anything that was essential to the functioning of the 
system of proofs of God's existence, but neither could it cOmmit divinity 
to this world as the epitome of its creative capacity. 

The internal systematic conflict came into the open in 1277, when 
Etienne Tempier, the Bishop of Paris, condemned a list of propositions 
that as a whole reflected the conclUsions of the thirteenth century's 
completed reception of Aristode. Three years after the death of the 
classic author of High Scholasticism, Thomas Aquinas, his acceptance 
of the Aristotelian proof of the uniqueness of the world was condemned 
as a philosophical restriction of divine omnipotence.24 This document 
marks the exact point in time when the interest in the rationality and 
human intelligibility of creation cedes priority to the speculative fas
cination exerted by the theological predicates· of absolute power and 
freedom." 

The theological reaction of 1277 had an effect different from the 
one that was intended; by denying that the created world could be 
the equivalent of the creative power actualized in it, it opened \he 
sluices to a flood of new questions. The nominalistic philosophy of 
nature, whose methodical style was to become the free variation of 
all the previously valid cosmological propositions of Scholasticism, is 
unthinkable without the support of this decree. But one should not 
separate this sentence, which condemned calling into question the 
possibility of a plurality of worlds, from its context. It was indeed 
meant to exclude the doctrine that this actual world epitomizes what 
is possible for God; but at the same time judgment was also passed 
against any doctrine that a universe of infinitely many actual worlds 
could be equivalent to the self-reproduction of divinity. The solution 
that Giordano Bruno's cosmology was to give to this basic question 
of the late Middle Ages, a solution of which we will give an account 
in part IV, was excluded: The first cause cannot produce an effect 
that is equivalent to its own reality.26 The Middle Ages remained 
stationed between these two negations and committed to their insoluble 
difficulties. 

To the potentia absoluta [absolute power] there corresponded an infinity 
of possible worlds, but no infinity of actual worlds was allowed to 
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correspond to it. It was a secondary question whether only one or a 
plurality of these possibilities had been realized; there were important 
theological reasons for holding to the factual reality of only one world. 
But this one world could no longer be rationaliy justified. The principle 
of contradiction was the sole limitation on the range of variability of 
the possible worlds, which could no longer be understood as instances 
of an eideticaliy constant type. This would have contradicted the nom
inalistic principle that the repetition of a pregiven essential structure 
is incompatible with the concept of creation from nothing. 

William of Ockham deals with the problem of the possible plurality 
of worlds, in a context which is just as significant as it is unexpected, 
in his commentary on the sentences of Peter Lombard. In connection 
with distinciio 1 7 of the first book of this standard compendium of 
Scholasticism, he had to discuss the question whether the grace of the 
Holy Ghost that is granted to man by God is capable of quantitative 
differentiation, of increase and decrease. The identification of re
deeming grace with the Third Person of the divine Trinity was bound 
to raise this problem because the attribute of unchangeability of the 
divine person seemed to exclude any differentiation in the effect of 
its conveyance to man. The Lombard had nevertheless found a formula 
that enabled him to hold to the system of differentiated levels of 
human blessedness. The details of this construction are not of interest 
here, but the radical considerations associated with them in William 
of Ockham's commentary certainly are. They broaden the originally 
narrowly conceived theological thesis into the very general statement 
that the operation of divinity is bounded only by the principle of 
contradiction. 

One must cali to mind what this premise means. The God Who is 
subject only to the logical principle of contradiction is at the same 
time the God Who can contradict Himself, Whose creation does not 
exclude the will to destruction, Who stands over every present as the 
uncertainty of the future, in other words, finaliy, the God Whose 
activity does not allow us to assume immanent laws and Who puts 
all rational 'constants' in question." The God Who places no constraints 
on Himself, Who cannot be committed to any consequence following 
from His manifestations, inakes time into a dimension of utter un
certainty. This affects not only the identity of the subject, the presence 
of which at any given moment does not guarantee it any future, but 
also the persistence of the world, whose radical contingency can trans-
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form it, from one moment to the next, fro~ existence into mere 
appearance, from reality into nothingness. The human spirit's tem
porality, its being in time, becomes its crucial handicap. The philo
sophical penetration of these considerations becomes clearest when 
one perceives in them the central motivation ofDescarte~' s experhnent 
in doubt in the Meditations; this will be shown later. 

The impotence of reason, as deduced by William of Ockham from 
the principle of onmipotence, consists in the inapplicability of the 
principle of economy to the classical questions of metaphysics: The 
nature that does nothing in vain is no longer a definition of divine 
activity, to which the avoidance of detours and superfluous expenditures 
cannot be ascribed.28 What is given, the actual world as well as actual 
grace, is never the maximum of what is possible. The thesis of the 
possibility of infinitely many worlds is only the equivalent of an assertion 
of the powerlessness of finite reason. 

This was the exact opposite of the Epicurean doctrine, which was 
supposed to make plausible to man how the processes of the universe 
could be a matter of no conCenl to him. The concept of omnipotence 
excludes, paradoxically, only the possibility that God could ever make 
everything that lies in His power, that is, an actual infinity. Ockham 
could not rely here on the argument that this concept was internally 
contradictory, since God Himself was actually infinite. Here was the 
boundary drawn by the decree of 1277, which the Almighty could 
not cross even in order to bring about something free of contradiction, 
and the crossing of which by Giordano Bruno would signify the end 
of the Middle Ages and a contradiction to the Middle Ages. This helps 
to make precise the assertion of the possibility of infinitely many 
worlds: The Creator had a choice between infinitely many different 
possibilities, and the unfathomable decision at which He arrived does 
not commit Him; He can always create more worlds and different 
ones from those that He has created-but He cannot exhaust the 
infinite fund of possibilities without reproducing Himself 29 This 'po
sition' of divine reproduction is nevertheless already 'occupied' in the 
theological system; it is defined not as creation but as begetting, that 
is, as the quasi-natural process by which the Second Person of the 
Tricity is brought forth. One who wanted the totality of possibilities 
for the world, the exhaustion of everything of which onmipotence 
was capable, had to make this position free; he had to contradict 
dogma and become a heretic. Giordano Bruno was to face this un-
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avoidable consequence. And he had to conceive of the world once 
more as a unity, using the expression 'plurality of worlds' now only 
in a hyperbolical sense, for the repetition of elementary unities within 
the totality of the universe. 

Thus a fundamental change in the meaning of talk about the plurality 
of worlds was ushered in. For the: Greek atomists there was no sig
nificance in the fact that their cosmoses were located within the unity 
of a single empty space; this space separated the individual world 
formations absolutely; it was the nothingness between them and ex
eluded all real relations. It was (at the latest) Newton's concept of a 
space through which the action at a distance of gravitation operates 
that put an end to the unworldliness and physical unreality of space. 
Space becomes the 'medium' of the unity of the universe as the system 
of interaction of all the bodies in it. In his early work on the natural 
history of the heavens, as though with the intention of harmonizing 
Epkurus and Newton, Kant enticles the universe "a world of worlds" 
but later corrects himself with the formula "the totality of the so many 
systems ... that we incorrectly call worlds."30 The interest of the En
lightenment in the question of the plurality of worlds is directed, quite 
consistently, at the possible plurality of inhabited cosmic bodies, thus 
understanding 'worlds' as 'earths.' It is no longer a matter of measuring 
God against the full range of possibilities but rather of comparing man 
with what he has made of himself and of the earth, seen as it were 
from outside. It is not the actual makeup of the universe that is of 
interest but rather the relativizing of human self-consciousness, the 
doubt that is generated regarding the uniqueness of what man has 
produced as his 'world.' The 'other worlds' provide a fictive exotic 
standpoint for criticism, just like the realms of 'noble savages' in the 
Enlightenment's travel romances. 

It follows from this, in connection with our intended comparison 
of the difference in radicalness between atomism and nominalism, 
that the late-medieval doctrine of the plurality of possible worlds has 
a function completely unlike that of the atomistic plurality of actual 
worlds: The groundlessoess of the factual world, in which man has 
to live, produces a more intense consciousness of insecurity than the 
groundlessoess that Epicurus had used to negate creation as such. The 
questions that cannot be asked confront reason with its impotence 
more pitilessly than those that do not need to be asked. 
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Intraworldly secession into the idyll of the" kepos, the 'garden' of 
Epicurean ataraxia, had presupposed the calm of a situation in which 
the problematic of the world was alleviated. The garden whose cul
tivation, in view of a hopeless world, was to be recommended at the 
end of Candide is a point of grim irony but is not the solution that the 
epoch found for its inherited problem of the quality of "the world. It 
was not a matter of indifference which of the possible worlds God 
had in fact created; but since man could not hope" to fathom this 
decision, it had to be made a matter of indifference. The search for 
a set of instruments for man that would be usable in any possible 
world provides the criterion for the elementary exertions of the modern 
age: The mathematizing and the materializing of nature. 

The lawfulness of an arbitrarily chosen nature-that was the aprior- " 
istic, 'pure' science of nature, which, to use Kant's language, started 
from the "concept of nature as such" and took as its object the ultimate 
characteristics of a speciesless matter. For this theory, which (so to 
speak) anticipated the factual world, it was actually a weakness of 
ancient atomism that it anticipated the specificity of the phenomenal 
world in the specific fonns of the atoms, so that it knew no 'pUre' 
matter. But at the same time the postulate of pure materiality was 
the ideal premise of an attitude to the world that can be defined by 
the concept of technicity. According to that attitude, man can make 
what he wants of the world to the extent that it can be reduced to 
the characteristics of a mere substrate underlying what man constructs. 

A third and final aspect in regard to which atomism and voluntarism, 
as systems representative of the crises of their respective epochs, are 
to be compared here is that of their anthropological components. 
Because Epicureans and nominalists-even though with differing ar
gmnentation-deny the teleology of the world, they must at a minimum 
dispute the privilege that the Stoics had emphatically ascribed to man, 
namely, that the human existential interest is taken into consideration 
in the whole of nature. But in his anthropology, as in the rest of his 
system, Epicurus is entirely uncritical with regard to his own teleological 
implications. One need only read Lucretius's description of the original 
condition of mankind to see how strong were the anthropocentric 
presuppositions here, and not only by accident, but clearly in connection 
with the culture-critical tendency of this mythology of the primeval 
time. 
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The nature that was not created out of divine providence for man 
necessarily continues to owe man a great dea1;31 it stands laden with 
debt before man, who is thus burdened by no responsibility for the 
bad in it. But this unburdening of man, which· forestalls Augustine's 
reversal of the relation of debt, must noti rob the system ofits intended 
effect by accentuating man's concern about his own existence. There
fore the theory of the origin of culture has to emphasize that nature 
holds ready everything that is necessary for man.32 Auspicious nature 
is to be thanked, according to a fragment of Epicurus, "because it 
made what is necessary easily accessible, and what is difficult of access 
unnecessary. "33 Thus the groundlessness of nature pennits the ground
lessness of concern because the 'cosmos' is sufficiendy powerful even 
in chance events to let needs and givens intermesh with one another 
just as the forms of the atoms themselves allow the formation of 
meaningful, organized configurations. The logic of the materialization 
of the world is not pushed to its extreme, "in which man's ataraxia 
would become impossible and everything would depend on his practical 
energy. But at the same time the intermesbing of nature and need is 
a critical principle that prevents an Epicurean from regarding nature 
as mere material: Necessary wants can be satisfied without great exertion 
and expense, and the satisfaction of natural wants does not leave much 
to be wished for because nature itself holds ready at hand the wealth 
with which they can be satisfied; only empty wants find neither measure 
nor satisfaction in nature. 34 Thus, because Epicurus's nature provides 
man with more than it can really provide consistently with his own 
premises, theoretical indifference and practical unconcern can be 
combined. 

However problematic it may at first appear, the position and rank 
of man in Epicurus's system cannot be defined witout bringing in his 
theology. There has been much arguing back and forth about the 
seriousness of Epicurus's doctrine about the gods. The first thing to 
be said is that the doctrine of the gods who take no interest in the 
worlds is advantageous to Epicurus in argument, in contrast to an 
unprovable atheism. But beyond that, the form of the gods' existence 
is like a model of his philosophical idea of eudemonia. This is the 
only explanation for the fact that, according to Lucretius," Epicurus's 
lost work contained an extensively worked-out theology. It has the 
fimction of a positive myth that is oriented toward confirming the 
human capacity for happiness precisely because the gods are supposed 
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to be imagined in human form. Cicero has. given us the shortest 
justificatory formula for this, which appeals to the preeminence of the 
human form and human nature over all others in nature: "Omnium 
animantium formam vincit hominis figura" [Man's form snrpasses that 
of every living creature]." For Epicurus the isomorphism between men 
and gods has the systematic significance of a metaphysiCaJ. gnarantee 
of what man can be and what he in fact achieves in the shape of the 
wise man. The man who perceives his possibilities and realizes them 
lives, as the "Letter to Menoeceus" says, "like a god among men." 
And that means above all that he shares the serenity and freedom 
from care of the gods' existence. The relation of men to the gods is 
a sort of mythical reflection, which is accomplished through pure 
imagery, without any interaction and with no need of knowing of the 
gods' reality through experience. Here the wise man can allow himself 
the emotional state that he must deny himself with respect to nature: 
admiration. "The philosopher admires the nature and disposition of 
the gods and seeks to approach them; indeed it is as though he were 
irresistibly driven to come into contact and intercourse with them; 
thus it is appropriate to characterize wise men as 'mends' of the gods, 
and to characterize the gods, conversely, as 'friends' of the wise .... "31 

That the gods should have human form was a familiar idea in Greek 
myth; but at the same time the philosophical criticism of myth had 
found it scandalous. For here the human was at the same time the 
all too human; it was envy and jealousy, favoritism and capricious 
meddling with human destinies - the very things that brought human 
ataraxia and divine bliss into conflict with one another and on the 
weaker side gave sustenance to the emotions of fear and hope, which 
Epicurus's philosophical therapy was meant to get at. Atomistic chance 
was supposed to give man a resting place between mythical caprice 
and physical necessity. It seems that for Epicurus the philosophical 
critique of myth had gone from one extreme to the other: The necessity 
that had taken the place of caprice had failed to save humanity, which 
was the core of the myth deserving to be saved. 

So it is understandable that Epicurus firmly opposes the supposedly 
'purer' form of Greek religiosity, the deification of the starry heavens, 
employing his method of neutralizing emotional states for this purpose. 
It is not certain whether Lucretius accurately represents Epicurus's 
opposition to the stellar theology when he says that it was motivated 
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by the danger that the gods might return to the world, the possibility 
of a relapse in antiptas religiones, into the mythical consciousness of 
dependence on unlimited powers.38 In any case Lucretius seems to 
stand closer than does Epicurus to the 'Gnostic' suspicion that the 
stars could represent powers that are ill-disposed toward man. The 
cosmic is potentially the demonic, and for Lucretius deliverance from 
fear lies only in the idea that the influence of all the elements of nature 
upon one another is limited, that everything has its jinita potestas [limited 
power], that the theological attnbute of omnipotence possesses no 
reality. It is certainly important for Epicurus too to ban from man's 
consciousness the influence of overwhehning power; but it is inde
pendendy important for him to criticize a theology that can mean 
nothing positive for man, that seeks the divine in the antithesis to 
what is human and believes that it can find this in the stars, as the 
region of nature most distant from human mortality and need. 

Epicurus's theology is a representation of the humanly familiar, in 
which the similarity of form suggests the possibility of the same eu
demonia. True, Epicurus's gods are inunortal, but their eternal life is 
not a necessary condition of their happiness-otherwise happiness 
would be out of man's reach. Because the wise man recognizes death 
as something that need not mean anything to him, he reduces the 
difference between mortality and inunortality to nothing. Here-and 
this too was recognized as central by Marx in his dissertation - Epicurus 
breaks with the "view of the entire Greek people," that likeness to a 
god was identical with inunortality and freedom from need. "In the 
theory of , meteors' [atmospheric and astronomical phenomena], there
fore, the soul of the Epicurean philosophy of nature appears. Nothing 
is eternal which annihilates the ataraxia of the individual self
consciousness. The heavenly bodies disturb its ataraxia, its identity 
with itself, because they are existing generality, because nature has 
become autonomous in them. "$9 The naturalizing of the stars, their 
inclusion in the homogeneous contingency and transitoriness of the 
mechanism of the atoms, sets reason free from its cosmic objectivization, 
malcing it an exclusively human, no longer a cosmic, law. Consequendy 
Epicurus fights not only against astrology, as the false relation of nature 
to man, but also "against astronomy itself, against eternal law and 
reason in the heavenly system." The linkage of reason to what is 
eternal, inunutable, and free from need is severed. 

But here atomism comes into conflict with the assumptions it had 
taken over from the tradition of Greek thought: Its unchangeable and 
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specifically formed atoms were only "the eternal" of the one Being 
of Parmenides, of Platds Ideas and Aristotle's Forms, "in material 
fann"; they were not the logical consequence of materialization itself, 
which would indeed have been required for the consistency of the 
system but not for its function. Epicurus may have believed that .the 
reduction of the imperishable to its minimum. in the atoms could 
guarantee the combination of physical dependability and protection 
of man's self-consciousness. Man's preeminence lies not in an anthro
pocentric teleology but in the fact that his successful existence has 
become the sole criterion of the functioning of the system. 

Epicurus's argument, reconstructed,. runs as follows: 

Because the eternity of the heavenly bodies would disturb the ataraxia 
of self-consciousness, it is a necessary, stringent conclusion that the 
heavenly bodies are not eternal .... Here Epicurus must have seen 
the highest existence ofhis principle, the peak and finale of his system. 
He alleged that he created the atoms so that immortal foundations 
would lie at the base of nature. He alleged that he was concerned 
about the substantial individuality of matter. But, where he finds the 
reality ofhis nature-because he knows no other than the mechanical
in autonomous, indestructible matter, in the heavenly bodies, whose 
eternality and immutability are proven by the belief of the people, 
the judgement of philosophy, the evidence of the senses-there it is 
his single effort to draw them back down into earthly transitoriness. 
It is at this point that he turns zealously against the worshippers of 
autonomous nature which contains the point of individuality within 
itself This is his greatest contradiction.'o 

A contradiction, one may add, that in the end rests on the fact that 
Epicurus still stands on the ground of Greek metaphysics, that he still 
sees the precondition of the fuliillment of human existence in a given 
quality of nature, and that the human form of the gods, too, is still 
a piece of 'cosmos' for him-of a cosmos that is not, it is true, guar
anteed by a superposed Logos but rather by the atomistic substratum. 

Thus it is indeed correct to say that "the decline of ancient philosophy 
is dIsplayed with complete objectivity in Epicurus"; but it is equally 
correct to add that this decline did not lead to a transition to a new 
formation of the human relation to the world and of human self
understanding because the only freedom with respect to the world 
that man achieves in the course of this decline is "the negative move
ment of being free from it."41 The atomistic materiality of the world 
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is indeed sufficient to reassure man regarding his situation in reality, 
but it is not radical enough to appear to him as a plastic substrate, 
subject to his mastery and his power of disposition. Happiness is what 
is left over when nature no longer presses upon man, when it concerns 
him no more than. it concerns the gqds in the spaces between the 
worlds, gods who are free from care precisely because they have no 
power over the world. "He whose possessions are not sufficient for 
his needs is poor, even ifhe should be the master of the entire world. "" 

The still undissolved connection between cosmology and anthro
pology is confirmed by the last systematic element of Epicurus's phi
losophy relevant here: the connection between the deviation of atoms 
at the beginning of a world and the human consciousness of freedom. 
Once again it becomes clear that man's possibilities depend upon a 
minimal set of metaphysical presuppositions. The initial conditions of 
all the processes in the universe are defined by the fact that all the 
atoms are traveling in parallel straight lines through infinite empty 
space. This basic state of affairs is characterized' by an extremely 
rational order and at the same time by sterile unproductiveness. Only 
on the assumption that individual atoms can breach this 'order,' that 
by minor deviations from their parallel paths they can encounter other 
atoms and thus initiate the formation of a vortex of atoms, do the 
elementary bodies even come into coptact, in accordance with their 
affinities, and finally realize a world. The 'sufficient' reason for the 
fact that anything at all comes into existence and everything does not 
remain in the eternal fruitlessness of the atoms' parallel paths is as 
trivial as it could conceivably be.4S To minimize this reason is to minimize 
the binding character of the world; in this respect Epicurus's pholosophy 
is constructed in accordance with a logic strictly antithetical to that of 
the Stoics, who strive everywhere for the metaphysical maximum. 

At the same time Epicurus contradicts the mythical dualism of 
disorder and order, chaos and cosmos. The perfect order of the original 
stuff falling uniformly through space is powerless to produce anything 
like a world, unless the tiny aberration, enters in, which as chaos starts 
the playing through of possibilities. The beginning of the world is an 
infringement of physical necessity (principium quoddam, quod fati foedera 
rumpat [some beginning which breaks the bonds of fateD. This original 
event of cosmogony is just what man rediscovers in himself It is his 
ability, as an active being, to introduce absolute beginnings into reality, 
his libera voluntas [free will! the will that escapes the necessity of causal 
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antecedents and opposes to them its own measure (haec fatis avolsa 
voluntas [that will torn free from fateD.44 The principle of the cosmos 
is realized in man himself; what made the world possible is no foreign 
and inaccessible metaphysical authority but the very same thing that 
constitutes man's independence from the world, the core of bjs 
consciousness of himself 45 

Far from being an embarrassment for the Epicurean philosophy, 
the deviation of the atom represents its central systematic principle: 
liberation from the world by means of explanation of the world, the 
identity of the minimum of physics with the maximum of human 
freedom." The rebellion of man against the cosmos is accomplished 
even here, in the most radical aspect of its foundation, through the 
principle and with the authorization of the cosmos itself The living 
power of spirit (vivida vis animi), with which Lucretius in his apotheosis 
ofEpicurus makes the philosophical savior break through the world's 
walls of flame and step forth into the infinite universe, is nothing but 
the consistent extension into consciousness of the atom's ability to be 
irregular, to diverge minimally from its path. The groundlessness of 
the world, its atomistic indifference to everything that it brings forth 
and eventually brings back into its unchanging material sum, is taken 
by man into the philosophical service of the consciousness that is free 
of the world. But man can do this only in such a way that he discovers 
that what he achieves is what was there all along, as the remainder 
of the original event that gave rise to the world. 

Man's position in the world is seen in a radically different way by 
nominalism. In the patristic and Scholastic traditions, various types of 
answers to the question of the meaning of the Creation had arisen; 
however, one can recognize an overall tendency, which shows less 
arid less acceptance of the proposition of the Stoicizing patristic authors 
that the world was created for man's sake. And the other answers 
can also be differentiated according to the extent to which man par
ticipates in the purpose of God's work. 

Anselm of Canterbury, with whom the Scholastic program found 
its first coherent expression, took up in his major work, Cur deus homo? 
(which was completed in 1098), an idea of Augustine's, according to 
which God created man in order to fill up again the heavenly choruses, 
which had been decimated by the revolt oithe angels led by Lucifer. 
But ibis myth was meant above all to explain why the redemption 
of fallen mankind had become necessary for God, if the purpose of 
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the entire work of creation was not to be. unful:filled, since all men 
had forfeited their right to be taken up into the ranks of the angels." 
The plausibility of this idea for the Middle Ages lay in that God was 
related only indirecdy to an end outside of Himself; the refilling of 
heaven's choirs was aimed at His own glorification. The gloria dei [glory 
of God] as the embodiment of the final purposes of the world and of 
man served not only to formulate the mythical figure more abstracdy 
but also to adapt it to the Aristotelian idea of the exclusive self
reference of the unmoved mover as the thought having itself as its 
sole object. That such an idea of the absolute and its transcendence 
could achieve such a sustained influence on Scholasticism can only be 
understood as the repression of the humanistic element of the Christian 
tradition by its theological 'rigor.' Only when the indifference of divinity 
toward man had been thought through to the end was theology'S 
immanent logic satisfied. The divinity that is concerned with, and finds 
satisfaction only in, itself must instrumentalize and mediate any relation 
to man that its will is thought to involve. ill this logic, then, also 
belongs the modification and crucial restriction of the Stoic world 
formula: God did not after all create everything for man but rather 
for those whom He has chosen and redeemed by His grace." 

In view of the secrecy of the divine decrees of election and rejection, 
this sort of teleology no longer means anything, in theory or in practice, 
for man's consciousness of himself and his relation to the world. The 
sharper the accent finally placed by medieval theology on the topics 
of original sin and divine grace, the more precis(~ly it had to' differentiate 
between the lost paradisaic, unmediated enjoyment of the world and 
the hostile opposition of nature toman's claim to dominate it in his 
condition of exile from that paradise. Finally, the formula that the 
Creator had done His work for no other purpose than to demonstrate 
His power omitted man entirely from the determination of the world's 
meaning and approached the voluntaristic formulas that closed the 
sequence of development, formulas whose function was not to answer 
but to reject the question." The world as the pure performance of 
reified omnipotence, as a demonstration of the unlimited sovereignty 
of a will to which no questions can be addressed-this eradicatiop 
even of the right to perceive a problem meant that, at least for man, 
the world no longer possessed an accessible order. 

The most important consequence of the transition from a general 
proposition about the teleology of the world for man's benefit to the 
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restricted assertion of its functioning for the benefit of those who are 
predestined for salvation is that the whole probleIIl falls under the 
exclusive competence of theology, that the theses proposed for its 
solution are valid only on the assumption of faith and the potentia 
ordinata [ordered, ordained powerl guaranteed by faith. Philosophy 
has no access to this security; its considerations stand Under the as
sumption, rendering everything insecure, of the potentia absoluta (com
plete, absolute powerl. This differentiation of premises is indeed strictly 
observed by the nominalist thinkers, but not by those who had to 
exercise theological censorship over their propositions and who could 
not accept the fact that the unbroken transition from the philosophical 
basis to the theological superstructure had long since varIished. 

Philosophy won its autonomy precisely on account of the renewal 
of the 'Gnostic' assumption that the omnipotent God and the God of 
salvation, the hidden God and the revealed God, are no longer con
ceivable by reason as identical, and hence can no longer be related 
to one another for the purposes of man's interest in the world. The 
role of the philosopher is defined by the reduction of human certainty 
under the pressure of the assumption that divine omnipotence cannot 
have placed any restrictions on itself for man's benefit. In this cir
cumscription of the role of reason, the elimination of the traditional 
teleological assumptions has a prominent place. The cosmic preem
inence of man had to be put in doubt, or at least rationally bracketed 
out, because talk of a hierarchy of beings no longer made any sense. 
Among the propositions of Nicolas of Autrecourt that were condemned 
in 1346 and that he recanted at the public buroing of his writings in 
Paris a year later can be found the thesis that the precedence of one 
being over another cannot be demonstrated with evidence. 50 

This most radical thinker deriving from nominalism drew from the 
sole limitation of absolute power by the principle of contradiction the 
conclusion that human certainty as well could be well-founded only 
by being traced back to the principle of contradiction. Examination 
in· accordance with this criterion had disqualified above all the concept 
of causality. With that, the Scholastic cosmos as the embodiment of 
the epoch's ideas of order had become philosophically questionable. 
The question of the quality of the world is just as senseless as that of 
its purpose; Nicolas of Autrecourt is able to'reduce it to absurdity with 
the optimistic formula that this world is the best world since it is 
composed of equally perfect elements and there is no criterion according 
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to which one could judge another imagined world to be more or less 
perfect. It is easy to see that this universum perfictissimum has nothiog 
to do with Leibniz's "best of all possible worlds" sioce any other 
arbitrarily chosen world, as sheer fact, would have to receive this 
predicate. Sioce the sort of world that io fact exists is supposed to be 
a matter of indifference to man, it becomes equally a matter of in
difference to him whether his knowledge of this world corresponds 
to its reality, whether what appears to him has its ground io a substance 
independent of perception: "non potest evidenter ostendi, quin omnia, 
quae apparent, siot vera" [It is not possible for it to be made known 
clearly whether everythiog that appears is truel. But this position no 
longer has as an alternative the ancient Skeptics' expedient of positing 
the realization of human happioess without possession of the truth. 
For io regard to the question of what briogs human existence to its 
fulfillment, the theological decision io favor of the transcendent status 
of such fulfillment remaios binding, just as much as it excludes general 
human accessibility. And for this very reason it is neither surprisiog 
nor inconsistent that in the end Nicolas of Autrecourt retreats to a 
minimal theoretical position, that is, a position least affected by the 
thesis of divioe omnipotence. 

That position is atomism. The few traces of his work that have been 
preserved for us provide no basis on which to decide the question 
whether he drew on ancient tradition or his own reflections led him 
to reduce all alterations io nature to the changes io position of the 
smallest bits (congrega(io et disgregatio cor porum atomalium naturalium). 
Against dependence on ancient atomism, _ or at least in favor of its 
alteration io the direction of a systematically adapted mioimal hy
pothesis, speaks the fact that for him there seems no longer to be a 
finite variety of specifically classifiable atoms; the appearances of nature 
are due exclusively to the constellations of a homogeneous material 
substratum. Although one cannot say that this extreme nomioalist 
thinker formed a school and won iofluence, still he makes visible with 
solitary clarity the consequences of nomioalism, and in fact io a way 
that is consistent with the equivalence of voluntarism and atomism 
asserted by Leibniz io his argument with Samuel Clarke. The radical 
materializing of nature is· confirmed as the systematic correlate of 
theological absolutism. Deprived by God's hiddenness of metaphysical 
guarantees for the world, man constructs for himself a counterworld 
of elementary rationality and manipulability. 
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It might be objected that precisely by its emancipation from theology, 
the nominalistic philosophy renounced the medieval basis capable of 
supporting the appreciation and proper valuation of man, that the 
center of gravity of the medieval anthropology did not lie in the 
teleological propositions deriving from Stoicism at all but rather.in 
the biblical assumptions that, on the one hand, man· was made in 
God's image and, on the other hand, His son became a man. If it 
made sense to distribute such historical censures, one would have to 
tax Scholasticism with its inability to combine systematically the biblical 
premises of its anthropology and its Christology. Scholasticism always 
feared the consequences of ascribing to man's maker an obligation 
for the salvation of what He created, and thus of seeing in the prop
osition that man was made in God's image something like the motive 
for the Incarnation. 

Avoidance of the premise that God had irrevocably obliged Himself 
to the only creature He made in his own image, that He had committed 
himself to satisfying man's need for happiness, led finally to the spec
ulative attempt to eliminate altogether the motivational connection 
between the Creation and the Incarnation and thus to reintroduce 
Gnostic dualism in fact if not in the original formulation. Not only 
could the world no longer be created for man's benefit, but even 
God's becoming man could no longer refer exclusively to man. In 
spite of the unambiguous formula of the Nicene creed, that God 
became man for the sake of man !,propter nos homines . .. homo factus 
est), there emerges Duns Scotus's peculiar doctrine of the absolute 
predestination of Christ, which turns the propter nos homines into a 
propter se ipsum [for His own sake]. 

Ifhuman nature was destined from eternity to be uuited with divine 
nature, human history becomes irrelevant to the divine act of will, 
and the act of grace becomes a mere side effect of an event that would 
have been in order even without man's need for redemption. 51 How 
far the theological absolutism of the late Middle Ages had departed 
from the biblical assumptions can be seen from its anxious efforts to 
keep· the action of its God free from even the appearance of 'reacting' 
to man's action, to his history and his 'works.' 

The biblical God, Who seemed to have involved Himself so pas
sionately in the history of man and had bequeathed to h1lIlliUl behavior 
the whole scale of great affects-anger, revenge, partiality-'-can hardly 
be recognized any more as the prototype of the God described in the 
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speculations of Scholasticism. In fact the God of High Scholasticism 
was already more the paradoxical consequence of all the 'protective 
measures' taken by Greek plrilosophy agaillst the caprice of the mythical 
gods in their intercourse with men-except that this motive of defense 
had become utterly unrecognizable for Scholasticism Qost, as motives 
are in every sort of 'scholasticism') when it thought that it could rec
ognize and make demonstrable its own God as that of Aristotle. That 
it would be unworthy of divinity to have the world as the sum of its 
interests and that in its exalted self-sufficiency and inaccessibility for 
everything transitory it could be occupied only with itself, wlrile, as 
though entirely incidentally and without noticing what it is doing, as 
the 'unmoved mover,' it also sets the world in motion-this conception 
from Aristotelian metaphysics could only have been understood within 
the specific context of the Greek Enlightenment's turning against 
mythology, the turning that Epicurus had completed (and revoked in 
one important point, that of its human relevance). 

The Christian Middle Ages could not adopt the elements of a concept 
of God that had been formulated to serve in this front-line position 
without endangering and finally destroying the substance of the biblical 
idea of God, the idea of a God for Whom interest in man and the 
capacity to be affected by human events and actions had been con
stitutive. When High Scholasticism sought to interpret and systematize 
the biblical God with the categories of the Aristotelian 'thought thinking 
itself,' the unmoved mover, the actus purus [pure actl it had to retract 
each step of the divine interest in man (which, as revelation, was 
obligatory for it) into the closed reflexive circle of the absolute thought
of-itself and the absolute self-reference of dlvinity and make the facts 
of human history appear as too 'trivial' even to serve as 'occasions' 
for divine action. The divine will, which was unknown to the rationality 
of Greek plrilosophy, entered this metaphysics as an erratic principle 
and was adapted to its schema of self-reference. When the connection 
between theology and anthropology lay entirely in the willed decision 
that predestined the Son of God from eternity to become man, then 
in any case and above all this meant that man and his salvation were 
no longer the ground of the divine action relating to man and his 
salvation. For Nicolas of eusa's struggle, too long overdue, to counteract 
the internal disintegration of the medieval system, for his attempt to 
provide something like a mundane and human compensation for theo
logical absolutism and the intensification of metaphysical transcendence, 
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and thus to give the system new consistency, the point of application 
had to be precisely here. 

At this stage all we can show is the need for such a struggle. Its 
ineffectualness must then of course become a symptom of the fact 
that the epoch's 'own means' simply were insufficient to eliminate the 
disturbances,. distortions, and loss of balance of its spiritual structure. 
The prescription laid down for theology by the received Aristotelian 
metaphysics, that God's basic concern in each of His acts can only be 
with Himself, was also the stronger principle in comparison with the 
basic theological propositions (unknown to genuine Aristotelianism) of 
the creation of the world and the redemption of man. In the perfect 
theocentrism toward which Scholasticism tended, Duns Scotus's idea 
Gust as central as it is edifYing) that God's relation to the world and 
to man is to be conceived in terms of love is scarcely uttered before 
it is bent back. into the grotesque circularity of the Aristotelian schema, 
so that this can only be, so to speak, the detour taken by God's self
love when He chooses from the totality of men those into whom He 
causes the love of Himself to flow. Such mediating of man no longer 
admits questioning and doubt whether in this teleology, which benefits 
only those who are chosen, the latter can still be glad of a precedence 
whose inner injustice, as a grace they did not deserve in view of those 
who equally did not deserve to be rejected, is not only admitted and 
accommodated but actually treated as an expression of the perfected 
absolutism of divine sovereignty. 

The weakness of the logic underlying this conclusion was that it hid 
from itself in the propter se ;psum [for His own sakel as the principle 
of the theological zeal that had supposedly achieved its object, the 
contradiction to the propter nos homines [for our human sake], which 
had the binding force of dogma for the system of the epoch. The idea 
of creation was no longer allowed to guide man's understanding of 
himself; the fimdamental contradiction between creation and the pro
vision of salvation, first recogttized by Marcion and 'resolved' in the 
radical dualism of Gnosticism, had broken out again but was no longer 
recognized as a contradiction because of the way in which rational 
questioning had been rendered absurd. The incidentalness of man in 
God's dealings with and for Himself eliminated everything that sup
ported the idea that God's creation of man committed Him, in regard 
to His Incarnation, to the choice of human nature as the medium of 
His appearance in the world. On the contrary, this problem was covered 
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by the standard fonnula of voluntarism, that He could have adopted 
any other nature and that He adopted this one only because it suited 
His pure will.52 This point exhibits most clearly nominalism's difference 
from the reassuring function of the Epicurean theology, in which the 
gods, as beings with human form, lead their blissful lives outside the 
worlds and represent this life to man as his highest possibility in the 
realization of philosophical wisdom. 

Christian theology also contains, in thelfonn of the God Who became 
man, a potential for human assurance, to realize which - if one finds 
the late attempt of the Cusan instructive~would have been its noblest 
endeavor. Here there was a barrier: The assiduous labor on both the 
image and the unimaginability of the divinity seemed to be capable 
of success only at the expense of this human substance. The basic 
conflict that was never admitted, perhaps was never perceived, but 
was latent in the Middle Ages was unsparingly articulated by Ludwig 
Feuerbach as the antinomy between theology and Christology. To him 
the baroque Count von Zinzendorf, the founder of the Moravian Breth
ren, appeared as a "Christian atheist" and thus the embodiment of 
that latent crisis, or even of its only possible solntion, in accordance 
with which Christology cannot be anything but "religious anthropol
ogy."53 The foens of such intensive piety and simultaneous joyfulness 
was the certainty "that God is one with man, and means just as well 
for him as for Himself'; and Christ was for him "a being corresponding 
to this love of man for himself," "man's own heart and being in a 
deified and objectified form." Nothing less than the loss of this location 
of man in the theological system of reference had come about during 
the decline of the Middle Ages: the speculative self-renunciation of 
"anthropological 'egoism.' " 

Let us not forget that what is written here is not meant as a myth 
of the "objective spirit," which plays out its dialectic with and over 
man. But there are phases of objectivization that loose themselves 
from their original motivation (the science and teclmology of the later 
phases of the modern age provide a st;upendous example of this!l; 
and to bring them back into their human function, to subject them 
again to man's purposes in relation to the world, requires an un
avoidable counterexertion. The medieval system ended in such a phase 
of objectivization that has become autonomous, of hardening that is 
insulated from what is human. What is here called "self-assertion" is 
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on man's self-interest. . 

If history, as Schiller remarked in his inaugural lecture in lena in 
1789, must give an accounting of everything man has ever "taken 
from and given to himself," then the theological absolutism of t\1e 
declining Middle Ages can be characterized as the extreme of taking 
from ourselves, as a self-divestiture of all pregiven guarantees of a 
privileged position, established at the Creation, in the 'order' of reality. 
For this loss of order there could no longer be the escape and the 
solution of late-antique distance from the world. But man's negation 
of even the last physical and metaphysical 'assurances' of his role in 
the world, in favor of the "logic of the "maximal God,"M allows the 
question of the minin1um potential ofhis self-assertion-the minin1um 
of a potential that had remained unquestioned in the late-antique 
context of involvement in the cosmos - to pose itself now in its full 
rigor. 

The model of the trains of thought induced in this situation stands 
before us in Descartes's Meditations as the reduction of the process of 
doubt to the gaining of a new absolute fundanlentin the Cogito [I 
think-ergo sum: therefore I aml. The provocation of the transcendent 
absolute passes over at the point of its most extreme radicalization 
into the uncovering of the inunanent absolute. What happens with 
Descartes for the philosophical foundation of the modern age was 
formulated with incomparable epigrammatic clarity by Luther in his 
disputation theses of 1517, in antithesis to Duns Scotus and Gabriel 
Biel and to the whole system of the Middle Ages, as follows: By virtue 
ofhis nature, man cannot will that God should be God; on the contrary, 
the essence of his volition can only be to be God Himself and not to 
allow God to be God: "Non potest homo naturaliter velle deum esse 
deUIU, hnrno vellet se esse deum et deum non esse deum."55 The God 
Who had never owed man anything and still owed him npthing, the 
God Who in Augustine's theodicy left to man the entire burden of 
the blame for what is wrong in the world and kept man's justification 
concealed in the decrees of His grace, was no longer the highest and 
the necessary, nor even the possible point of reference of the human 
will. On the contrary, He left to man only the alternative of his natural 
and rational self-assertion, the essence of which Luther formulated as 
the 'program' of antidivine self-deification. 
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Luther's thesis posits emnity between those who cannot be certain 
of an election that they can neither eam nor otherwise guarantee and 
the God Who is not supposed to be there for them. The absolute 
certainty founded on human thought itself, which Descartes seeks, is 
not the 'secularization' of the certainty of salvation, which is supposed 
to be guaranteed in faith and its nuda fiducia [naked trust], but rather 
its necessary counter-position, which is theologically demanded and 
(unexpectedly) legitimitized by Luther's thesis. Theological absolutism 
has its own indispensable atheism and anthropotheism. It postulates 
as complementary to itself a position that does not want to be postulated 
in this way, that denies itself this legitimation, of being what is 'natural'
in the sense of ungraced by God-and not what is rational and humanly 
necessary; grounding itself in itself Freedom winds up on the side of 
godless destruction; in the distribution of roles, as between election 
and being lost, it is assigned naturaliter [by nature] the opposing part. 
This dualism is system innnanent; it can neither be understood nor 
accepted unless the presupposed 'naked trust' already includes the 
certainty of salvation, which only the chosen few can possess. 

If one proceeds from the assumption that human autonomy can 
henceforth articulate its positive character only outside the Middle 
Ages, then it becomes clear that only two fundamental positions remain 
open to it, if it wants to throw off its supposedly 'natural' role: hypo
thetical atheism, which poses the question of man's potential under 
the condition that the answer should hold 'even if there is no God'; 
and rational deism, which employs the 'most perfect being' to guarantee 
this human potential- the 'most perfect being' that is functionalized 
by Descartes as the principle of the deduction of the dependability of 
the world and of our knowledge ofit. The double face of the Enlight
emnent, on the one hand its renewal of a teleological optimism and 
on the other hand its inclination to atheism, loses its contradictory 
character if one places it in the context of the unity of the onset of 
human self-assertion and the rejection of its late-medieval systematic 
role. 

Trans;lator's Note 

a. The author introduced the concept of "absolute metaphor"-as a "carried-over" sense of 
a term that cannot be fully tranSlated into or reduced to the kind of direct, literal discourse 
from which it is derived-in his "Paradigmen zu einer Metaphorologie," Archiv for Begriifigeschichte 
6 (1960):7-142. The term is introduced on p. 9. 
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The Impossibility of Escaping a 
Deceiving God 

The detailed comparative analysis of ancient atomism and nominalistic 
voluntarism, a voluntarism that at least in the case of Nicolas of Au
trecourt shows its affinity to an atomistic physics, was meant to make 
dear that in late antiquity and the late Middle Ages heterogeneous 
attitudes to the world were induced. In Hellenistic philosophy there 
had indeed been various forms of man's turning away from the cosmos 
and the ideal of theory, but the severity of the problem of hUIIlap 
self-assertion had remalned partially hidden on account of the con
tinuing acceptance of the cosmic quality of reality. The overall result 
of Epicurus's philosophy can be described as the recommendation of 
a neutralization of man's relation to the cosmos. His atomistic physics 
was not meant to satisfY a theoretical interest in reality but rather to 
argue for the irrelevance of the physical answers to the shaping of life 
in the world. Here, in spite of their entirely different epistemological 
approaches, lay an essential similarity to Skepticism and its ideal of 
refraining from theoretical assertions. Physical hypotheses were meant 
to free the .phenomenon of nature from its affective reference, and 
in this respeCt it did not matter whether a claim was made to explaIn 
the phenomenon unambiguously or whether it was to be established 
for every relevant explanatory hypothesis that it need not influence 
man in his relation to reality. 

However formally similar to early modern natural science Epicurus's 
method may appear to be, its function is radically different: It is not 
meant to objectivize the phenomena but rather to neutralize them. 
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The immanent intention of objectivization is .toward the verification 
of a hypothesis, whereas neutralization is indeed· meant to exclude 
uncertainties but not to create certainties. The ultimate epochal dif
ference is that Epicurus does not recognize the postulate of domination 
of nature as the consequence of his consideration of man's situation 
in the world, the postulate which for both Descartes and Bacon became 
the essence of what is perceived as existentially necessary for man. 
Making men the "maltres et possesseurs de la nature" ["masters and 
possessors of nature": Descartes] did not appear to Epicurus as a 
condition of the possibility of human existence in the world. In other 
words: In Epicurus's will to knowledge there was missing something 
that one could call the "technical implication" -what he wants is to 
be able to put the phenomena at a distance, not to be able to produce 
them. 

But precisely this ancient way out, into the moderation and un
molestedness of self-possession, was closed during the decline of the 
Middle Ages; the pressure of putting in question had penetrated too 
deeply into the makeup ·of self-consciousness and man's relation to 
the world. The more indifferent and ruthless nature seemed to be 
with respect to man, the less it could be a matter of indifference to 
him, and the more ruthlessly he had to materialize, for his mastering 
grasp, even what was pregiven to him as nature, that is, to make it 
'available' and to subordinate it to himself as the field ofhis existential 
prospects. I have been aided in grasping the specific difference in the 
historical presuppositions by a remark made by Heisenberg in com
paring ancient atomism and modern physics: "The statements of mod
ern physics are in some way meant much more seriously than the 
statements of Greek philosophy. "1 If this is taken literally, then for 
the philosophical reader, who is inclioed to take the claim of truth as 
a constant of the philosophical tradition, it is at first glance a provocative 
assertion; but the more one tries to grasp its possible justification, the 
more instructive and apt it seems to be. It really is a new sort of 
'seriousness' that marks the modem will to knowledge and links it to 
the elementary concern for self-assertion. The characteristic liberality 
and nonbindingness that one notices in Epicurus's atomistic physics 
and that exempts it from insistence on verification is due precisely, 
as.1 meant to show, to the intactness of a 'residual order' by which 
the existential problematic of man remained beneficently concealed 
and theory did not yet need to be made graspable as the instrument 
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with which to make oneself master of the world. The new seriousness 
imposed on man by the late-medieval situation consists in the constant 
and unrelieved pressure of confirming a relation to the world that is 
established within the horizon of metaphysical conditions that leave 
no way out, neither outward nor inward. 

The new exertion that was reqnired in this situation was called by 
Descartes a laboriosa Vigilia, a taxing vigilance.2 The last section of the 
first of his six Meditaiwns, in which this expression is contained, provides 
at the same time the most extreme level of the doubt that he intensifies 
step by step and from which he derives the necessity for a new and 
unconditional guarantee of knowledge: this is the level of doubt that 
follows from the idea of the genius malignus [malicious spirit], that all
powerful and cunning world spirit who is intent on misleading man 
by appealing to his constitutional credulity-an appeal against which 
man can at least oppose the one effort inherent in his freedom: his 
ability to withhold judgment. Descartes's Meditations have not only the 
function of presenting a theoretical thought process in which specific 
difficulties are removed by argument and eliminated once and for all; 
rather they tend to develop by exercise the habitual attitude of the 
obfirmata mens [steadfast mind], the inability to forget how the human 
spirit is endangered by its liability to judgment and prejudgment. The 
goal of this exercise is a condition of the spirit in which it makes use 
of its own freedom (mens quae propria libertate utens); it is not the be
ginning, posited once and for all. of a new philosophy and a new idea 
of science that by 'settling' a catalog of methodically introduced un
certainties could lay the foundation for a theoretical step forward 
guaranteed for all future time. 

The artificial order of the stages of doubt in the first Meditation 
strengthens the impression Descartes seeks to arouse in his whole 
work, namely, that as though with one stroke he had easily put aside 
the traditional opinions and prejudices (opinionum eversio) and by himself 
had methodically created the authentic radicality for his new beginning. 
The heroizing of Descartes as the founding figure of the modern age 
has its foundation in his self-styliting effort, in which the historical 
becomes hypothetical. When Hegel in his History if Philosophy defines 
the significance of Descartes for the epoch, he accepts this rational 
authenticity so painstakingly detached from its historical motivation: 
"The effect of this man on his age and the new era cannot be rep
resented as too extensive. He is a hero who approached the matter 
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all over again from the beginning and for the first time constituted 
anew the ground of philosophy,. to which it now returned for the first 
time in a thousand years." The idea of a philosophy free of presup
positions, which knows that it arises autonomously from reason, was 
prepared by the Discours de la Mftlwde of 1637 and the Meditationes of 
1641 in such a way that the arguments for doubt appear not as an 
elaboration of the historical situation of reason but rather as an ex
periment that reason poses for itself under conditions of artificial 
difficulty in order to gain access to itself and to the beginning it 
proposes for itself 

Within the context of this experiment of reason with itself, the 
genius malignus appears asa freely chosen exaggeration of the re
quirements that must be met by reason in finding its new ground in 
itself And this formulation is indeed perfectiy correct, since after all 
the nominalistic God is not the genius malignus; He is 'only' the God 
who does not enable man to be certain that he is not. The deus absconditus 
and deus mutabilissimus [hidden God, most fickle God] who is not com
mitted to kindness and dependability except under the conditions of 
salvation as defined by revelation could only be taken into account 
philosophically as ifhe could be the genius malignus in relation to man's 
certainty of the world. By transforming the theological absolutism of 

. omnipotence into the philosophical hypothesis of the deceptive world 
spirit, Descartes denies the historical situation to which his initial 
undertaking is bound and turns it into the methodical freedom of 
arbitrarily chosen conditions. 

Thus a claim was made to the absolute beginning of the modern 
age, the thesis of its independence from the outcome of the Middle 
Ages, which the Enlightenment was to adopt as part of its own self
consciousness. The exigency of self-assertion became tile sovereignty 
of self-foundation, which exposes itself to the risk of being unmasked 
by the discoveries of historicism, in which beginnings were to be 
reduced to dependences. The weak point of modern rationality is that 
the uncovering of the medieval 'background' of its protagonists can 
put in question the freedom from presuppositions of which it claimed 
to have availed itself as the essence of its freedom. 

The artificial latency of the motives in the Cartesian train of thought 
does not spring from anxiety about originality; rather it is itself an 
expression of the freedom that does not submit to the conditions under 
which reason has to prove itself radically but poses them for itself. For 
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even before reason, by means of the certainty of the CogUo and the 
proof of God's existence,S extracts itself once more from the abyss of 
its doubt, it has assured itself of its elementary freedom not to be 
deceived necessarily because although the equality of men in their 
judgmental activity is indeed threatened by the boundlessness of the 
will, it is also protected by the possibility of refraining from decisive 
judgment. Reserving assent is the first methodical step of the Meditations, 
the first conclusion that is derived from experience of the undepend
ability of traditional and received opinion, even before the argumen
tation of doubt is constructed.' The ideal of the mind free from 
prejudice, the mens a praeiudiciis plane libera, seems to Descartes, on 
the basis of the Stoic theory of judgment that he employs, to be 
realizable by an act of decision in favor of indecision; and in this man 
demonstrates not only his immunity from metaphysical surprise but 
also the power to be free of historical constraint, to begin his own 
history afresh at any moment he chooses. 

In the Principles if Philosophy of 1644 Descartes not only gave this 
primacy of freedom (as the cognitio prima et certissima [first and most 
certain ideal over the certainty of the Cogito a more precise systematic 
expression, but he even described the capacity to abstain from theory 
as the source of man's independence from his origin-which is to say, 
from the 'quality' of his God. Whatever man's origin might be and 
whatever power of deception might dominate him, there remains this 
minimum of freedom in the act of withholding assent.' A god can 
prevent man from knowing a single truth, but he cannot himself bring 
about error, unless man for his part freely runs the risk of being 
deceived. So man is not free in that he has grounds for his action but 
rather in that he can dispense with grounds. Absolute freedom would 
be the· readiness and the ability to resign all interest in truth so as not 
to risk error. The structure of consciousness appears both transparent 
and at the disposal of its possessor, so that the dimension of prejudice 
can be suspended. For this approach great disappointments and cor
rections were in store, from historicism to psychoanalysis. 

Descartes painstakingly effaced and disavowed the traces of his 
historical background in order to constitute· the myth of the radical 
beginning of reason. In the Discours de la Methode he dated the beginning 
of his doubt regarding the tradition back to La Fleche and passed over 
his crucial encounter with Isaak Beeckmann in Breda in 1618;' he 
avoided (at the least) any answer to the reproach that his Cogito argument 
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had already been formulated by Augustine, and the question of a 
possible dependence has remained undecidable down to the present. 7 

Thus also the argument from the all-powerful God, where the possibility 
cannot be excluded that He might bring about the nonexistence of 
that which appears to man to exist, is introduced not as a liability 
inherited from history but as a constructed factor of uncertainty: Only 
the conviction of the existence of this God has the pregivenness of an 
"old opinion" rooted in our thinking, from which a new inference is 
drawn.' The argument for doubt is founded, independentiy of theo
logical tradition, on two sorts of experience: the experience that oc
casionally something seems evident to others that to me is evidentiy 
false; and the experience of my own error, which at least excludes 
the interpretation of the assertion of God's goodwill as implying that 
He must will that I· should never be deceived. A divine will, then, 
which allows it to happen that I am occasionally (interdum) deceived, 
cannot contradict the attribute of goodwill:"" but why then should the 
"occasionally" not be able to turn into an "always"? 

The fact that Descartes conjured up with his genius malignus an evil 
spirit that he could not then get rid of in a respectable and argu
mentatively solid fashion (as tends to be the case with evil spirits) is 
due to presuppositions by which he is still entirely bound to the tra
ditional concept of reality. One could summarize these presuppositions 
as" the assumption that reality contains an 'implication of assertion,' 
as though man perceived.in the given world an as.sociated claim to 
be that which it appears to him to be. This assumption allows it to 
appear possible to Descartes, at the end of his experiment, to ground 
the reality of the physical world in a metaphysical guarantee of its 
dependability. The assertoric quality of reality presents itself in the 
Cartesian doctrine of judgment in accordance with the Stoic schema, 
insofar as to the given content of a judgment an element of affirmation 
or denial is added, which reproduces the authentic assertoric sense 
that is implied in what is given. 

In.his marginal notations to the Principles of Philosophy, which were 
concluded in about 1692, Leibniz was to regard this concept of reality 
itself as the general prejudice that had evaded Descartes in his elim
ination of prejudices because it was implicit, .as a hidden assumption, 
in his whole experiment with doubt. At the end of his analysis Letbniz 
not only declares the refutation of the argument from the deceiver 
God (Whom he entities an exotica .fictio [exotic inventionD to be a failure 
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but holds the argument to be irrefutable because it rests on an ex-
0rbitant demand in the very concept of reality it employs. 

Leibniz asks what, after all, is meant when in Descartes's consid
eration of doubt he speaks of a possible "deception." The supposed 
lack of correspondence between our ideas of a nature independent 
of consciousness and what actually exists in itself need not be deception 
if it is merely one possible interpretation of these ideas that finds in 
them a claim to such a correspondence. As Leibniz says, there could 
be weighty reasons, unknown to us, for a lack of correspondence. 
This would have no relevance whatsoever for man since our con
sciousness is neither directed to nor sustained by such a correspondence. 
It depends exclusively on an innnanent structure of harmony in what 
we are given. The question, then, which for the first time achieves its 
full clarity in Kant's philosophy, is that of the conditions of the posSIbility 
of this synthetic structure of the given. Thus Descartes's very concept 
of reality differs from that of modern philosophy in a way that makes 
Descartes appear not so much as the founding figure of the epoch 
but rather as the thinker who clarified the medieval concept of reality 
all the way to its absurd consequences and tims made it ripe for 
destruction. This does not prevent it from being the case that Descartes 
himself inaugurated this epochal turning with his approach to certainty 
through the Cogito; but he fell short of consistency at the point where 
he sought for a guarantee of a reality corresponding to our "clear and 
distinct ideas." 

I have tried to show what it means to say that Descartes transfonned 
the late medieval crisis of certainty into an experiment with certainty, 
that he represented the necessity of the historical situation as the 
freedom of self-inlposed conditions of 'exaggerated difficulty." But 
the experiment rests upon the presuppositions of the crisis, in that it 
constructively intensifies them. From the nominalists' hidden God, to 
Whom man cannot appeal for certainty regarding the world because 
He refuses to perform any 'fimction' for man other than that of 
salvation, Descartes derives the hypothesis of the deus fallax [deceiver 
God], the deceptoT potentissimus [most powerful deceiver}, Who in pursuit 
of his intentionally universal deception can not only intervene on the 
side of the objects but can also have given man himself a nature that 
even in regard to what it is most clearly given is capable only of 
error. 10 Nominalism had largely restricted its discussions to God's partial 
intervention in the process of knowledge, and more particularly to 
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the obligatory example of miracles, which direcdy presuppose the 
normal workings of nature for their demonstrative effect. It is certaillly 
the case that such considerations did not originally reckon seriously 
with intentional deception occurring in fact but were only meant to 
deprive man's cognitive relation to nature of its unquestioned ob
viousness and to inspire thankfulness for an unearned prerogative. 

William of Ockham states that God owes nothing and cannot owe 
anything to any being, and neither can He do any wrong.ll The 
teleological interpretation of the human striving for knowledge does 
not support any claim that it should be fulfilled, or even that it should 
not be deceived. The argument from the natural conformity [conven
ientia] between disposition and achievement, between an organ and 
its successful performance of its function, which had enjoyed un
questioned validity in the ancient tradition of cosmological metaphysics, 
became questionable when transposed into a metaphysics of creation. 
It would allow the prescription of a natural order to become an ob
ligation binding on the creative will itself, something that could not 
be admitted by those who were zealously concerned with God's sov
ereignty. In discussing the question whether it was suitable for a soul 
capable of cognition (anima intellectiva) to be joined to a body like the 
human one, Thomas Aquinas was still able to insist that such a problem 
must not be considered from the point of view of omnipotence but 
rather with regard to the inner conformity of the organ to its function. !2 

The system of this conformity also restricted the problem of knowledge: 
The same relation that subsisted between reason and its bodily in
strumentation could also be asserted to hold between organ and object, 
capacity and achievement. The situation of pregiven arrangement 
between man and the world kept the problem of knowledge latent, 
however much might be said about the manner of functioning of the 
cognitive apparatus. 

One sees innnediately that the questions that have been asked since 
William of Ockharn can be simply characterized by their distance from 
the ancient presuppositions. Ockham may say explicitly that he asserts 
only supernaturaliter !oquendo [supernaturally spealtingl the possibility 
of the miracle of the production of ideas without objects, of the cognitio 
intuitiva [observational knowledge] of a nonexistent object~and indeed 
as a perception satisfYing all the relevant criteria: secundum omnem 
conditionem -but nevertheless the important thing i, not this excep
tionalness, without which Christian Scholasticism simply could not 
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have got along with its theological presuppositions, but rather the 
systematic penetration of such theses and considerations. It is only 
from this point of view that it becomes possible to characterize nom
inalism as the system of breaches of system, as the shift of interest 
and accent onto the miracle, the paradigmatic reduction of the bind
ingness of nature. It is not the power that could give rise to the world 
but the power that can give rise to something other than this world 
that occupies the speculative interest. In the context of the doctrine 
of creation, the real objects are from the start only secondary causal 
agents in the cognitive act, the act to which the creator gives an object 
as though by a detour through created (reality; it seems like only a 
small and hannless alteration, indeed a simplification and shortening 
of the way, when the object is projected into human knowledge not 
from its worldly existence but direcdy from the original ground of its 
possibility." Quite incidentally, this sort of question also shows that 
the tendency of late Scholasticism is toward overcoming the causal 
mediations and indirections in the world structure of the Middle Ages 
and that the question of absolute power is already implicidy the question 
of the immediacy of its operation in every place and creature in the 
world. 

But at the same time it can be seen that such immediacy has a 
primarily destructive effect on the system's security and must have 
this effect as long as immediacy does not mean the present realization 
of the whole of what is possible. The thesis that the first cause operates 
immediately is not new as such in William of Ockham; it had already 
been discussed before him, even in regard to the object of knowledge, 
in the Scorist school." Certainly the thought that God's operation 
ntight be through two 'channels,' and thus the possibility of man's 
deception, had not yet come within reach here. The phenomenalism 
involved in Ockham's thesis implies only the general indistinguishability 
of primarily and secondarily effected ideas and not the concrete im
putation of a false idea of a particular object, or of an idea of a 
nonexistent object. Certainly this thesis, which may have been intended 
as a 'harmless' broadening of the concept of what God could do, first 
received· from the censorship of fifty-one propositions of William of 
Ockham (by the Curia of Avignon in 1326) the accent that kept such 
propositions from disappearing from the discussion and fostered the 
assumption that there was a ditnension of unsuspected uneasiness 
behind them." The apprehension of the censors of Avignon is directed 
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only at the possibility that Ockham's thesis ~ould also be applied to 
the other-worldly condition of the unmediated Vision of God: Phe
nomenon and reality would become interchangeable even in the theo
logical limiting case of evidence, in the bliss of absolute truth. Ockham 
himself provided against this apprehension in the appropriate question 
of the Quodlibeta: the first cause can only produce irinnediately the 
effects of the secondary causes but cannot, so to speak, replace itself. 16 

This apprehension would not be particularly interesting if it did not 
show where a remnant of absolute certainty was for the time being 
still sought and needed and how distant the recourse to the absolute 
fimdament of the Cogito, the irreducible presence of the subject for 
itself, still lay. In the discussions of the nontinalist school the accent 
of interest then moved to this question: Assunting the possibility of 
the irinnediate action of the first cause on man's cognitive faculty, 
what becomes of the certainty of knowledge of nature? This 'secu
larization' of the interest in certainty stands under the same theological 
premises as the attack on that interest: The undenied vestige of certainty 
in the absolute visio beatifica [beatific visionlloses its comforting fimction 
to the extent that the intensified concept of divine grace renders 
uncertain the attainability of this absolute evidence, or at least makes 
it clear that man can do nothing to earn it. 

Peter of Ailly, whose influence was to extend into the following 
centory and to reach its high point at the Council of Constance, lectured 
in 1375 on the sentences of Peter Lombard. In this conunentary he 
says, in opposition to Ockham's thesis, that for physical objects, on 
the assumption of God's general influence and the normal course of 
nature-that is, exluding ntiracles-sufficient certainty is to be as
sumed; so there is no reasonable occasion for doubt, especially not in 
regard to causality, since otherwise all demonstrations in natural phi
losophy would be invalid (Sic perirent omnes demonstrationes naturales)." 
But the argument that doubt regarding the existence and nexus of 
the objects of the senses is indeed possible but is not rationally mean
ingful can only mean that man must presuppose the presence of the 
conditions under which his self-assertion in the world is possible, that 
the radicalizing of his questions is bounded by the situation in which 
all questioning would be meaningless. This follows from the argument 
(no doubt directed against Nicolas of Autrecourt) that the denial of 
,the principle of causality would upset the explanation of nature. Thus 
Walter _Burleigh had already argued, in opposition to Ockham's denial 

I 
j 



191 

Chapter 4 

of the reality of motion, that to deny this sort of thing is to make the 
science of nature impossible. 18 

In this context, that can only mean that metaphysics may not make 
physics impossible. If, in a world no longer arranged for the benefit 
of and. coordinated with man, knowledge of nature proves to be a 
condition of the possibility of human self-assertion, then the conditions 
under which knowledge of nature is possible must be presupposed as 
given, or at any rate as not open to meaningful doubt. The metaphysical 
foundation of the possibility of knowledge of nature seems itself to 
be something that on the given assumptions cannot be demanded 
because the desired foundation would have to be subject to the same 
skepticism that created the demand for it. The appeal to the cursus 
naturae solitus [normal course of naturel is not teleological but rather 
hypothetical, in the sense of a general supposition without which no 
other hypothesis has any sense at all-a postulate of self-defense, 
which does not assert the regularity and dependability of nature but 
rather assumes them as the only possibility left to man. At this point 
in particular, one must pay close attention to the primary fimction 
that is assumed by such a hypothetical universal premise: It defines 
a minimal condition, which as such is certainly not yet sufficient but 
at least does not destroy from the beginning all prospect of acquiring 
knowledge of nature. 

At this stage, the correlate of the nominalistic absolutism aimed at 
the submission and resignation of reason does not yet involve the 
claim to domination over nature that emerges from the 'history-of
Being' ['seinsgeschichtlich': Heideggerl interpretation of the modern age 
as that age's pure 'mode of behavior.' The "history of Being" [Seins
geschichte] is, of course, concerned with the isolated epochal 'fact' that 
emerges from an impenetrable background and has no need of an 
accessible historical context. The modern epoch becomes the pure 
fatality of 'forsakenness by being' [Seinsverlassenheit], which pennits, as 
a direct result of failure to recognize the ground of history that is not 
at anyone's disposal, the illusion that man makes history and that 
history can consequently be understood through the logic of the ques
tions that man himself raises. Such an approach must either level off 
the difference between self-assertion and the claim to domination or 
else interpret the new sense (once it is acknowledged as such) of the 
demiurgic relation of power between man and reality as a tendency 
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(only now achieving adequate formnlationl whose cryptic early forms 
can already be diagnosed in declining Scholasticism .. 

The "history of Being" excludes the possibility that the signatures 
of an epoch might be illuminated by reference to the dialogic structure 
of a reason that is not indeed identical with history, nor even always 
spontaneously 'active' in it, but is nevertheless 'activatable' by need 
and necessity, by aporia [difficulty] and exogenous overextension. The 
modem age as an episode of the "history of Being" -more particularly, 
of forsakenness by being-would bear the stigmata of domination, of 
the serviceability of theory for teclmicity, of man's self-production, 
precisely not as an 'answer' to a provocation (bequeathed to it in 
whatever manner) but rather as one of the un-'graced' confusions 
surrounding the "Being" that has been withdrawn and concealed since 
the time of the Presocratics. In such an interpretation, it is tnIe, the 
physiognomy of the epoch is not stamped by the dissimulation that, 
as the 'secularization' of the theological substance, conceals the truth 
of that substance; but the interpretation itself emerges unmistakably 
as a product of the secularization of the categories that were developed 
in the theology of grace. It is not that the contents of the epoch become 
pseudomorphs of their theological antecedent but rather that the char
acterization of the epoch's position in history can only be defined as 
pseudotheology. This characterization gets its orientation from both 
the temporary and provisional status assigned to the age, as prior to 
a new and then perhaps final event in the "history of Being" -its 
turning to parousia [presencel-and the compellingly imposed, negative 
evaluation of the age, in which mytbicalrejection by the substitute 
for divinity, on the one hand, and the arrogance of the subjectivity 
that is a failure as far as 'authenticity' is concerned, on the other, 
make up a Single integral state of affairs. The epoch appears as an 
absolute 'fact' [Faktum]-or better: as a 'given' [Datum]; it stands, sharply 
circumscribed, outside any logic, adapted to a state of error, and in 
spite of its immanent pathos of domination (or precisely on account 
of itl finally permits only the one attitude that is the sole option that 
the "history of Being" leaves open to man: submission. The absolutism 
of "Being" is in truth only the continuation of the medieval result by 
other means. 

Tbe negative idealization of the modern age in the "history of 
Being" -which perhaps has only one thing in common with the self
consciousness of the Enlightenment, namely, the capacity to designate 
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Descartes's Cogilo as the epochal beginning that lacks any intelligible 
antecedents - has the methodical advantage of being in possession of 
an a priori typification of the epoCh. What genetic presuppositions 
underlie Descartes's Cogilo, in whiCh he shows liimself to be the func
tionaryof the latest version of forsakenness by Being, is of no interest 
to the initiate of the "history of Being". because it remains a matter 
of indifference in relation to the incidence of the epoChal meaning 
from the vertical (whiCh need not always mean "from above"). On 
the other hand, it interests the historian, from the perspective of the 
traditional demands of his form of rationality, only to the extent that 
it contributes to the elimination of the mythology of the absolute 
beginning and withdrawal into the comforting solidity of what was 
there all along. 

From these points of view it may seem insignificant that while the 
nominalistic discussion of Ockham's thesis of the possibility of intuition 
of a nonexistent thing does not arrive at Descartes's Cogito, it does 
anticipate his assertion of the incontestability of man's freedom not 
to have to let himself be deceived. In the separation of the passivity 
of sense· perception, with whiCh man is delivered up to the external 
agencies acting· on him, and the activity of judgment, with whiCh for 
the first time he runs the risk of error, the nominalists already saw 
the narrow solid ground of self-assertion. 

Gregor of Rimini attempts a solution of the problem raised by 
Ockham of the simple sense perception of, for example, a particular 
color by proposing that the act of perception never justifies more than 
the limited judgment, "I see this color," and not the more ambitious 
judgment, ''This color exists." The judgment that is thus reduced to 
its subjective basis remains unaffected by the question of the existence 
of the perceptual datum. So the possibility of error is localized in 
judgment only to the extent that the judgment asserts a state of affairs 
to exist that goes beyond the immanent fact of consciousness, that is, 
to the extent that it not only states but interprets. For the complex 
datum of, for instance, a man running, it is still true that God could 
give rise to and maintain this perception; but here again it is within 
the power of the subject himself to protect himself from possible error. 
Only if God could also help to produce the judgment about a non
existing state of affairs would deception become unavoidable. Gregor 
excludes this possibility, and not indeed only on grounds of the freedom 
of the subject, but with the express statement that divine omnipotence 
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is limited by the impossibility of deception: "Quia tunc deus per se 
et directe me falleret, quod est impossibile."19'Thus the deception can 
only be indirect, as the production of a perception, since the respon
sibility for the error then remains with man in his, so to speak, 'over
shooting' in the act of judgment. Thus the Augustiuian model. of 
theodicy, assigning to man the responsibility for the evil in the world, 
is held to here also. 

Gregor's basic idea, that man as a being absorbed in and (so to 
speak) naively interpreting the world of his senses can indeed be 
deceived, but not man in his judgmental capacity, was to lead to a 
skeptically tinged discussion of the question of the advantageousness 
of undisguised truth for man in Pierre Bayle's article "Riruini" in his 
Dictwnnaire. Bayle, to whom the supposed truth content of the entire 
tradition appeared as a sum of contradictions, and who saw in the 
establishment of this contradictoriness the sovereign task of critical 
reason, is far from being disconcerted by the most radihu application 
of Cartesian doubt. Should not God, he reflects, behave toward man 
ill regard to truth just as a doctor behaves toward a sick person or a 
father toward his children, toward partners, that is, whom one often 
deceives (wisely and for their own good) but never defrauds? Would 
men be able to bear the truth if God gave them access to it in its 
nakedness?" SuclJ a reflection, whiclJ not only considers it salutary 
that man should be left to his ignorance but would even be prepared 
to regard leading him astray as a merciful act, presupposes that no 
constitutive relation is seen between truth and man's happiness. This 
connection had stili been indissoluble for late SclJolasticism because 
the definition of the blessed ftnal state of the elect depended on it. 
One could indeed consider the possibility that God's sovereignty might 
withhold the truth from man, but not that man could be privileged 
and well provided for by this very state of affairs. The skeptic, it turns 
out, is least able to do without the assumption of an agency that 
provides for him, whether it be cosmos, God, or nature. For the 
nominalists, the path of skepticism was blocked precisely beCause they 
had destroyed this agency in their theology. 

What it means to say that Descartes functions in the self-represen
tation of modem philosophy as the founder of the new claim to 
certainty based on the absolute evidence of the Cogito can now be 
more precisely deftned. By radicalizing the nominalists' potentia. absoluta 
into the hypothesis of the genius malignus, he sharpened the doubt 

I 

I 

I 

I 
I 
I 



195 

· Chapter 4 

surrounding certainty to such an extent that the pragmatic formulas 
for the self-assertion of reason, such as had been opposed to Ocltham's 
thesis by members of the Nominalist school, could no longer be suf
ficient. Recourse to the absolute fundament excludes the pragmatic 
conces_sion that man does not need to assume anything that would 
deny him the possibility of acquiring knowledge, and-if one regards 
it as a way of avoiding a problem that is insoluble in any case
declares it to have heen a mistake. For self-assertion a general postulate 
would have been sufficient, to the effect that any metaphysical as
sumption could be ignored if it destroyed the possibility of knowledge. 

Descartes forced himself to take the fitrther step of requiring that 
the hypothesis of the general impossibility of knowledge he refuted, 
so as to win the secure ground on which one could proceed to construct 
the system of physics and thus in the end the morale dijinitive [definitive 
morality]. Thus Descartes did in fact fundamentally define the character 
and claims of modern thought, not, however, by confronting the tra
dition with the violence of a radical claim and a new plan but rather 
by making the implications of theological absolutism crucially more 
explicit and developing them into such an acute threat that a basis 
for resistance could now only be found in absolute immanence. 

The fact that Descartes only retrieved, on the side of the subject 
and his need for certainty, what he had advanced on the side of 
transcendent absolutism becomes evident to us if we look once again 
at another tendency of nominalist defense against the theological prob
lematizing of cognitive certainty. In Paris in 1347, forty theses from 
Jean de Mirecourt's Commentary on the Sentences were conderrmed, and 
thus again one of those catalogs was made manifest from which the 
extreme consequerices of the late-medieval development can be read 
off as though from a chemical preparation. 

Ockham's initial thesis, with which we are already acquainted, that 
external perceptions could be produced and maintained by the power 
of God even in the absence of their object, is described by Jean de 
Mirecourt as the usual opinion (opinio quae communiter tenetur). In order 
to demonstrate the consequences of this thesis, the nominalist takes 
the further step of deriving from the impeachment of the theoretical 
subject that of the moral subject as well: if God, without the cooperation 
and consent of the subject, can direcdy produce the latter's acts of 
perception and thus bring about error without any lapse on the part 
of the knowledge seeker, then He could also produce morally repre-
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hensible actions, such as hate for one's neighbor and even for God, 
direcdy and without the supposed agent being responsible.21 The unity 
of the subject, whose psychic acts and capacities William of Ockham 
himself had already refused to regard as independent and separable 
(since this would have involved a mistaken realism regarding concepts), 
excludes the possibility that theoretical certainty could itselfbe rendered 
insecure. It cannot, without making moral responsibility equally prob
lematic as a result, since man can no longer be sure of being the 
author of his actions. Here theological absolutism comes up against 
one of its boundaries, the sharper definition of wbich it itself practically 
demands: God can indeed produce appearances without objects, even 
appearances of supposed actions of the most sinful kind, but He cannot 
bring it about that these should constitute acts for wbich the moral 
subject can be held responsible. 

From the perspective we have now reached, one can say that the 
introduction of the concept of freedom into the theory of knowledge 
is an attempt to apply the paradigm of the transcendent incontestability 
of morality to theoretical self-assertion. A man may be chosen or 
condemned in the theological sense, destined for salvation or the 
opposite-but no 'external' agency can make him responsible for such 
a destiny. No more can he be forced into a theoretical judgment that 
contradicts his own insight, lf the theoretical act, just like the moral 
one, is nothing but 'the soul itself,' its modus se habendi [mode of self
possessionJ.22 Under the enormous pressure of the demands made 
upon it by theology, the human subject begins to consolidate itself, 
to take on a new overall condition, which possesses, in relation to 
ambushes set by the bidden absolute will, something like the elementary 
attribute of the atom, that it cannot be split up or altered. Absolutism 
reduces whatever is exposed to it, but in the process it brings to light 
the constants, the no longer touchable kernels. 

The ius primarium [primary rightJ, the primeval right to self-assertion, 
becomes comprehensible long before Descartes and Hobbes as the 
essence of the modem age's understanding of itself-that is, as the 
anthropological minimum under the conditions of the theological 
maximum. This begimting does not come about as the formulation 
of a new concept against an old one, as the constitution of an epoch 
after the preceding one has been broken off, but rather as the mobiliting 
of motives toward the definition of an opposing force, precisely while 
the attack is being intensified; not as the negation of the premises but 
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rather as a condensation under the pressure of their exaggerated 
power. 

Because theology meant to defend God's absolute interest, it allowed 
and caused man's interest in himself and his concern for himself to 
become absolute. The position of his openness to theology's claims 
forced his self-concern to reoccupy it. In the theory of knowledge this 
concern takes the form of the critical rejection of the conception of 
receptiveness that is basic to the Aristotelian system. For this very 
receptiveness delivers man up to an absolute power of whose goodwill 
he cannot be sure. Jean de Mirecourt defended himself against his 
condemnation in two written apologies. If sensation (;ensatio) and 
knowledge (intellectio) were only qualities (passiones) of the organ of 
knowledge, he argues, all knowledge would be immediately dependent 
on God's will since the production of a quality is that of which God 
is alone and immediately capable (quod deus se solo posset). That would 
be one elementary, and in fact Aristotelian, explanation of the cognitive 
process. The other is the interpretation of knowledge as an activity 
(actio) of the knowing subject, and if this proves to be correct, then an 
intervention in the act of knowing can only come about if the subject 
'cooperates' as a secondary cause. The- idea, with which we are ac
quainted from the Ockhamist controversy, that the first cause cannot 
(as it were) substitute something else for itself as the object of the 
beatific vision, is now broadened into the statement that neither can 
there be any substitute for the secondary cause, as far as its activity 
is concerned: HNullarn actionem causae secundae posset deus agere 
se solo .... " The author, frightened by his censors, does not dare to 
make a categorical decision between these alternative theories of 
knowledge and to express his preference for the 'activity' theory of 
knowledge as a vera actio animae [true act of the soull. But even through 
the language made ambiguous by the circumstances of censorship, he 
makes it sufficiendy evident where his interest lies or where he sees 
man's interests better served. He would like to attach himself to the 
second point of view, he says, if he had the courage; however, the 
reader may choose for himsel£" 

The guarantee that Descartes will seek to found on the most perfect 
being, which he gains through his proof of God's existence, relates, 
however, not only to the reality of the physical objects that. present 
themselves through our clear and distinct ideas but also, in order to 
deal with the full extent of the uncertainty aroused by the process of 
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doubt, to the propositions of logic and mathejllatics. This conforms 
to the voluntaristic presuppositions of his concept of God, according 
to which even the so-called" eternal truths" are decreed by a sovereign 
act of the divine will and are thus only valid for the world that God 
de facto willed. Consequendy the guarantee must extend to the non
alteration of this highest decree, so that it possesses fimil validity for 
the world and for the thinking rational beings within it, once these 
are posited. This seems to him to be adequately guaranteed on the 
assumption of the most perfect being, although the world persists not 
as a result of the uulque act ofits creation but only on account of the 
will that confirms its existence anew at every moment. Thus everything 
depends upon the weak thread of the proof of God's existence, on 
which Descartes hung his entire system; and at this very point he has 
regressed in comparison to the level reached by the late Scholastic 
critique of the efficacy of the arguments that were developed at the 
height of Scholasticism. Hence the critical equipment of his solutions 
does not measure up to the difficulties with which he confronts himself. 

The abandonment of the ancient cosmos was completed at the 
moment when the distinction between possibility and reality ceased 
to be congruent with the distinction between reason and will, that is, 
when the act of the divine will no longer related sinIply to the existence 
of the world but also related to the uulverse of truths that hold in it. 
The inllnite plurality of worlds is the horizon of uncertainty for the 
existing world and for each of its moments, if one cannot deduce 
from the contingency of the first act of foundation a world course 
that is mininIally consistent in itself and constant by itself It is evident 
that there could only have been one secure guarantee for this postulate 
of the constancy of the world's lawfulness, namely, the coincidence 
of possibility and reality, the exhaustion of reason by the will, and 
thus the identity of reason and the will in the world ground This path 
will be taken by Giordano Bruno. The nominalists reject it, and the 
'effectiveness' of their voluntarism rests on this rejection. 

Jean Buridan justifies this with the argument that God could not 
create an object adequate to His potency because this would inIply 
the assertion that He cannot create anything greater and better than 
what He has in fact created-and this assertion of exhausted potency 
'cannot' not be a possible assertion in regard to Omnipotence." The 
attribute of infinity destroys the possibility not only of justifYing God 
on the basis of His works but also of giving man the security of a 
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cosmos that-as it was fonnulated for the Platonic demiurge-must 
be the best and insurpassable instance of what is possible as material 
appearance. 

If, then, for nominalism the actual world could not be deduced from 
the premises of a world in general or from the principle of the best 
possible world, the radical question arose whether it was necessary 
or even important for man to know which of the possible world models 
had been realized in his world, what nature the hidden God has 
concealed in His creation. But that the hidden truth was a matter of 
indifference could not in itself signify man's happiness because (as was 
not the case for Epicurus) for the Middle Ages, in all their phases, no 
concept of happiness was thinkable that could be defined as the mere 
elimination' of negative factors-pain, the affects, insecurity due to 
uncertainty. For such a concept of happiness would have made the 
bliss of the elect in the vision of God into a sort of superfluous addition 
to a situation, already sufficient unto itself, of freedom from suffering 
and care. 

Thus the possession of truth must continue as the essence of the 
fulfilhnent of man's need for happiness; but to the extent that such 
possession becomes a transcendent gift of pure grace, this-worldliness 
may be conditioned precisely by the absence and inaccessibility of 
truth or may distinguish itself, through resignation vis-a.-vis the identity 
of theory and eudemonia, as a purely preliminary condition. The 
freedom to abstain from categorical judgment in favor of hypothetical 
indecision presupposes that man does not require certainty in the 
sense of insight into the plan of creation and the reality lying open 
before God in order to assert himself in existence. The conditions of 
the temporal prolongation of existence can be strictly distinguished 
from the conditions of its fulfilhnent. 

At the same time, the disappearance of the teleological protections 
that had been part of the concept of nature means that man has to 
adjust himself to coming to terms with a nature that is not adjusted 
for his benefit, so as to anticipate the inconsiderateness of natural 
processes and to make up for the inadequacy of their products by his 
own production. Hypothesis, which from one point of view is the formal 
expression of the. renunciation of the claim to truth in the traditional 
sense of adequacy [adaequatio], becomes from another point of view a 
'means of self-assertion, the potential for human production of that 
which nature makes scarce or does not provide for man at all. To this 
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kind of theory, which no longer has to provide man's happiness im
mediately as truth, the gtoen reality is more than a matter of indifference 
only insofar as the theory projects upon it the reality to be produced 
and checks the latter, once produced, against it. Man's existence in 
the world now has only a mediated relation to theory. 

The absolutism of the hidden God freed the theoretical attitude 
from its pagan ideal of contemplating the world from the divine point 
of view and thus ultimately sharing God's happiness. The price of this 
freedom is that theory will no longer relate to the resting point of a 
blissful onlooker but rather to the workplace of human exertion. Theory 
that can no longer be anything but hypothesis has really already lost 
its immanent value, its status as an end in itself; thus the function
a1ization of theory for arbitrarily chosen ends, its entry into the role 
of a technique, of a means, is a process subsequent to the loss of its 
status as an end in itself Only one should not allow the imputation 
to be conveyed that purposes posited by a technical will must play the 
primary and motivating role for the technical process. What we call 
the "application" of theoretical knowledge is, as a concrete detenninant 
of the theoretical attitude, sterile; whereas as a secondary actualization 
of an unspecific potential, it is not only established precisely through 
the unadmitted disappearance of theory as an end in itself but also 
-serves for the same reason as the ultimate justification for the whole 
expense of the cultivation of theory. Here the explicit avowals of the 
power of ancient and humanistic tradition, which asserts the identity 
of theory and eudemonia, are kept to one side. 

The model for the new position of theory in view of the hidden 
nature of the deus absconditus's !hidden God's] creation-which cuts us 
off from the cogoitive ideal of Aristotelian physics and cosmology
was provided by astronomy, with its resignation vis-a.-vis the provision 
of causal explanations of the motions of the heavenly bodies and in 
its conception of itself as a mere 'art,' the business of which was, by 
means of constructive auxiliary representations, to render the unknown 
and inaccessible mechanism of the goings on in the heavens sufficiently 
calculable to meet the human needs for temporal and spatial orientation 
in the world. 

The idea that for this most sublime object the human spirit had to 
make do with hypothetical improvisions was canonized in Ptolemy's 
Almagest, the handbook of astronomy that was authoritative for the 
tradition.25 For Ptolemy the hypothetical technicity of astronomy is 
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due to the transcendence of its very object. not to a reservation of 
secrecy on the part of its author.· There is no metaphysical guarantee 
that this knowledge can be in the strict sense a 'science,' whose cognitive 
means would be equal to their task. Man's imagination, fed by earthly 
experience, is necessarily and unavoiclably limited to the realm in 
which it originates and must have ~ecourse to its capacity for invention 
when faced with what is entirely heterogeneous to that experience. 
The highiy artificial character of the .hypotheses • introduced under 
these circumstances escapes the criterion of adequacy to the object; 
'method' emerges as artfulness and self-defense against the meta
physical difference between its object and those of the rest of knowl
edge; it has the basic character of invention, compensating for a 
constitutioDal defect in man, rather than of self-measurement against 
the given. 

Astronomy's exceptional position in the relation of theory to the 
world was also familiar to High Scholasticism, and it was not leveled 
off by the latter's Aristotelianism. Thomas Aquinas comments on the 
twelfth chapter of Aristode's second book On the Heavens, in which 
the question (the most thorny one for the geocentric system) of the 
order of the heavenly spheres above and below the sun, and the 
interconnection of what are presumed to be their motions, is discussed: 
In order to cope with these difficulties,. Aristode had appealed to the 
individual animation of each of the heavenly bodies and justified the 
attempt (motivated by the desire for knowledge) to follow even· a 
narrow path in the midst of the most difficult terrain of appearances 
and to be satisfied with even a litde certainty, regarding this as an 
expression more of timid restraint than of audacity. Aquinas follows 
him in this. But looking back on the history of astronomy and on the 
differences especially in regard to the positions of Venus and Mercury, 
he distances himself even from the prospect of a lilde truth. He explicidy 
leaves open the possibility that the actual state of affairs could be 
entirely different from what is assumed by astronomy. 26 In another 
place Aquinas compared the inadequacy of the human spirit vis-it-vis 
the astronomical object with the unprovability of the theological dogma 
of the Trinity: as in natural science proofs can be adduced with complete 
certainty, so it is in regard to knowledge of the unity of God; but the 
capacity of reason to prove that this unity is composed of three persons 
can only be compared to the dim prospects for our cognitive capacity 
in relation to the ttue constIuction of the starry heavens.27 
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What had been seen in High Scholasticism.as the special case of 
astronomical knowledge is generalized by nominalism for all knowledge 
of nature. But this means that astronomy's interpretation of itself as 
teclmique, which Aristode had avoided by means of his formulation 
of the justification of even the most minimal yield of truth and' the 
exemplary status even of hopeless endeavor-this interpretation pen
etrates into the theoretical ideal. This does not yet mean that orientation 
and preservation of man in the world are immediately defined as 
functions of theory, but it does at least mean that the 'artificial' character 
of the statements that can be made in the knowledge of nature already 
moves away from the norm of science (still conceived of in the Ar
istotelian fashion) and approaches that of the 'liberal arts,' among 
which astronomy traditionally had its place. From the modem point 
of view, for which natural science represents scientificness in para
digmatic and fascinating fashion, this may appear disappointing; but 
within late Scholasticism, it tends to bring about a connection that 
offered itself only within the Quadrivium of the liberal arts and was 
already a matter of course for astronomy, namely, the possible rel
evance of geometry and arithmetic for physics. The process in the 
history of the sciences that we would nowadays describe as crucial to 
their becoming scientific, namely, their primary mathematization, is 
paradoxically prepared for by detachment from the traditional concept 
of science and objective adaptation to the sphere of the artes liberales 
[liberal arts], in which not only the mathematical equipment lay ready 
or could be developed but also the tolerance in relation to the truth 
was attainable that was excluded by the Aristotelian and Scholastic 
ideal of science. 

That man under the conditions of theological absolutism had to live 
with 'less truth' than the ancient world and High Scholasticism had 
intended for him and imputed to him proves to be the precondition 
of a new definition of 'scientificness.' Diminution of the claim to truth 
and thus of the autonomous dignity of theory first cleared the way 
for the syndrome of science and teclmicity, of theory and self-assertion. 

Here the process of the justification of man's claim to knowledge 
meshes with the rejection of the maximal demands posed by the 
Aristotelian tradition's concept of science. That concept's vulnerability 
now becomes evident to the extent that it had obscured the element 
of self-assertion normatively and withheld it from consciousness. HSci_ 
ence comes into being when the gods are not thought of as good," 
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writes Nietzsche in a note from the year 1875. One could also propose 
this formulation: Science arises when man must give up wanting what 
is necessary for his mere existence to be sufficient to make him happy, 
too. 
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Cosm.ogony as a Paradigm. of 
Self-Constitution 

The process of the disassociation of theoretical efficacy from the idea 
of truth can also be described as a correlate of the declining anthro
pocentric consciousness, which is transposed from the diagram of the 
centripetal and thus teleological referential structure of man and the 
world into that of the centrifugal and thus demiurgic activity exercised 
by man upon the world. If the world is no longer reliably arranged 
in advance for man's benefit, neither is the truth about it any longer 
at his disposal 

As though from a photographic negative, this connection between 
teleology and cognitive ideal can be read off from the decisive con
tradiction that Copernicus was to oppose to.the development descnbed 
here. He argued for going beyond the artificial fimction of theory in 
the field of astronomy itself and expressed his dissatisfaction with the 
constructivist tradition of this discipline by appealing to the principle 
that the world was intended for man. "When I had pondered for a 
long time this uncertainty of the traditional mathematics in connection 
with the calculation of the motions of the spheres, it came to seem 
scandalous that in spite of such painstaking investigation of the most 
trivial data regarding that circular motion, the philosophers had not 
arrived at a more dependable idea of the movement of the world's 
machinery, even though this was constructed on our behalf by the 
best and most trustworthy Master Builder of everything. "1 That this 
monumental recurrence of the anthropocentrically assured claim to 
truth could take place in astronomy, of all places, was, while it had 
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no direct effect on the theory of science, of incomparable importance 
for its actual history because it was only thus that physics conld be 
forced into its subsequent reform by Galileo and Newton. It was an 
episode of metaphysical contradiction, which failed to block the overall 
process that is our subject here because astronomy was already math
ematized and was not modified in this status as an 'art' by the 
Copernican definition. 

Descartes, on the other hand, drew the consequences from the 
'disappearance of inherent purposes' ['Telosschwund'] in the nominalist 
development when he pronounced the prohibition against deriving 
any propositions in natural science from a purpose that God or nature 
could have had in their productions. Man should not presume to 
possess insight into the intentions behind the world. 2 The assumption 
of God's infinite power means above all that finite reason cannot 
determine that any of its hypotheses should correspond to the actual 
constructive principle of nature (generalis totius hUius mundi constructio).' 
This distinction between the infinity of the principle and the finitude 
of reason can be characterized as a postulate of theoretical humility: 
"Ne nirnis superbe de nobis ipsis sentiarnus" [Let us not think too 
highly of ourselves]. This postulate is violated particularly when knowl
edge is assessed as though all things were made for man's sake only, 
and as though consequently man could possess insight into the purposes 
for which they were constituted.' Consistently, then, when Descartes 
discusses the three world systems of Ptolemy, Coperoicus, and Tycho 
Brahe, he cannot deduce the superiority of the Copernican system 
from the admission that it has the advantage of simplicity and clarity 
(aliquanto simplicior et clarior). Only if the world had been created with 
consideration for man and his capacity for knowledge could it be 
concluded that greater intelligibility must be a criterion of reality. Thus 
Descartes admits the Copernican and Tychonic systems as equivalent 
in value, ultimately putting forward his own hypothesis as the simplest 
of all (omnium simplicissima), but without drawing from this the conclusion 
that it represents the actual state of affairs.' Where truth is not to be 
had, there is room for the indifference of decision. In fact it is important 
to Descartes to introduce his concept of freedom into the process of 
theory construction in this way because in the range of hypothetical 
variation, reason protects itself against being led astray by metaphysics. 
The rejection of anthropocentrism prevents the human power of imag
ination from serving as a criterion of the real circumstances in the 
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world. The distance of the fixed stars from the earth, for example, 
even if one started from the dimensions granted to it by tradition, 
would already be so incredible in comparison to what man is familiar 
with that no arbitrary increase in that distance could increase its in
conceivability, while in relation to omnipotence the distance could not 
be thought sufficiently great that it would be less credible than any 
arbitrarily chosen smaller distance.' Neither from the point of view 
of man nor inregard to the concept of God does there arise anything 
like a 'natural' scale for the world. Consequently a range of free 
hypothetical variation opens up wherever one does not consider it 
possible to employ technical parameters. 

What holds for space does not hold without further ado for time. 
Here there arise the much discussed difficulties in the interpretation 
of the Cartesian cosmogony, in regard to which people are all too . 
ready to trace any unclarity to the author's fearfulness and masked 
anxiety under the influence of the Galileo affair. People would rather 
not imagine that the "beginner of the new philosophy," as Schelling 
entitled Descartes, could have perpetuated so much medievalism in 
himself and lent power to so much contradictoriness for reasons other 
than fear. If Descartes had really begun "to break off all connection 
with earlier philosophy, to erase, as though with a sponge, everything 
that had been achieved in this science before himself, and to rebuild 
philosophy from the ground up, just as though no one had ever 
philosophized before him,"7 then the beginning of his projected cos
mogony could indeed only be understood as the relapse of a self
terrorized revolutionary. In fact, however, .according to his own as
sumptions, Descartes did not face the alternatives of inquisition or 
freedom of thought, loyalty to faith or reason, but rather the paradigm 
(which was realizable in this exceptional case) of a truth that, in contrast 
to the possible satisfactory constructions of reason, 'happens' to be 
known. The Bible did not in fact contain any information regarding 
the distance of the fixed stars from the earth; but it was not this that 
first made room for the 'art' of hypothesis, any more than this room 
would have been closed off if the deus revelatus [God of revelation], .in 
some specific passage, had lifted the veil of secrecy from the deus 
absconditus's [hidden God's] physics. For 'revelations,' however indis
putable their truth may have been for Descartes, lacked on account 
of their voluntaristic discreteness the element of the internal consistency 
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of a system of true propositions, which Descartes had required in the 
rules of his projected method. . 

Thus the admission of the truth of the biblical account of Creation 
as a prelude to his cosmogonic vision is not a cunning device of doubled 
truth, but neither is it a mere continuation of fideism, which presuPe 
posed that it definitely was a matter of absolute truth ~ even if only 
in the form of unconnected pieces of a hidden totality. Rather his 
project sprang from precisely the opposite position, where there is no 
interest in absolute truth (except as a luxurious surplus benefit) as long 
as any hypothesis is available that has an explanatory value covering 
the relevant range of experience. Descartes announces that he will 
leave the genuina veritas [genuine truth] alone (malim hoc in medio relinquere 
[give this up for the time beingD only to assure us immediately that 
there is no doubt that the world came into being in a different way 
than the one he will sketch, namely, as a unique and immediately 
complete creation. This is in accord not only with Christian doctrine 
but also with natural reason, which in view of God's immeasurable 
power could not expect anything but a product having no need of 
further improvement. But the hypothesis statts precisely from the 
assumption that infinite power is at bottom identical with the infinity 
of what is possible, so that, regarding the path that it actualiy adopts, 
no certainty can be had from the result alone, and indeed no certainty 
needs to be had for the purposes of life (utilitas ad vitam).' 

In this section there is an important difference between the Latin 
version of the Principles if Philosophy of 1644 and the French version 
of 1647: The French text appends to the statement at the end of 
Chapter 44 that hypothesis has the same serviceability in life as secure 
truth the additional argument that hypothesis is perfecdy sufficient in 
the use of natural causes to bring about those effects that one has set 
oneself as ends.9 On the assumption of unlimited possibilities, the 
experimental verification of hypotheses loses its power of conclusive 
demonstration, but this restriction loses its significance if knowledge 
of nature is directed from the outset at the telos [defining purpose] of 
the production of the phenomenon. As an instrument of self-assertion, 
theory has no need of the luxury of relating its hypotheses to-and 
taking part in - the truth possessed by divinity itsel£ The involvement 
with technique integrates theory and the theoretical attitude into the 
fimctional complex of the immanent teleology of human self-assertion, 
and weakens its-until then-irreducible claim to truth. 
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The power to foresee events, to antlClpate them, to alter or to 
produce them, proves to be the 'self-assertive' sense of the incipient 
modern science. This state of affairs is not altered by Descartes's 
programmatic statement that the completion of knowledge should 
provide the foundation of the definitive morality. Once morality has 
been defined as dependent on the given reality-that is, as the human 
conduct that is fully appropriate to the situation, that guarantees man 
a peaceful conduct of life thanks to the absence of conflicts with 
reality-then this conception already contains the conclusion that not 
only the adaptation of man to reality but also the adaptation of reality 
to man can bring about the same effect (even though this may no 
longer be aptly described as "morality"). 

The adaptation of human behavior to the reality of nature that is 
mastered by theory, as the essence of the definitive morality, is thus 
only the initial formulation of a new definition of the meaning of the 
theoretical attitude, a formulation that can endure as long as human 
action with theoretical regard to nature proves to be adequate for 
man's needs but that must be translated into the more pointed con
ception of a reality to be altered and produced in accordance with 
human purposes, to the extent that reality proves to be inconsiderate 
of man. The world must be regarded as prodUCIble if it is not certain 
that man can get by with what is given. Following the Cartesian 
program, man first of all refines ltis ability to enjoy nature's benefits 
by supplying ltimself with the theoretical knowledge that is a pre
condition of an existence in conformity with nature, but already he 
does this reserving the right to interfere in nature, to subjugate it as 
the substrate of demiurgic production. 

On these assumptions, the contradiction that appeared to be con
tained in the introduction of the Cartesian cosmogony resolves itself. 
The choice of a hypothesis that, contrary to revelation and 'natural 
reason,' regards the world as a system gradually developing from 
original matter and seeks to demonstrate the possibility of tltis process 
is dependent on the intention of exltibitirtg the nature with wltich man 
is confronted as a sum of what can be produced, depriving it of the 
self-evidence of what is set forth ex nihilo [from nothingl. For this 
purpose it is perfectly sUfficient for Descartes that it could have been 
this way, even if he was in fact honestly convinced that no such 
evolution had taken place. Reduction of the world to pure materiality 
is not primarily a theoretical proposition, wltich would have to compete 
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with a traditional tIuth, but rather a postulate of reason assuring itself 
of its possibilities in the world - a postulate of self-assertion. 

The Cartesian cosmogony has a function that is radically different 
from that of the Platonic cosmogony in the Timaeus: There it was a 
matter of assuring by a myth the approximation of the quality of the 
cosmos to the ideal, a matter of sanctioning the existence and the 
intelligibility of what exists as the image of the pure sphere of what 
should be-whereas here, in Descartes's sketch, it is a matter precisely 
of reducing what exists to the mere materiality of its preconditions, 
a matter of the reversibility of the nexus between starting point and 
result, between chaos and cosmos. Descartes's concept of matter avoids 
the device that was adopted by the ancient atomists of building the 
determination of nature's form into its very origin and thus petpetrating 
the self-contradictory postulation of specifically formed atoms; but it 
also avoids the phantom of the Aristotelian prinlary matter, with its 
absolute lack of definition, which never manifests itself in physical 
processes and is referred totally to the complementary and equally 
shadowy factor of form. 

How near to the characteristic qualities of myth Descartes's cos
mogonic hypothesis comes, in its tendency toward the role of a prag
matic postulate, can be seen from the apocryphal 'backward' extension 
given to it by a discussion of the hypothesis in a famous eighteenth
century textbook of physics: "According to Cartes, before this world 
existed there was a lump of uncommon hardness, which God by His 
omnipotence dashed to pieces, and set all of its parts in motion. These 
parts rubbed against one another in such a way that there arose a 
great many little balls .... "'0 This seemingly ironic overstepping of 
the economy of the model, by producing a prehistory of the homo
geneous original matter itself, in which omnipotence finds its role after 
all in the crushing of the archaic atom -but precisely the role of 
reducing it to the substratum of the world! -demonstrates graphically 
the paradigmatic significance for the mode of operation of modern 
rationality that was to fall to Descartes's cosmogony. God must not 
be needed in the history of the world itself; in Erxleben's apocryphal 
version of Descartes, the worker of miracles and keeper of the con
stIuction plan of nature performs the great miracle of His omnipotence 
before the beginning of the history of this world, in order to bring 
about the chaos from whose grinding mill, by the self-regulation of 
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long-tenn processes, the world lying before our eyes is finally supposed 
to have emerged. 

This passage makes it clear why the renewal of ancient atomism 
by, for instance, Gassendi got the worst of the competition with Carte
sianism and its concept of matter and space. One can put it as follows: 
In the situation of man alarmed about his metaphysical insecurity, 
the concept of the atom that preforms the shape of the world contains 
too much no longer credible reassurance, too much pregiven cosmic 
character. The process of the disappearance of order and teleology 
in nature has undergone a revaluation; what is no longer found ready 
as reality benefiting man can be interpreted as a possibility open to 
him. The widening of this horizon of possibilities occurs precisely 
because the process of the disappearance of inherent purposes is no 
longer merely accepted and (so to speak) suffered but rather is taken 
in hand, as a task of critical destruction, and pressed forward. 

The relation of the doctrinal differences to the functions accruing 
to the differing positions admittedly remained mosdy hidden from 
contemporaries. Thus Robert Boyle (1626-1691), who tried like Gas
sendi to make use of ancient atomism and, in accordance with the 
implications set forth here, exhibited a peculiar cramped combination 
of trust in teleology and skepticism, wrote regarding the modem re
ception of atomism: "Certain modern philosophers have correcdy fol
lowed the example ofEpicurus in that they were satisfied not to specif)r 
in each case the supposedly true, but rather merely one possible cause 
of the phenomena. "11 The instructive thing about this quotation is 
that it overlooks the crucial difference, which deprives atomism's mod
ern reception of the character of a renewal of the ancient doctrine: 
Epicurus wanted to specif)r not only one possible cause of natural 
phenomena but rather in each case what appeared to him to be the 
complete catalog of all the possible causes, since this was the only 
way in which he could demonstrate the irrelevance, for the condition 
of man's consciousness, of the decision between these possibilities. 
The new atomists, just like the Cartesians, seek one hypothesis to 
explain the phenomenon, and indeed not in order to produce theoretical 
reassurance or practical indifference but rather in order to render the 
phenomenon itself producible independendy of its real conditions In 
nature. 

A further difference that at first remained unnoticed must be added: 
Ancient atomism makes its world develop from the original vortices 



212 
Part II ' 

into a definite optimal complex of atoms and then disintegrate once 
more in the hail of atoms that strikes each such cosmos from outside; 
the Cartesian system, which ascribes a constant quantity of motion to 
a constant amount of matter, is caught according to .its assumptions 
in a never concluded process, in which no given state can ever be 
distinguished as the definitive one. Descartes does indeed convey the 
impression that this development was as a matter of course directed 
toward, and concluded by, the condition of the world that has presently 
been arrived at .and surrounds us, but the consistent logic of the 
materialization of nature has not been maintained in this suggestion. 
That logic implies, instead, that the total physical process, as a process 
of development, is never completed, nor can it be completed in any 
realized phase. 

It was the competition between his cosmogonic hypothesis and the 
idea of creation that prevented Descartes from seeing the full extent 
of the consequences resulting from his assumptions. It was in fact not 
altogether so easy as it appears after the fact really to think through 
the consequences of leaving nature 'to its own resources~ and to achieve 
some distance from what our actual experience had stabilized as eidetic 
typification in our concept of the world, interpreting it now as the 
product of a cross section at an arbitrarily chosen point of the total 
process. Kant, with his great cosmogonic speculation of 1755, which 
combined the Cartesian approach with Newton's physics, was the first 
to find his way to the idea of the 'unfinished [unvollendeteJ world' and 
to project in it the cosmic archetype of endless progress: "Tbe Creation 
is never frnished or complete. It has indeed once begun, but it will 
never cease. It is always busy producing new scenes of nature, new 
objects, and new worlds. "12 A quarter-century before the Critique if 
Pure Reason, Kant sketches the monumental panorama of the endless 
evolution of worlds, still from the point of view of a faculty of reason 
that, so to speak, adopts the standpoint of divinity and identifies itself 
with the divine view of the world. Man appears, among the immense 
vortices of the self-propagating worlds, as an ephemeral episode. This 
whole infinite extravagance of a "world of worlds" is conceived in its 
relation to omnipotence, as the latter's demonstration of itself to itself. 
For, as Kant observes, it would be "'absurd to -represent the Deity as 
passing into action with an infinitely small part of His potency, and 
to think of His infinite power- the storehouse of a true immensity of 
natures and worlds - as inactive, and as shut up eternally in a state 
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of not being exercised. Eternity is not sufficient to embrace the man
ifestations of the supreme being, if it is not combined with the infinitude 
of space." 

Kant does indeed oppose (in Der einzig mogliche Beweisgrund des Daseins 
Gottes [The Sole Possible Pro'!! '!! the Existence'!! God], 1763) to Leibniz's 
requirement that the actual world should be the best of all possible 
worlds the question "whether there isn't to be met with, among all 
the possible worlds, an endless increase of degrees of perfection, since 
no natural order whatsoever is possible above which a yet more perfect 
one cannot be conceived," but he still sees no connection between 
man's history and this process of improvement. That the world is 
'unfinished' has nothing to do with human action but is due to its 
having been created as a result of inexhaustible power. It is not the 
call of an endless task that the materiality of the world poses for man, 
since man's demiurgic intervention could only interfere with the self
sufficient execution of the Deity's self-demonstration. History does not 
follow from cosmogony, as long as the latter is fully governed by its 
own teleology. Thus it is only consistent, in Kant's Theory '!! the Heavens, 
that man, "who seems to be the masterpiece of the creation," finds 
his place in the "world of worlds" precisely where there is an already 
"perfected world structure," among others still in the process of coming 
into being or already disintegrating, to guarantee his existence. Man 
does not indeed embody the significance of the whole process, but 
he is nevertheless involved in the culmination of the whole in such a 
way that the materiality of nature answers to him in particular. He 
sees himself faced with what is pregiven as a matter of course, which 
appears not to ascribe or even to leav<; open to him any demiurgic 
participation. The precritical Kant gives man once more-and not 
accidentally in the year of the earthquake at Lisbon, which put an 
end to the optimism of the first half of the century-an essentially 
contemplative role in a teleologically deterntined world: "All nature, 
which involves a universal harmonious relationship to the self
satisfaction of the Deity, cannot but fill the rational creature with an 
everlasting satisfaction, when it finds itself united with this primary 
source of all perfection. Nature, seen from this centre, will show on 
all sides utter serurity, complete adaptation."13 

If philosophy, according to another Kantian saying, is "the science 
of the fitness of all knowledge to man's deterntinate vocation," then 
this latterly pre-Copernican 'central point' of the cosmos (of a cosmos 
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seen this time in its temporal prolongation as the cosmogonic process) 
serves primarily as a reassurance for man regarding the perfection
admittedly partial, but appearing in the foreground of the whole-of 
his world among the worlds, at whose most distant edges only the 
telescope discloses to him the predominance of what is unfinished, of 
still naked materiality. The cosmological illusion of a teleology centered 
on man remains, and it remains as an expression of a nature that, at 
least for man, is providentially 'finished' 

Only the transcendental self-criticism of reason eliminates this te
leological preconception as well: The 'unfinished world' is no longer 
on the way, of its own accord, to ever greater perfection, with the 
aim of bringing forth man at its point of culmination, who as the 
witness of its inunanent power registers its history in the result only 
and does not experience and push forward the process. Progress now 
becomes a category with a noncosmic status, a structure of human 
history, not of natural development. The 'unfinished world' becomes 
the metaphor of a teleology that discovers reason as its own immanent 
rule that up until then had been projected onto nature. Only when 
the mechanism of this projection is exposed does the history of the 
disappearance of inherent purposes enter the phase of conscious and 
deliberate destruction. 

. The late-medieval loss of the cosmos had been more a matter of 
doubt or suspicion than of critique; the prohibition pronounced by 
Bacon and Descartes against teleological anthropocentric assumptions 
was more a postulate of caution, of forestalling disappointment than 
of rationally eradicating an illusion. It was only for that reason that 
the teleological arguments of metaphysical reaction could have 
success-even in the early Kant himself-again and again in the midst 
of the Enlightenment. Kant's critique concentrated all directed, pur
poseful processes in man's rational action, and this meant that the 
world could participate in this sort of directedoess only by becoming 
a substrate subject to man's purposes. In its metaphorical usage, the 
expression "unfinished world" no longer legitimates human action by 
reference to a prescribed definition and obligatory role in nature. 
Rather, the transcendental turning requires that the world must be 
'unfinished,' and thus material at man's disposal, because this is a 
condition of the possibility of human action. 

The materiality of the world is a postulate not indeed of the moral 
but certainly of the technical autonomy of man, that is, of his inde-
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pendence from ends supposedly set for him by nature. The cosmos 
of the ancient world and of the metaphysical tradition -in other words: 
the belief that one is confronted throughout reality with what is already 
'finished' [vollendetl, that all one can do is either adapt oneself to this 
order or violate it, determining thereby nothing but one's own happiness 
or unhappiness-this cosmos proves in retrospect to be precisely what 
Nietzsche was to call "the most crippling belief for hand and reason." 
As a Romantic principle, the avoidance of evidence of completion is 
only the reflex in the aesthetic realm of the radical transformation of 
the concept of reality into the concept of an 'open consistency,' of 
something that remains outstanding and at man's disposal, that offers 
to define rather than to take over self-assertion's unending task.' Talk 
of the imperfection of the universe - talk that has become metaphorical 
in that it carries over the meaning of action to the world acted upon
admittedly shares the perilous instability of all philosophical metaphor, 
which later can all too easily be taken 'at its word.' 

A development of the idea that is instructive in this regard occurs 
in the thought of Friedrich Schlegel, in whose transcribedJena lecture 
on transcendental philosophy the thesis "that the world is still unfin
ished" is explained in the following manner: "This proposition, that 
the world is still unfinished, is extraordinarily important in every re
spect. If we think of the world as complete, then all our doings are 
nothing. But if we know that the world is unfinished, then no doubt 
our vocation is to cooperate in completing it. Experience is thus given 
an infinite latitude for variation. If the world were complete, then 
there would only be knowledge of it, but no action. "H Onto this basic 
thought there is immediately superimposed the conception of the 
world as an organism, in which man is an organ integrated into the 
development of the whole. To begin with, the idea of the 'unfinished 
world' leads Schlegel only a litde way forth from Fichte's absolutism 
of the deed in search of a minimum of justificatory pregivenness; but 
this minimum swells under the pressure of its metaphorical function 
and acquires the vegetative hypertrophy that is peculiar to the organic 
even -indeed especially-in its metaphorical application to cosmology 
and politics." 

The metaphorical turning that is exhibited here is instructive because 
talk of an 'unfinished world' recognizably originates in technomorphic 
imagery-as, for instance, when Lichtenberg notes that he cannot 
escape the thought that "our world could be the work of an inferior 
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being that did not yet understand its business properly," and thus 
perhaps "the nebulae that Herschel saw are nothing but examination 
exercises handed in, or perhaps still being worked on. "16 Only in the 
'unfinished world' in this technomorphic sense does man see himself 
functioning demiurgically vis-a.-vis a reality that is at his disposal (be
cause in and of itself it is unfinished and thus open) but also exposed 
to the risk of a freedom that can no longer be defined in terms of 
objective appropriateness. The early Schlegel of the Jena lecture shuns 
this very consequence of the materializing of reality and takes refuge 
in the organic retraction of the metaphor of the 'unfullshed world,' 
which then refers to the imperfection of the whole that is still in the 
process of coming into being and maturing. The metaphorical short 
circuit accomplished by the Romantic flight from exposed self-assertion 
into the sheltering womb of the world animal, into the warmth of 
organic function, becomes plausible in the context of his turning against 
Kant: "The reason why we speak against freedom is that it breaks up 
the unity of the world. For if the world is thought of as a mechanism 
and man as absolute causality, then the world is split, and so is reason. 
The split that thus comes into being is even now in·eparable, and no 
practical postulate can bridge it .... It is entirely different in our theory, 
where the world is an organism, a nature. We do want our action to 

,succeed; we want something to emerge from it; we do not want 
everything to be already foreclosed; but the mechanistic system pre
vents this. Our point of view also supports the importance. of the 
moment and of the present in general. "11 

The world mechanism as an antithesis to which Friedrich Schlegel 
advances the Romantic identity of organism and freedom is of course 
no longer the machina mundi [world machine] of Descartes's cosmogony 
and Kant's model, whose initial conditions were defined only by matter 
and motion, but rather the baroque model of an automatic clockwork, 
whose initial condition is the perfection of the apparatus that, requiring 
no further intervention or contribution, detennines the functioning of 
each of its parts. The Enlightenment had employed this model in 
particnlar in order (so to speak) to create a preserve for God, as the 
machinist of nature, and at the same tUne to eliminate the voluntaristic 
effects of continuing creation and of miracles. Certairily the (thus strictly 
defined) world mechanism did its critical-or, better, its 'apotropaic' 
[tunting away, averting]-service within the totality that we call Deism, 
but at the same time it linked the idea of Enlightenment to a world 
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model whose fully designed and finished character could be repugnant 
and lead to opposition from a point of view that was unwilling to . 
abandon freedom or that (in the manner of Romanticism) took its 
stand on organic incompleteness. Precisely because mechanization and 
materialization of the world had parted company, it was possible for 
Schlegel's objection-that the mechanis.tic world would leave no room 
for human action -to find a footing: The perfection of clockwork, 
which admitted only springs and wheels, seemed to exclude any 
thought of criticism or altering reality. But for just the same reason 
the organic metaphor proved to be no alternative at all: By seeking 
to identifY nature with freedom, it deprived man of freedom as the 
specific definition of his role over against reality and organized him 
into a totality whose construction is conceived as inscrutable. 

The modern age's will to a rationality that grounds itself is reflected 
in the problem of the cosmological initial situation and the choice 
between orienting background metaphors.b Neither the image of the 
world organism, which was revived in the Renaissance's philosophy 
of nature, nor the metaphor of the artificium mechanicum perfectissimum 
[the most perfect mechanical artifice], wh!.ch was first coined by Nicholas 
of Oresme in the fourteenth century under the influence of the me
chanical clocks then begimting to appear, could provide a satisfactory 
correlate for modern man's understanding of himself and for his interest 
in self-assertion. The perfect world mechanism of Deism does indeed 
bracket God out of the course of the world and out of history after 
the setting in motion of His mechanical creation, and thus becomes 
an instrument of defense against theological absolutism; but at the 
same time it leaves man only the narrowly defined function of a cog 
in the mechanism and thus robs him of the effect of his rational self
assertion. Kant's statement in section 86 of the Critique of Judgement, 
that "without man ... the whole Creation would be a mere wilderness~ 
a thing in vain, and h;tve no final end," still depends on one of the 
assumptions of his cosmogony in the Theory of the Heavens: the· idea of 
pure materiality, not only as the idea of an initial situation but also 
as the idea of a continuing reservoir for the world process-though 
of cout:"se this is not meant to hanless man again into an objective 
teleology to which he is subordinate. If matter is (as in Christian Wolff's 
definition) actionis quasi limes [the limit, as it were, of action]," then the 
reduction of nature to pure materiality and the diffusion of all the 
world's characteristics of pregivenness constitute precisely the ele-

---_._---_ .. __ ._---



218 
Part II . 

mentary boundary definition of reality. that opens the widest possible 
range for human activity. It follows from this statement also that 
human self-assertion does not restrict itself to holding its own and 
fortifYing itself against the late-medieval disappearance of inherent 
purposes; rather it keeps this process in motion, as a leveling of the 
pregiven world structure, in order to obtain a 'ground. level' upon 
which to proceed with its rational constructions. 

An impressive example of how the schema of reducing the natural 
process to the homogeneous diffusion of elements, as rationality's 
initial situation, is transferable to the problems of the human world 
as well is offered by Thomas Hobbes's political philosophy. The classical 
proposition that nature has given everything to everyone inatura dedit 
omnia omnibus} becomes the point of departure of the construction of 
political order. But viewed in terms of the context in which it originated, 
this proposition had an unambiguously teleological intention and be
longed in this sense to the natural-law axiomatics of the Stoa. It was 
meant to say that nature had arranged her goods adequately in relation 
to man's needs and that only their just distribution is still required in 
order to achieve nature's ends. At the same time this is also a critical 
regulator in regard to private property, which appeared to the Stoics 
as a form of mistrustful anxiety in the face of nature's ample providence. 
Of course, criticism of the positive legal order on grounds of the natural 
principle of order does not yet mean a summons to the abolition of 
the actual legal relations, as one can see from the case _ of Cicero. 

Hobbes made of this axiom something radically different and foreign 
to its origin. As the principle of the prepolitical state of nature, the 
proposition not only defines for each individual his right to insist on 
the satisfaction of his needs and thus to integrate himself into the 
supposed teleology of nature, but it also designates the unlimitedness 
and unlimitability of his claim to everything at all that he finds within 
his reach. Natural 'right' is the absence of rights for those who do not 
possess the power to defend their clairns or their possessions, so that 
anyone powerful enough to gain control of everything that took his 
fancy would be empowered 'by nature' to do so. It is the model of 
theological absolutism, which here is projected into the state of nature 
and makes each individual into a princeps legibus solutus [an unobligated 
author of laws], inasmuch as the principle valid in this sphere is the 
dependence of rights on power and thus, in the limiting case, the 
dependence of unrestricted rights on omnipotence. 19 In man's pre-
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political state of nature, the theological ius in omnia [right to everything] 
becomes the ius omnium in omnia [right of everyone to everything] and 
thus perfect chaos; natural law gives rise to its antithesis, lawlessness. 2o 

The solution to this self-contradiction comes with the construction 
of the political state of law, or, more exactly, with the definition of 
the instantaneous transition to political absolutism in whicl, the con
clusion of the capitulation treaty is simultaneously both the assumption 
and the surrender of the status oflegal subject. The chaos of absolute 
rights, not the telos [defining purpose] of right, is the argument of 
reason that enables it to grasp the opportunity of self-assertion (and 
only this opportunity) by transferriog the many absolute rights to one 
absolute right-that of the ruler. The doubtfulness of the achieved 
and justified order and of the resulting concept of order does not 
matter because it emerges from reason's desperation [Verzweiflung], 
just as the Cartesian proof of God emerges from its doubt [Zweifel]. 
For this order there speaks only the argument of 'any order at all' 
[ ... is better than none ... ], that is, a rationality so minimal that to 
attack it is inevitably to contradict oneself by implying a desire to 
return to the state of nature. This formal schema fimdamentally dis
tinguishes the modern age's approach to political theorizing from the 
tradition of political-philosophical ideals. The analogy to ideas in phys
ics, which Hobbes wanted to emphasize even by the order of his 
treatises De corpore, De homine, and De cive [OJ body, OJ man, and OJ the 
citizenl is palpable, but it no longer has anything to do with the 

. exemplary principle that Plato had pursued with the plan ofhis trilogy 
of dialogues, the Timaeus, the Critias, and the Hermocrates: the principle 
of preceding the theory of the state by a theory of the cosmos. Hobbes 
emphasizes-in contrast to Plato-the differentiation within the anal
ogy, the Unfortunate severity of the political problem in comparison 
to the freedom of natural science, which by free agreement (consensio) 
itself advances the point of departure of its definitions, and in this is 
ruled only by a hypothetical imperative, whereas the initial political 
act (contractus) is carried out under the categorical imperative of naked 
self-preservation.21 The systematic precedence of the theory of physical 
nature over the theory of the social contract reverses the genetic 
relation of foundation since the objectivity of physical theory already 
presupposes the subsistence of a society that, on the basis of its assured 
self-preservation, can become a rational community of mutual un-
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derstanding quasi pacta quodam societati huma7}ae necessaria [as it were, 
by a certain contract necessary for human sodety!.22 

Political reason, which constitutes itselfin the act of the social contract, 
does indeed come upon natural law as a preexisting citcumstance, 
but this pregiven nature is for it. nothing but the antinomy whose 
solution is its task, the chaos from which its creation springs. The 
function of philosophy, accordingly, is no longer to be the theory of 
the world or of the Ideas, no longer to administer a treasure imparted 
to man along with his existence, but rather to imitate the Creation 
(imitare creationem), to renew the original creative situation in the face 
of unformed matter." The zero point of the disappearance of order 
and the point of departure of the construction of order are identical; 
the minimum of ontological predisposition is at the same time the 
maximum of constructive potentiality. Chaos is no longer the impotent 
indefiniteness of the ancient hyle [matter!; the progress of thought at 
the beginuing of the modern age rests essentially on the fact that one 
began to make assertions about the absence of order and to ascribe 
to that absence (without the intervention of a transcendent factor) a 
law of self-regulation. 

Here the result is not so deterntined as Hobbes represents it to be: 
Absolutism and liberalism are based upon the same principle of self

. regulation, being distinguished from one another only in their judg
ments of the murderousness of the initial situation and of the forces 
at work in it. Teleological residues are not eliminated from liberalism 
in particular; thus Adam Smith still makes an "invisible hand" guide 
the self-regulating economic order and reserves his trust for "laws of 
justice" that are mysteriously present in the process, as indicated in 
the Wealth if Nations: "Every man has perfect freedom, so long as he 
doesn't violate the laws of justice, to pursue his own interest in his 
own way and to set his enterprise as well as his capital in competition 
with the enterprises and capitals of other men." 

For Hobbes the state of nature bad been that which man found 
present or in which he found himself situated; but the doubt whether 
this could be more than a regulative and critical principle, whether 
the opportunity for rationality to posit itself without presuppositions 
had ever occurred in history, conld be transformed into the maxim 
that this was after all also one of the prerequisites that man could 
only create for himself and that, by a revolutionary reduction of his
torical positivity to elementary anarchism, he had to create for himself, I 

I 
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as though to get behind his own histOI)' and reach the zero point for 
the aeatio ex nihilo [creation from nothing] of a rational social condition. 

The modem relation to the world summarized in the concept of 
self-assertion breaks down pragmatically into construction and pre
vention. Exact predetennination of real situations makes it possible 
to anticipate unfortunate circumstances and to alter them. Mankind 
has always known want and the distress of being hard pressed by 
nature; but the generalization of such experiences to an evaluation of 
reality as a whole has additional prerequisites, which are not already 
given in those experiences themselves. How the world's deficiency of 
order-its stIuctural inadequacy with respect to man's needs-is per
ceived and interpreted is thus not something to be attributed to the 
demonstrable presence of particular physical, economic, and social 
conditions but is rather a matter of the anticipations that are bound 
tip with experience. 

This becomes particularly evident in the case of a motif of modem 
intellectual history unknown in previous epochs: the idea of (Y()erpop
ulation, of growth of the number of men beyond the natural living 
space (considered to be constant) and beyond the quantity of food 
(considered to be growing at a rate less than proportional to that of 
the population). Even before the population figures actually increase 
alarmingly, the fear of population growth becomes acute and the 
discussion of its problems becomes a compulsive theme that is never 
dropped entirely. . 

In Thomas More's Utopia (I 516) the problem still has a purely spatial/ 
regional character; the possibility of the overpopulation of the utopian 
island is considered, but the problem is immediately laid to rest with 
a reference to the possible expedient of colonizing the neighboring 
mainland. In the Essays of Francis Bacon, which first appeared in 1597, 
the place of the natural symmetry of needs and goods has been taken 
by political regulation within the state, whose economic and legal 
instruments are supposed to keep population growth within limits that 
prevent it from endangering political stability." Ethical justice in the 
distribution of goods is replaced by political calculation. In 1642 Hobbes 
introduces the idea of overpopulation into his discussion, as the ultimate 
threat to the efficacy of moral philosophy, at a significant point. He 
compares philosophical ethics with geometry-not to the advantage 
of the former: If the moral philosophers had clarified the ratio actionum 
humanarum [grounds of human actionsl somewhat, there would no 
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longer be any wars-with the single and crucial exception, however, 
caused by the increase in the number of men' and their need for living 
space: nisi de loco) crescente scilicet hominum multitudine [except about 
space, since the numbers of men are evidendy increasing]. 

From another side, the problem of population growth is introduced 
quite in the humanist style: The learned controversy whether the 
population had been greater in antiquity than it was at present belongs 
almost in the context of the querelle des anciens el des modernes [quarrel 
of the ancients and the modernsL Thus Montesquieu believes in the 
decline of total population since early antiquity!' In the context of 
this dispute, there also occurred the foundation of theoretical statistics 
by William Petty.26 The controversy reached its high point around the 
middle of the eighteenth century with the treatises by Hume and 
Wallace." Hume's comprehensively argued skepticism regarding the 
assumption of higher population figures in antiquity was an important 
argument on behalf of the thesis of impending overpopulation. In 
Germany, Hermann Samuel Reimarus added an unexpected argument 
for the continuous growth of the earth's population, pointing out that 
only on this assumption could the temporal beginning of the human 
species in a single pair of people be proved mathematically.28 But what 
might in this way be comforting as a means of strengthening a prop-

, osition still belonging to 'natural religion' nevertheless has the side 
effect of accentuating misgivings regarding a lawfulness with alarming 
future consequences: ''The increase of the same" (that is, of the human 
species) "is grounded in its nature, and is the overall tendency; decrease 
in one place or another is accidental .... " 

This idea of the autonomous lawfulness of population growth found 
its most influential expression for the thought of the time in Malthus's 
Essay on Ihe Principle if Populalwn of the year 1798. The so-called law 
of population formulated here asserts that men's increase in numbers 
is a geometric progression, whereas the increase in the quantity of 
food is an arithmetical progression. Appealing to the authority of 
Benjantin Franklio, Malthus considers it certain that a unlversallaw 
of life has been found here, which also sets a limit to the increase of 
plants and animals, based solely on the given quantity of nutrition. 
For Malthus, the ominously widening gap between the two progressions 
no longer lies in the indefinite future; the threat is near-indeed it 
has long been palpable since the acquisition of food had become 
difficult. The conclusion that Malthus derives from his principle of 
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population is resignation in the face of the supposed law of nature, 
whose inhuman harshness should not be deprived of its regulative 
effect through preventive measures taken by the state. The transgression 
of the limits of existential possibility must have its full effect through 
the unbearability of its consequences. It should not be mitigated by 
recognition of a right on the part of the individual to society's removal 
of his distress. But this principle of self-regulation through poverty is 
sterile because its optimal functioning stabilizes only the limiting case 
of a barely endurable proportion between quantity of food and quantity 
of population. 

The two great 'ways out' of this inhuman stability conceived only 
in terms of the political ideal of survival-namely, evolution and rev
.olution~were still far from Malthus's thinking. When Charles Darwin 
became acquainted with Malthus's book in 1838, he wrote, "Here 
then I had at last got a theory by which to work."" By generalizing 
biologically the disorder axiom of overpopulation and the struggle for 
existence arising from it" Darwin recognized in it the order principle 
of selection and the evolution of organisms driven by selection. The 
important consequences of this insight did not derive primarily from 
its theoretical explanatory value but rather from the fascinating effect 
of applying the schema of mechanistic world explanation to the realm 
that Romanticism, once again, had proclaimed to be heterogeneous, 
the realm of the organic, thus extending all the way to man the 
assurance of the ordering power of disorder, that is, of the "state of 
nature" in Hobbes's sense. Hobbes's social contract, however-the 
unconditional capitulation of individuals to the power that in their 
desperation they set up - appeared to have been a short circuit of 
rationality; only the prepolitical society, in which the struggle for exis
tence could unfold, gave free reign to the law of nature, which was 
no longer a mere stabilizer. 

But what we _ are discussing here is not an inexorable sequence of 
historical development. Darwin-and still more the "social Darwinism" 
that was imbued with Darwin's 'applicability' to human society
believed that they had found the sole logical consequence of Mal thus's 
insights. There were, however, other approaches. The foundation of 
agricultural chemistry~that is, the theory of artificial fertilizing-by 
Justus Liebig in 1840 revealed that Malthus's dual progressions could 
not only be disputed as 'law' but could also be conceived as a reality 
alterable by improved technique. Technique is a product of human 
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impatience with nature. The long periods of time that Darwin required 
for the tiniest steps of evolution may indeed have made the great 
waste of nature, its huge expenditure of individuals, suffering and 
death, appear in a new light of significance; but as human security, 
as justification of man's historical status, they were empty of comfort. 

To the scale of the steps of progress that the Enlightenment of the 
eighteenth century thought it could layout, the abbe Galiani had 
already opposed his "NOllS et nos enfants ... Ie reste est reverie>' 
[Ourselves and our children ... the rest is daydreamingJ. The super
dimensional time periods into which, after the disappointment of the 
"best of all possible worlds," the newer optimisms deferred the parousia 
[presence] of human happiness-in the last analysis, in order to justifY 
the present as the necessary preliminary and transitional stage on the 
way to that distant future-these could hardly be described as sec
ularized infinity and were only a surrogate for omnipotence to the 
extent that man as an individual now had to perceive himself as 
impotent vis-a.-vis time, the onmicompetent. The position of tran
scendence was reoccupied by the element of postponement. 

But the very difference in time scale between Malthus and Darwin 
shows that nature and history have definitively ceased to relate to one 
another; Malthus sees the crisis determined by the law of population 
as immediately impending, whereas Darwin justifies nature's indif
ference to what is alive at any given time, over thousands of generations, 
by appeal to the "unerring power of natural selection" and derives 
from this natural right the demand (at the end of the Descent if Man, 
published in 1871) that society should open for all men the free com
petition that grants to the most successful the greatest number of 
descendents. But precisely this social relevance of the new conception 
of evolution makes the heterochrony, the lack of temporal congruity 
between the natural process 'and the acute historical situation in which 
man finds himself, emerge with extreme sharpness. so 

The fascination that once again emanated from the concept of 
nature in this both overwhehning and alarming fonnulation was just 
as delusive as most of what had ever been represented to man about 
'nature' as reassurance in his uncertainty-and, no ~atter how strange 
it sounds, even this 'organic' total conception, in spite of its surrender 
to mechanism, was still a type of reassurance. With it man took shelter, 
as Dolf Sternbe,ger has put it, "under this bizarre gradualness, and 
he is warmer here (notwithstanding the rigorous technique of this 

i 



225 

Chapter 5 

selection, of which, after all, he feels nothing now), warmer than in 
the position of the free outcast who confronted the rest of nature as 
a trial, task, issue, and enigxna, as an alien abode. "31 The peculiar 
organic/mechanical double character of this idea of evolution, which 
seemed to make man. into at one and the same time the accidental 
result of the process and his own demiurge, haVing disposition over 
the process as his instrument, had precisely the lack of definition that 
man finds comforting in his utopian projections. This last of all alliances 
with nature was a blind alley-for many reasons, among which some 
were, in their implications, frightful (and that was due not, as must 
be said explicidy, to the theory as such but rather to its supposedly 
being rendered humanly pragmatic, to the claim to have given the 
definitive answer to the Malthusian problem regarding man's future). 
Malthus and Darwin had both made their theories culminate in the 
advice that man should obey the law of nature by clearing away the 
social hindrances to its unmediated and unadulterated operation. 

The greatness of the much reviled nineteenth century lay in the 
fact that, at least in the greater part of what it actualized historically, 
it opposed this advice. 

The opposition was in the breakthrough of technicization. Malthus's 
work was not intended to stimulate it, but in effect, like no other 
spiritual factor at the turn of the century, it made plausible the process 
of technicization (in the shape of industrialization) as man's self-assertion 
in the face of nature's inhumanity. That the great extension-by leaps 
and bounds-of life expectations could be accomplished at all violated 
the supposed law of nature by violating the difference between the 
progressions that law asserted, whose palliation, rather than alteration, 
Malthus had seen in the measures taken by the state and society 
against poverty. Even Hegel (in section 245 of his Philosophy cf Right 
of 1821) still expresses his opposition to the public and private 'poor 
relief illustrated by the English example by arguing from the irreducible 
difference between needs and means of subsistence: "It hence becomes 
apparent that despite an excess of wealth, civil society is not rich 
enough; that is, its own resources are insufficient to check excessive 
poverty and the creation of a pennrious rabble." Technical progress 
made it evident that the scope available for life was not a natural 
constant and did not stand in a necessarily ultimate disproportion to 
the growth of population. 
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Neither resignation before 'laws of nature' .nor leaving everything 
to the transcendence of time, as the end fann of all the transcendences 
that are indifferent with respect to man, have been able to invalidate 
the self-assertion of reason. Its essence was expressed, once again by 
the Abbe Galiani, in the eighth of his DialDgues sur Ie commerce des bles: 
"Nature is an immense undefined something. It is a wbrk worthy of 
its Creator. And we, what are we? Insects, atoIIlS, nothings. Just let 
us compare. Doubtless nature always returns to the laws given it by 
its Creator for an indefinite duration. Doubtless it returns everything 
to equilibrium, but we need not wait for this return and this equilibrium. 
We are too small. -For nature time, space, motion are nothing, but 
we cannot wait. "32 

Translator's Notes 

a The author presented several contrasting "concepts of reality" from different stages of our 
tradition, of which one is the concept of a "consistency" that is "never definitively and absolutely 
granted" but is perperually contingent on future verification, in his "Wirklichkeitsbegriff und 
M5gliChkeit des Romans," in NadUlftmung und llluswn (Poetik unci Hermeneutik 1), ed. H. R. 
Jauss (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag. 1964; 2nd ed., 1969), pp. 10-14; (Quotation from p. 12.) 

b. On the concept of ''background Inetaphor," see chapter 6 of the author's "Paradigmen zu 
einer Metaphorologle," Archiv for Begrtifigeschichte 6 {I960):69ff. 
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Introduction 

According to a simple formula for mirroring backgrounds, the statement 
that the contemporary world can exist only by means of science stands 
in suspicious relation to the fact that this is asserted by people who 
themselves make their living from science. But this suspicion is still 
harmless compared to the suspicion that results from the fact that 
science itself brought forth the very world, to live in which depends 
on-and makes us increasingly dependent on-science's continued 
existence and continued operation. The dilemma of any attempt to 
focus on this underlying state of affairs lies in the fact that talk about 
science only begets a further science [Wissenschaji: knowledge], whatever 
one chooses to call it. Nor can the attempts to inquire back into a 
prescientific sphere, whether sychronically, in the 'life world,' or dia
chronically, in history, free themselves from this adhesion. The great 
gesture of self-liberation is no help here. If one wants to speak of 
theoretical curiosity as one of the motivating forces of the process of 
science, then one cannot escape entanglement in the misgiving that 
one is being swept along oneself in the stream of that motivating 
force. It is curiosity that draws one's attention to curiosity; curiosity 
depends entirely on itself to throw off the discrimination imposed on 
it, as its modern history shows. It is not able to confirm the Platonic 
hope that one could know in advance what is held in store for it. 

That the difficulties we have, and will increasingly have, with science 
are always integrated into it as scientific difficulties is only one aspect 
of the oudook on the subject of 'theoretical curiosity': the inevitability 
of a failure to find an Archlmedian point over against the reality of 
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science. The other aspect is that of responsibility. Most of the people 
whose lives today depend on science would" not "even be alive, or 
would no longer be alive, if science had not made their lives possible 
and prolonged them. When one puts it that way, it sounds laudable. 
On the other hand, this means at the same time that the overpopulati9n 
of our world is also an excess produced by science. Are there un
ambiguous conclusions that can be drawn from this statement? One 
should avoid too easy answers to this question. To a large extent, 
science has broken the brutal mechanism of the "survival of the fittest": 
it gives more life to people who are less 'fit' for life and keeps them 
.alive longer. Is this a humane achievement? Here again it would be 
frivolous to say that we have an answer to the question. But to pose 
it is to make as clear as possible the significance of what one is dealing 
with when one not only focuses on the dependence of our reality on 
science but also defines that dependence as problematic. The fact that, 
biologically speaking, we no longer live in a Darwinian world, or at 
any rate we live in a world that is less and less Darwinian, is a con
sequence of science that, even if in its turn it has consequences that 
are not evident at a glance, is simply irreversible. Science integrates 
into itself even the responsibility for the consequences of its 
consequences, by itself giving the alarm. 

The existence, and even the mere dimensions of the existence, of 
science are not things over which we have the power of disposition 
as long as we do not feel entided to answer in the affirmative the 
question whether the nonexistence of existing persons or the discon
tinued existence of people whose existence has at any time been in 
danger would have been a more humane alternative. The only person 
who can presume to play with the idea of a discontinuance or a 
reduction in the human effort called "science" is one who has a low 
estimate of the susceptibility of the motivation of theory to disturbance. 
The limits of responsible behavior may be much narrower here than 
·many people imagine. Between lIDeasiness about science's autonomous 
industry and the constraints resulting from its indispensability lies an 
indeterminate latitude within which we are free to act as we wish but 
that it would be misleading to project upon science as a whole. 

The difficulties that we have with science and the rule of those who 
represent science [die Epistemokratiel suggest the gleam of a hope that 
we might escape them by setting up yet another science, an 'ultimate 
science,' which would concern itself 'With nothing but science itself. 
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Another thing that makes this idea attractive is that it promises ar
bitrative fimctions 1 the exercise of power over the powerful, even if 
only over people defined as such for the purposes of the arbitration 
alone. It would be the Archirnedian point - or else the exponential 
increase, through their iteration, of all the difficulties we already have 
with science. Why, after all, should a "science of science," which 
elevates itself to the job of the emphatically so-called "critique" of 
every other species of science, be free from the problematic that it 
would be sure to find in them? The discernment of a need for such 
a metadiscipline, the consensus regarding its acute urgency, imply 
nothing whatsoever about its possibility. But skepticism becomes all 
the more irritating, the nearer we seem to be to filling the office of 
arbiter. 

We cannot live without science. But that is itself largely an effect 
produced by science. It has made itself indispensable. But what this 
observation does not explain is what it was that set the 'industry' of 
science going and keeps it in motion. On the contrary, there exists a 
peculiar uncertainty as to what the motives are that move and intensify 
this epochal effort. One extreme is the mechanical connection between 
autonomous industriousness and meaninglessness that Victor Hugo 
expressed in 1864: "Science searches for perpetual motion. It has 
found it; it is itself m The absolute necessity of science in the contem
porary world does not license any inferences about the process by 
which it began. Even if existential exigencies prevent us from inter
rupting the functionillg of science, this is not enough to show that its 
reality originates in its necessity for life. We must reckon with a break 
in motivation when the moving impetus of theory no longer comes 
directly from the 'life-world' -from the human interest in orientation 
in the world, the will to the expansion of effective reality, or the need 
for the integration of the unknown into the system of the known. This 
is where uneasiness sets in. Necessity is manifesdy not enough; it is 
unable to dispel the suspicion of meanillglessness or, perhaps, even 
more severely, the "fear of a total meanillglessness that lies behind 
every science. "2 

The talk of the "science industry" [Wissenschajisbetriebl that has become 
popular refers, of course, to the objective structural similarity of scientific 
institutions and processes to those of industry, but in its most extreme 
form it points above all, contemptuously, to the busding and auton
omous industry of scientific work as it is now organize:d, to the rupture 
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of the connection between a motivation for the theoretical attitude 
that is founded in the 'life-world' and the realization of that attitude 
under the conditions on which the effectiveness of modem science 
depends; and finally it also points to the lack of congruence between 
the outputs of the autonomous process and the expectations, roott;d 
in the European tradition, that the truth would make men happy and 
free. Seen from the point of view of the conception of theory that 
corresponds to these expectations, the connection between science 
and securing the chance to live is really an unexpected historical 
development. This swprise is not the sole cause of our uneasiness 
with science, but it is an essential element in the situation. 

Since ancient times, what theory was supposed to do was not to 
make life possible but to make it happy. Hence also the first epochal 
injection of mistrust in theory, when happiness had become a matter 
for hope directed at the next world, for a salvation that man could 
not bring about, though it was still defined as visio beatifica [beatific 
visionl-as the acquisition of truth, fulfilhnent through theory. The 
premise that only the final possession of truth could guarantee man's 
happiness went over from ancient thought into the interpretation of 
the biblical eschatology. That life was pleasanter for one who knew 
than for one who sought knowledge was a premise Aristode took for 
granted; it corresponded to his concept of God and especially to his 
physics of finite space and thus. of finite "natural" motions justified 
only by-and ending in-a goal state of rest. The early-modern renewal 
of the pretension to unrestricted theoretical curiosity turned against 
the exclusion of pure theory, and of the pure happiness that was 
bound up with it, from the realm of what could be reached in this 
world, just as it turned against the medieval God's claim to exlusive 
insight into nature as His work. The investigator of nature could no 
longer remain-nor again· become-the ancient world onlooker, 
though he had to reconstruct the connection between cognitive truth 
and finding happiness in a different way if, following Francis Bacon's 
new .fonnula, domination over nature was to be a precondition of the 
recovery of paradise. 

From a central affect of consciousness there arises in the modern 
age an indissoluble connecting link between man's historical self
understanding and the realization of scientific knowledge as the con
firmation of the claim to unrestricted theoretical curiosity. The 'theo
retical attitude' may be a constant in European history since the 
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awakening of the Iomans' interest in nature; but this attitude couId 
take on the explicitness of insistence on the will and the right to 
intellectual curiosity ouIy after it had been confronted with opposition 
and had had to compete with other norms of attitude and fulfillment 
in life. Just as 'purity' as a quality of the theoretical attitude couId 
ouIy be formulated in the circumstances of Plato's opposition to the 
Sophists' instrumentaIization of theory, so also the 'right' to an un
restricted cognitive drive constituted itself and was united with the 
self-consciousness of an epoch ouIy after the Middle Ages had dis
criminated against such intellectual pretensions and put them in a' 
restrictive adjunct relation to another human existential interest posited 
as absolute. The rehabilitation of theoretical curiosity at the beginning 
of the modern age is just not the mere renaissance of a life ideal that 
had already been present once before and whose devaluation, through 
the interruption of its general acceptance, had ouIy to be reversed. 

The classical anthropological question whether man strives for 
knowledge on account of an inner and uncoerced impulse of his nature 
or whether the necessity of gaining knowledge is thrust upon him by 
the naked demands of the prolongation of his existence is no timeless, 
unhistorical problematic, although its continual recurrence-for in
stance, in the contrast between Husserl's phenomenological radical of 
the "theoretical attirude" and Heidegger's Daseins-analytic "existen
tiale" of "care" -seems to make this a natural assUIllption. The most 
widely read handbook of physics in the century of the Enlightenment 
was able to harmonize this question with no trouble: "Necessity and 
men's mosity have perhaps made equal contributions to the discovery 
and further elaboration of the science of nature .... '" Jiirgen Mittel
strass has proposed a' distinction between "naive" and " ~reflected' " 
curiosity, a at the same time describing "talk of a novel type of curiosity 
that initiates the modern age itself' -of a 'self-conscious curiosity'
as "unsatisfactory" "so long as this beginning of the modern age" 
cannot be distinguished by "specific transactions. '" I am not going to 
go into the question whether one who demands evidence of Hspeci:.fic 
transactions" is not left in the hands of an overdetermined concept 
of history and thus in continued bondage to the criteria of official 
documentation [Aktenkundigkeit]. The proposed distinction in any case 
seems to me to be useful. 

Just as anyone who wants to characterize the modem age as an 
epoch marked by teclmology or tending toward that end finds his 
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attention directed agam and agam to technicity as an original anthro
pological characteristic and thus as an omnipresent human structure, 
which admits only a quantitative differentiation of increased complexity 
between a stone tool and a moon rocket-so the stress on the element 
of curiosity undergoes the same process: Curiosity is a mark of youth-. 
fulness even in animals, and a mark, all the more, of man as the 
animal who remains youthful. Naive curiosity, then, would be the 
constant; but at the same time it is the substratum around which 
historical articulation and focus set in. 

It is just this process that is my subject here: As a result of the 
discrimination agamst it, what was natural and went without saying 
isexplicidy 'entered into' and accentuated; play with the world's im
mediacy becomes the seriousness of methodical formation, the necessity 
rNotwendigkeitl of self-preservation becomes the versatility [Wendigkeitl 
of self-assertion, and what was a mere occupation becomes a pre
rogative to be secured and at the same time becomes the energy that 
increases exponentially each time it turns out that the suspected re
servation of the unknown but knowable does exist-that knowledge 
can extend beyond the Pillars of Hercules, beyond the limits of normal 
optics and the postulate of visibility, in other words, beyond the horizons 
that had been assigned to man as long as he had thought that he 
could remam the onlooker in repose, the leisurely enjoyer of the world, 
taken care of by providence. The interpretation of natural restrictions 
as representing a realm to which man was denied access 'in this world' 
radically altered the quality of the theoretical form of life recommended 
by ancient philosophy. 

To demonstrate the logic of this process is immediately to exclude 
the naturalistic suggestion that in the preponderance of theoretical 
curiosity in the modem age what we confront is a fateful recurrence 
of the same, the turning of an anthropological tide. Toward the end 
of the nineteenth century Otto Liebmann exhibited the satisfaction of 
one who had finally pinned down a law of nature in explaining the 
epochs of theory: 

That is, the propensity to theorizing seems to be subject, like other 
human inclinations, to an alternation of ebb and flood. In the causal 
context of a great variety of cultural-historical factors it experiences 
its alternating maxima and minima. There are ages in which it swells 
into a regular monomania and overruns in hypertrophic fashion the 
more modest need for the gathering of simple observational knowledge 
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of matters of fact. There are other ages in which it sinks helow the 
zero point and seems entirely overcome by that same (to it) antagonistic 
need. When a doctrinaire attitude, ensconced in what has become a 
rigid and dogmatically closed world view, considers itself to have 
arrived at the summit of wisdom and now employs all its sagacity in 
elaborating all the sublest ramifications of the finished conceptual 
system that it holds to be true-but equally, however, when a period 
that is carried away with youthful hope, a refOrming period, in its 
precipitate drive to give form, peoples the unknown land of anticipated 
truth with hitherto unimagined mental creations and strays into the 
bouodless and the fantastic-then the reaction against such hyper
theorizing follows in natural sequence, and subsequent generations, 
cautiously assessing the evidence, will have to invest half of their efforts 
in the critical clearing out of overflowing Augean stalls. Then, to he 
sure, that excess is followed by a deficiency; a praiseworthy avoidance 
of doctrinaire illusions, an uoderstandable fear of unreliable pseudo
theories, an entirely admirable feeling for the truth causes people to 
fall into the other extreme .... 5 

This naturalistic approach makes very clear, in negative form, what 
should be expected of a presentation of the historical 'proceedings' 
relative to curiosity that aims at rational analysis. 

Our situation is not that of the beginning of the modern age, however 
distinguishable by "specific transactions" that beginning may be. Is 
the problem of making a beginning still our problem? Jiirgen Mit
telstrass has answered this question by giving his concept of" 'reflected' 
curiosity" a specifically heterogeneous function that I would like to 
characterize as that of an already iterated 'reflection': What set the 
mode:m age's curiosity in motion no longer needs-in its self
accelerated, immanently propelled motion -rehabilitation and resti
tution of its primary energy; it has become indifferent to the new, as 
such, on accouot of its experience of the latter's inevitability, which 
may even constitute for it a burden to be endured, and instead it is 
all the more sensitive to the direction that belongs to the motion that 
is thus stimulated, sensitive to the question of where it is headed. 

In this situation, anyone at all who "defendS man's interest in what, 
so to speak, does not conCen1 him" seems anachronistic-unless per
haps this were once again an act of defending theoretical curiosity in 
circumstances where it was supposed to interest itself only in material 
that did not ruo couoter to powerful interests. Even in the categorization 
of theory as a derivative attitude subordinate to the radical of "care," 
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there is a possibility, if not a necessity" of requiring the interest in 
theory to legitimate itself once again by demoristrating a contemporary 
and relevant, or even an authoritatively prescribed, "care" as its source. 
Scarcely a decade after theory, as mere gaping at what is 'present at 
hand,' had been, if not yet despised, still portrayed as a stale reca
pitulation of the content of living involvements, it was the greatness 
of the solitary, aged Edmund Husserl, academically exiled and silenced, 
that he held fast to the resolution to engage in theory as the initial 
act of European humanity and as a corrective for its most tenible 
deviation, and that he required of it a rigorous consistency, which is 
still, or once again, felt to be objectionable. Hermann Liibbe has 
described as the characteristic mark of this philosophizing, especially 
in the late works, the "rationalism of theory's interest in what is 
without interest": "The existential problem of a scholar who in his 
old age was forbidden to set foot in the place where he canied on 
his research and teaching never shows through, and even the back of 
the official notice that informed him of this prohibition was covered 
by Husser! with philosophical notes. That is a case of 'carrying on' 
whose dignity equals that of the sentence, 'Noli turbare circulos meos' 
[Don't disturb my circles]."'·b 

The bearing of the concept of 'reflected' curiosity is on neither the 
propulsion of theoretical activity nor its resistance to commands that 
it halt or demonstrate its relevance; that is, the bearing is not on world 
orientation but on the orientation of the total process of the curiosity 
that is consciously formed out of its earlier naivete. Its expectation no 
longer relates to "the discovery of something entirely new bl,lt rather 
to the now never ending question, what will come next. "7 The self
conscious curiosity that, at the beginning of the modern age, at first 
turned against history as the epitome of the abrogation of reason and 
of pre,?ccupation with prejudices and impenetrable reserves made its 
own history-as soon as it had one-a subject of inquiry, not by 
adopting a qualitatively new attitude but because it still possessed the 
;naive ubiquitousness that looks under every stone and over every 
fence, and consequently also into its own records. Reflection [Rqlexion] 
first arises as a'result of the resistance that an examination of the 
history of science as a supposedly linear process of accomplishment 
opposes to the nalve assumption that it is an 'object' like any other. 
Reflection on where one actually finds oneself and on what should 
come next is a side effect of the 'encyclopedic' impulse and activity 
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that are aimed at taking stock, at still keeping control of what can no 
longer be surveyed and taken in all at once, putting it in usable form 
as an aVailable potential. Curiosity acquires its conservative complement 
in the encyclopedic program: It cannot understand itself only as motion; 
it must also seek to grasp its topography, the boundaries that are no 
longer set for it by an external authority but that instead it itself 
describes by the totality of its findings. Diderot's article "Encyclopedie," 
written in 1755, marks the onset of reflection on the competition 
between the need to survey and assimilate-to take stock-and the 
need to orient further progress. For the organizer of the Encyclopedic 
the problematic of the use of time is clear: It is true that assimilation 
does not yet take longer than the duration of the validity of what is 
assimilated, but the fimdamental encyclopedic ideas of universal ac
cessibility and of replicability through organization become, at least, 
questionable. On the one hand, Diderot is confident that future gen
erations will be able to construct a better encyclopedia on the basis 
of his; but on the other hand, he emphasizes the special circmnstances 
that have made this particular work possible, and thus the uncertainty 
whether comparable conditions will be present in the future. The 
balance of these considerations reads as follows: "L'Encyclopedie peut 
aisement s'ameliorer; eUe peut aussi aisement se deteriorer" [The 
Encyclopedia can easily be improved; it can just as easily deteriorate]. 

The initial success of theoretical curiosity in the modern age would 
have been inconceivable without the transition from 'naive' to 'self
conscious' curiosity. The latter had not only emerged through its com
petition with the concern for salvation and its argument with the 
transcendent reservation [of realms of knowledge]; once people had 
presumed to peek behind the back cloth ['behind the scenes'] of creation, 
it had also been able to translate the results, as confirmations of its 
suspicions as well as of its right to wllaE-was withheld, into ~the energy 
of the Plus ultra [Still further: Francis Bacon]. This dYnamic of self
confirmation freed curiosity from the connotations of a 'base instinct' 
that bOlmd m3:l1;'s -attention to inessential and superficial matters, to 
pro~gies, monstrosities-in fact, to curiosa ['curiosities']. But the very 
summing up of these confirming effects engendered a need that one 
could classifY, initially, ~as 'topographical' 

The dilemma of the idea of the encylopedia makes it clear why 
'reflected' curiosity will find the dynamic set in motion by the self
conscious interest in knowledge objectionable: The expansion of the 
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horizon of known and understood reality could not be coordinated 
with the presence of what was already accessible within this hor4on. 
Diderot did indeed think of the perfection of the encyclopedia as an 
objective task for the future; he thought about what abilities the con
tributors would have to possess, what circumstances would be favorable;. 
but he did not consider the situation of the reader and' the way in 
which it would be altered by the universal quality of the work.. He 
would already have been able to say what we have to say today, that 
while we know more about the world than we ever did before, this 
"we" does not by any means mean "I." The "we" of this statement 
confronts the "I" only in the form of institutions-of encyclopedias, 
academies, universities. These represent higher-level agencies [Uber
subjeklel that administer knowledge about reality in space and time 
and organize its growth. The disproportion between what has been 
achieved in the way of theoretical insight into reality and what can 
be transmitted to the individual for his use in orienting himself in his 
world is disconcertingly unpreventable. But the intensity of the process 
becomes critical in regard to not only the relation between the objective 
stock of knowledge and its translatability into subjective orientation 
but also the stability of that stock itself in view of the fact that in the 
succession of generations of knowledge, the length of the 'half-life' of 
each, on its way to obsolescence, has already dropped to less than a 
decade. The phrase "in possession of the truth" [Wahrheitsbesitzl-no 
matter how one defines truth epistemologically-is no longer capable 
of nonironical employment. Even if, forgoing the use of the classical 
term, one speaks of the encyclopedic postulate of possessing the greatest 
possible stock of information, still the accelerating rate at which that 
information decays means that the individual is compelled to acquire 
a capacity for provisional relations with it, for transitory reliance on 
it, within the duration of his individual lifetime. It is easy to imagine 
this disappointment with the stability of scientific knowledge pushing 
people toward modes of 'having' theoretical propositions ·that seem 
less unstable and less taxing because they are hardly falsifiable. 

This phenomenon of the acceleration of the theoretical process can 
no longer be explained by reference to the hyperfunctioning of a 
theoretical curiosity that organized itself around the recovery of the 
right to unrestricted expansion. Undoubtedly there exists somewhere 
in the course of the progressive consolidation of this structured process 
a point at which the possibility of the intervention of exogenous, 'life-
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worldly,' historical motivations narrows and finally disappears and 
after which one has to say that in relation to what comes about as 
science, and to what scientists do, theoretical curiosity is now only a 
secondary factor. However much it may still detennine the genesis 
of a choice of profession, it has correspondingly little effect on the 
objective state and the availability to the individual of the structured 
process in reality. This also-the hick of room for individual motivation, 
for an authentic initiative-is ipvolved in our uneasiness with regard 
to science. 

of course it will not be possible to determine the exact point in 
time up to which, while an individual might not have been able to 
assimilate the totality of the truths accessible at the time-that limiting 
case has probably always been unattainable- still, enough could be 
attained in one lifetime that the individual could impute to himself a 
substantial share in what Was known of reality and what seemed in 
any way necessary for its comprehension. It is only on this assumption, 
that the truth in its totality was at the disposition of the individual, 
that the ancient association of eudemonia with theory, as its precon
dition, could be held on to and even renewed. For when the program 
of a science safeguarded by method was projected in the early modem 
age, this elementary assumption was renewed. The reality in which 
man, both as individual and as society, lived was supposed to remain 
identical with the reality that theoretical knowledge was to open up 
and make perspicuous for human action. Otherwise Descartes could 
not have promised the definitive morality as the consequence of the 
perfection of physics. 

The definitive morality, which as the epitome of materially adequate 
behavior was supposed to guarantee human happiness, remained 
bound to the continuing presence of the perfected theory for practice 
because the behavioral norm in each case emerged from personal 
insight into the structure of reality. But almost simultaneously, in 
Francis Bacon, a concept ofhurnan happiness appeared that separated 
theory from existential fulfillment by reducing the necessary knowledge 
to the amount fixed by the requirements of domination over natural 
reality. The recovery of paradise was not supposed to yield a transparent 
and familiar reality but only a tamed and obedient one. For this 
equivalent of a magic attitude to reality, the individual no longer 
needed to understand himself in his relation to reality; instead it was 
sufficient if the combination of everyone's theoretical accomplishments 
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guaranteed a state of stable domination over this reality, a state of 
which the individual could be a beneficiary even Without having insight 
into the totality of its conditions. The subject of theory and the subject 
of the successful life no longer needed to be identical. This appears 
as relief from a demand that was immediately to become unfulfillable, 
even before the incongruence between theoretical objectivity and in
dividual competence had become foreseeable. 

Here it has already become in principle possible and permissible 
for scientific knowledge to be an instrument of specialists, a reserve 
administered by initiates, institutionalized not as something one can 
possess but rather as an available potential. Theoretical curiosity serves 
only to guarantee that in spite of the impediments to it, the cognitive 
process gei:s under way and is pressed forward; .but the vindication 
of its self-assertion is not accomplished by the mere fact that the 
overstepping of the boundaries of the known world, which it dares 
for the first time, does enable it to discover new worlds but only by 
a demonstration of the real usefulness of knowledge as a source of 
capability. This is the explanation for the delay that intervened before 
Bacon's theory of theory enjoyed real success. His ulterior magical 
conception - that a world that was created by the word must also be 
one that can be dominated by the word, that to be in paradise means 
to. know the names of things - had to be forgotten. This is not .the 
context in which, for instance, Montesquieu speaks of the curiosity 
that is inherent in all men in his address to the AcadCmie (near the 
beginning of the eighteenth century) on the motives to encourage 
people to pursue the sciences: that curiosity, he says, has never been 
so well vindicated as in the present age, in which one daily hears it 
said that the limits of man's knowledge are being infinitely expanded 
and that the savants themselves are so amazed at what they know 
that sometimes they doubt the reality of their successes .. ' 

To understand the process of the legitimation of theoretical curiosity 
as a basic feature of the history of the beginning of the mode= age 
certainly does not mean to make curiosity into the 'destiny' of history, 
or one ·of its absolute values. The legitimacy of the mode= age is not 
the legitimation of its specific constituent elements under all possible 
circumstances. It is possible that Socrates was in the right when, as 
Cicero says, for the first time he brought philosophy down from the 
heavens, settled it in the cities, introduced it into people's homes, and 
forced it to investigate life, manners, and nonns ofbehavior.9 But one 
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must also see what this Socratic turning became once it ceased to be 
understood as making man the subject of inquiry and was interpreted 
instead as the theological reservation of other subjects to divine sov
ereignty and was accordingly placed in Socrates's mouth as the ab_ 
breviated motto, Quae supra nos, nihil ad nos [What is above us is nothing 
to Us].lO The rehabilitation of theoretical curiosity is justified in the 
first instance only as the rejection of discrimination against it, of a 
restriction of its legitimacy tbat had only initially been gmunded on 
concern for the salvation of the one who was thus constrained. Despite 
the fact that the connection between theory and eudemonia that was 
established in antiquity was involved in the process of the emancipation 
of curiosity at the beginning of the modem age, the question whether 
man in fact achieved happiness too in exercising the rights that he 
had thus recovered has no bearing on the establishment of the legit
imacy of his pretension: From the perspective of a pure eudemonism, 
restrictions on human incli1iations, based on any principle whatever, 
are incompatible with the motivation that is proper to the desire for 
happiness; that fact defines the burden of proof that has to be met 
in justifYing restrictive reservations. The Socratic question whether 
man's interest in himself does not require neglect of his interest in 
nature does provide a form of argument for the discrimination against 
curiosity but is not characteristic of the state of affairs at the close of 
the Middle Ages, which was the determining factor in the formation 
of the new pretension. The balance sheet of theoretical curiosity in 
general is not predetermined by its legitimacy in the modern age. 
Still, the latter does provide food for thought that is relevant to the 
former, as is proper for a piece of philosophical reflection. 

Translator's Notes 

a. " <Refiektierte' Neugierde:' Like our "reflect," reflektieren conveys the ideas of considering 
and of "reflecting on" something. but in addition it carries a clearer suggestion than our term 
does of <reflexiveness,> of the possibility of considering or reflecting on one's 0'WIl actions and 
inclinations as one's 0'WIl,' and thus of self-consciousness. 

b. A remark reportedly made by Archimedes to Roman soldiers who, after conquering his 
city, Syracuse. were on the point of killing him. 
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The Retraction of the Socratic 
Turning 

The light in which the landscape and things that surrounded the life 
of the Greeks stood gave to everything a clarity and (in terms of optics 
alone) unquestionable presence that left room for doubt regarding the 
accessibility of nature to man only late and only as a result of thought's 
experience .with itself. This nature exists essentially 'of itself,' and it 
is essentially true 'of itself,' Such a naturalness of truth can immediately 
be combined with the conception that understands the world as a 
cosmos and interprets man's theoretical relation to reality teleologically, 
as a piece of this order, by explaining man's capacity for knowledge 
as something corresponding to a 'characteristic' of things, namely, 
their intelligibility. 

The cognitive relation was therefore already interpreted early on, 
by the Presocratics, as the realization of an elemental affinity between 
the substance of the objects and that of man's organs of perception 
and knowledge. That a thing can only be represented "by its like" 
still finds in Aristotle's doctrine of the soul an admittedIy more abstract 
but materially identical formulation in the proposition that "the soul 
is, potentially, everything in existence." Internal homogeneity and 
external intensity of light allow the soul and its objects to belong to 
one world, in whose all-around appropriateness there cannot be such 
things as the too small and the too large, the hidden and the withheld, 
and in which existential fulfillment is guaranteed if what is planned 
to go together does come together. Accordingly, man is seen, down 
to the Stoics) as the world's observer, at rest at the point from which 



244 

Part TIl" 

all of its objects are accessible, objects of which he experiences both 
the truth and the enjoyment. The .'theoretical· attitude' is not recog
nizable as a basic decision, such as was projected by Husserl into the 
beginning of the European tradition-not as a voluntaristic act of 
foundation that grasps one possibility to the exclusion of others. Reality 
itself[die Sache selbstJ offers itself and by its mere presence compels t1ie 
inquiring intelligence along its path; and this basic idea justifies in
terpreting the history of inquiry and thought as a couse aimed at 
sifting out the truth, as Aristode undertakes to do with his philosophical 
predecessors, in whose formulas he sees the plan -won from the truth 
itself, though admittedly still obscure-of his own consummation of 
the tradition.' When, in the lapidary initial sentence of the Metaphysics, 
Aristode formulates the point of departure and the justification of 
philosophy in the proposition that "all men, by their nature, strive 
for knowledge," one could see in this an already one-sidedly accen
tuated, narrow, and potentially problematical comprehension of that 
basic situation, to which there would have to stand in strict synunetry 
the formula that everything in existence 'strives' from: its nature to 
be known. So as to indicate what has happened in the history that 
we are discussing here, let me introduce a remark of Goethe that 
accurately states the resignation that accompanies the reverse of this 
basic experience: "If God's concern had been that men should live 
and act in the truth, then He would have had to arrange matters 
differently."2 

Into the arcadian picture of this initial situation-which we have 
inferred in the manner of linguistics as an unverifiable root form
features must now admittedly be introduced on which later darkenings 
and doubts are founded. Philosophy originates with the discovery of 
the hiatus between appearance and existence, perception and thought, 
and already in Heraclitus and Parmenides it divides men into those 
who unreflectingly submit to appearance and perception and those 
who penetrate to the authentic truth behind these, who do not even 
gain access to the truth by their own powers but rather require initiation, 
as though into a mystery. The religious aspect appears here already 
as a potential restriction on the immanent self-evidence of theory and 
thus as a reservation against the self-realization of a fulfilled existence 
in the world, a reservation that in the last analysis terminates in the 
displacement of the possible unity of truth possession and happiness 
into a 'next-worldly' state, a displacement that will be carried out by 
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Christianity. Bound up with the weight of this religious reservation is 
a revaluation of theoretical activity: While in the assumed initial situation 
a certain intellectual quietism-letting the nuth 'come to one'-was 
implied, with this reservation the energetic desire for knowledge really 
becomes for the first time not only a superfluous but also a blasphemous 
industriousness, in which man disturbs the teleology and economy of 
his lot and fails to behave trustingly as a member of a cosmos in 
which he is provided for. 

Already at this early stage the attempt, so to speak, to bring the 
world of the heavenly bodies (seen as possessing the quality of divinity) 
down to the scale of human knowledge played a special role that is 
very characteristic for our tradition. Here man reached for the highest 
and therefore the 'critical' object of his world and his theoretical ca
pability. Pbilosophy emancipated itself from the mythical relation to 
the world precisely by making observation of the heavens into the 
exemplary exercise of man's vocation for theory. Here the basic or 
initial situation shows through once again when the assertion (no doubt 
intended as justificatory) could be ascribed to Theophrastus that phi
losophy did not search out and choose this object among others but, 
on the contrary, the beauty of the object itself first awakened the 
pbilosophical appetite for knowledge. 3 The transfer of the motivation 
of the cognitive drive outward, into the pressing character of the given 
itself. which occurs particularly in the derivation of pbilosophy from 
man's amazement at and admiration of the world, takes on a justifYing 
function: The immediacy of the perception of the divine-which 
seemed to be disturbed by theory's unilateral laying hold of the phe
nomena -is converted into the indirect form, mediated by physical 
knowledge, of the more or less developed proof of the divinity standing 
behind appearances. The first pbilosopher to live in Athens, Anaxa
goras, could be accused of impiety because he had maintained that 
the sun was a glowing mass; and even if this accusation was only an 
explicit formula for the demythologizing of pbilosophy that he defin
itively carried out, it was nevertheless certainly not accidental that it 
became the central charge against him. Perhaps the anecdote about 
Thales that Plato hands down' also has a similar background; the 
laughter of the Thracian maid over the pbilosopher who fell in the 
well wbile sauntering and observing the stars may represent not only 
the malicious pleasure of the uufree in observing the consequences 
of idleness, but also an understanding of the revenge taken by her 
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tellurian gods on the Milesian who devoted his attention entirely to 
the stars. In the patristic polemics, the gaze upward is still contrasted, 
as the one capable of transcendence, to the downward gaze of the 
heathens, who are in the power of material idols. But the Thracian 
maid's ridicule of the protophilosopher Thales also hints at a further 
motif, which was to reappear in the course of the process through 
which the theoretical attitude became questionable: the conflict between 
the distant and the nearby, between that which has no immediate 
effect in life and the daily duties of a citizen in a community. He 
knows his way about the heavens, but he does not see what lies before 
his feet, sneers the slave girl. Especially the Roman reception of the 
Greek ideal of contemplative leisure will briug out this conflict of 
interests and thus prepare a pattern that was to be taken up by the 
patristic literature when the latter put the necessity of salvation, and 
the resultant economy of all human efforts, in the place· of political 
urgencies. 

The central figure around whom this discussion unfolds, and to 
whose name it was to remain attached, is Socrates. The primacy that 
he gave to man's self-knowledge draws after it the question whether 
the natural philosophy ofhis predecessors is disqualified as a distraction 
of attention from what is essential or whether knowledge of nature 
must be coordinated with that primacy of the knowledge of the human, 
as the precondition of man's integrating himself into the cosmos. In 
Xenophon's aCcoWlt of Socrates's trial, Socrates is said to have clearly 
separated the human/ethical from the cosmological/theological themes. 
Decisions that relate to what is uncertain and unknowable require the 
help of mantic power, the questioning of an oracle; but it would be 
foolish to· question the oracle in matters for the judgment of which 
the gods had given man a capacity of his own. "Likewise he considers 
it impenmssible to ask the gods about things that one could know if 
one only took the trouble to measure, to count, or to weigh." 

What sounds to us today like a justification of quantifYing natural 
science is here related exclusively, however, to the ponderabilities of 
practical life.5 Everything else that had become the object of philo
sophical interest since the Ionian school was now to be excluded. "He 
did not even have the habit, like most of them, of talking abut the 
nature of the uriiverse, or of discussing how the 'cosmos' (so-called 
by the philosophers) had come into being, and from what causes the 
various phenomena in the heavens came about, but rather actually 
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declared those to be fools who concerned themselves with such things. 
He asked these people whether they believed that they already under
stood human affairs so well that they could turn to such investigations, 
or whether they considered it acceptable to dismiss human matters 
and inquire into superhuman ones instead. He 'was amazed at their 
failure to understand that it was quite impossible for men to fathom 
such matters."6 According to this account, Socrates then pointed to 
the contradictions between the philosophical schools in questions re
garding nonhuman nature-a mode of argument later to be char
acteristic of the theoretical resignation of Hellenism. 

Still.more important is the consideration closing this chapter, which 
appeals to the criterion of the applicability of theoretical insights: "He 
who studies human matters thinks after all that he will be able to 
apply what he learns for his own use and for the use of other men. 
On the other hand, it does not even occur to those who investigate 
divine matters to expect to derive any application of their knowledge 
of the causes of winds, waters, weather, and all that sort of thing, but 
they are satisfied merely to investigate their origins." The catalog of 
the human matters of which Socrates is said to have treated in his 
conversations includes piety and impiety, beauty and ugliness, justice 
and injustice, virtue and foolishness, bravery and cowardice, the polis 
and the politician, government and the technique of governing, in 
other words, everything that makes up the difference between the 
excellent and the unfree.' All knowledge is justified only by the gauge 
that it supplies for action, and the worthiness of the objects of theory 
to be known is determined accordingly. 

The authority of this Socrates is appealed to by the Cyrenaics, who 
"abstained from inquiry into nature because of the obvious unintel
ligibility of the object, but occupied themselves with logic because of 
the usefulness sprioging from it,'" and the Cynics, who discarded logic 
and all other traditional disciplines along with physics in order to 
concentrate on control over themselves. 9 The formulation that Cicero 
gave to this picture of Socrates, according to which he "was the first 
to call philosophy down from the heavens, to make it at home in the 
cities, to_introduce it into people's homes and to require it to investigate 
life, customs, and the difference betwt:en good and evil," was also 
distinctive in that it cited among the Presocratic objects rejected by 
Socrates not only the questions of natural philosophy in the narrower 
sense - that is, those regarding the origin and construction of the 
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cosmos - but also the purely quantitative elements of phoronomic 
astronomy: siderum magnitudines, interoalla, cursus [the sizes of, distances 
between, and paths of heavenly bodies]. On account of the great 
infhlence that Cicerd s fonnulas were to have, special attention must 
be drawn to this broadening of the Socratic exclusion. . 

The inconsistencies of the picture of Socrates conveyed to us in the 
various sources are not what we want to discuss here. But nevertheless 
it may well be assumed that they are due to stylizations of a mature 
figure who was to be made exemplary for posterity-stylizations in 
which Socrates's own past was dissolved into variously accentuated 
contrasting positions. Xenophon's Socrates, with his exclusion of the 
knowledge of nature from a philosophy concerned solely with human 
matters, represents the overcoming of Socrates's point of departure 
in the philosophy of Anaxagoras, whose student he had been and 
whose interest in natural philosophy was still ascribed to Socrates and 
ridiculed in Aristophanes's Cwuds, which -produced in the year 423 
B.C. -presents a picture of the philosopher that antedates the Platonic 
picture of the last years of his life by a quarter of a century.1O In 
Plato's Apowgy alio, Socrates does allude to earlier slanders and ac
cusations directed agianst him, which had related to the impiety of 
his being occupied with the meteora [atmospheric and astronomical 
phenomenal and with what might lie under the earth. In the same 
passage, however, still another element of the Socratic past comes to 
light in the reproach that Socrates knew how "to make the weaker 
argument into the stronger." This points to Socrates's opposition 
(pushed into the foreground by Plato) to Sophism, to which in his 
youth he doubdess stood closer than can be athnitted at the beginning 
of the Apology, which is directed against every kind of rhetoric. In any 
case even the Platonic Socrates still commands the whole range of the 
dialectical and rhetorical triCks that were marketed by the Sophists. 
For Plato the anti-Sophistic role of his Socrates dominates the scene 
so much that he could consciously abandon the rejection of natural 
philosophy as early as the Phaeclo, when he made Socrates into the 
transmitter of a natural-philosophical total myth whose presentation 
seems to substantiate the reproach, rejected in the Apology, that he 
had done wrong by engaging in urmecessary inqniry into the things 
under the earth and in the heavens - a reproach to which Socrates 
had replied there that he had taken no part whatsoever in this variety 
of the interests imputed to him. U 
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There is thus not only an inconsistency between Xenophon and 
Plato but also within the Platonic picture of Socrates, which incidentally 
Diogenes Laertius already noticed: "It looks to me as though Socrates 
also made the knowledge of nature an object of his discussions. He 
did after all go into. explanations of providence, according to Xeno
phon's testimony, although the same Xenophon insists that his dis
cussions were concern.ed only with. ethics. TIle situation with Plato is 
similar. In the Apology he mentions Anaxagoras and other philosophers 
of nature, of whom Socrates claims to know nothing. But in spite of 
this, when he expresses himself on "nallural philosophy, he puts it all 
in Socrates's mouth. "12 One will have to relate this additional interest 
(in natural philosophy) to an earlier phase in Socrates's life and thought 
in order to do justice to both of the close witnesses. The doctrine that 
is cited in order to justifY attributing this interest to him,that of the 
providence of nature on man's behalf, which Diogenes of Appolonia 
seems to have been the first to fonnulate in connection ,vith Anax
agoras's concept of God and in opposition to the Ionian natural phi
losophy, could have operated in Socrates's intellectual biography 
precisely in the direction of establishing .the superfluousness of interest 
in the riddles of nature. This integral combination of a metaphysical 
dogma with a physical skepticism or indifference will indeed dem
onstrate its usefulness in Hellenism and in the patristic literature as 
well because it is precisely an anthropocentric teleology of nature that 
deprives man of the basis on which to argue that he needs to secure 
himself against nature, or at least against fear of its spectacular phe
nomena, by means of inquiry into them. The modern age, on the 
other hand, will attack this teleological ,element so violendy precisely 
because it will see in it an inadmissible and false assurance about 
nature that pacifies and weakens man's claim to knowledge. Whether 
Socrates was "the real founder of teleology in reflection upon the 
world" (K. Praechter) or only the recipient of ideas from Diogenes of 
Appolonia (W. Theiler) is not crucial for this function-which at any 
rate first became recognizable in connection with him-of what was 
later so important an element in the tradition and the epochal break. 

Diogenes Laertius's other argument, based on Plato, for the as
sumption of a Socrates who philosophized about nature-the argument 
from the difference between the Apology and Plato's later dialogues
is also hardly sound, but it does lead to an essential connection: That 
which, as natural science, had been recognized as just as impossible 
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as it is unnecessary can be perfecdy legitimate and sensible if it is 
given a different fonn of authority and relevance to what is humanly 
essential as a myth functioning in the context of ethics. 

This becomes evident in the very same Platonic dialogue that Di
ogenes Laertius no doubt had especially in mind when he speaks of 
the natural philosophy conferred on Socrates by Plato: :the Pha.do. In 
this last instruction session, Socrates tells his students once again that 
in his youth he had been eager above all for the sort of wisdom that 
people call natural history. He had been concerned more than anything 
else with knowing the causes of things, of their coming into being, 
persistence, and ceasing to be, and he had devoted all of his energy 
to these questions." But finally he had come to understand that he 
was as unsuited for this sort of investigation as he could conceivably 
have been, in fact that in a peculiar way he was blinded by it to things 
that he had earlier found quite obvious and immediately intelligible. 
Socrates then depicts his experience with Anaxagoras's world reason, 
which he takes to imply a universally teleological way of seeing things. 
However, his expectations were bitterly disappointed in his pursuit of 
Anaxagoras's theory of nature, which was unable to derive from this 
principle any advantage at all in explaining the construction of the 
world. Disappointment with the explanatory perfonnance of natural 
philosophy explains his withdrawal, indeed flight, into the realm of 
concepts, so as to contemplate in them the truth of things." The 
subsequent discussion gives an example of the efficacy of the use of 
abstract concepts and their application to the problem of immortality; 
that is, it justifies logic by demonstrating its human significance. But 
with the assurance of immortality a secondary question comes up, 
which can no longer be dealt with by rational means, namely, the 
question of the fate of the soul after death. The topography of the 
soul's travel and introduction to Hades now requires-just as it did 
much later in the case of Dante-that a whole cosmology be unrolled. 
Socrates grasps this scanty point of departure with an enthusiasm that 
only shordy before he had regarded as the youthful misplacement of 
his philosophical interest: There are many and wonderful regions of 
the earth, and these in general are differendy constituted than is 
thought by those who make a habit of talking about them.15 There 
follows the well-known imaginary world picture, whose whole function 
consists in being able to strengthen the hope of a virtuous soul for a 
fair reward in the end. Socrates explicidy admits that it would not be 
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becoming to a reasonable man to assert seriously the reality of <every
thing he relates there; it is not at all a matter of the correctness of 
the assertions but rather of being able to risk belief in a particular 
appropriate fate of the soul; and to take this risk is noble. One must 
therefore recite to oneself some such myth as the one he had contrived, 
and even swear to it. 16 

Here we have in a few words the entire justification for the fact 
that the Platonic Socrates, who had renounced all natural science, 
nevertheless in his last hour in prison expounds precisely a piece of 
'natural philosophy' - the mythical brackets, inhibition of the assertive 
character, exclusion of the theoretical will, and functional coordination 
with man's ethical self-fortification justify this in a new way. 

The readily employed schema of the duality of ' Myth os and Logos' 
does not suffice to comprehend adequately this change in the function 
of observation of nature. The myth serves hope. The theoretical ele
ments of probability, of which it too has need, are properly employed 
in order to answer-or to place within the horizon of answerability
questions that under the strict claim to knowledge would not be an
swerable. In the myth of the judgment of the dead that is presented 
in Plato's Gorgias, Socrates says that what may seem to Callicles to be 
a myth nevertheless counts for him as a 'logos'" -understandably, 
since this myth is even more narrowly and precisely oriented toward 
the fundamental question of ultimate justice and thus of the rationality 
of moral action. It wards off the failure of the attempt to inquire after 
a historically immanent justice-in view precisely of Socrates's own 
fate. But even here the myth is not really a logos. Socrates does not 
obscure' this differentiation: We could scorn the myth if we could really 
find the better and truer solution that we seek and in exchange for 
which we would be willing to give it up." The floating, uncategorical, 
almost poetical form of assertion that is characteristic of myth is the 
vehicle by means of which, after Socrates's great turoing toward logic 
and ethics, the philosophy of nature returns to philosophical thought, 
widely visible and with lasting influence in the demiurge myth of the 
Timaeus. 

This. mythical cosmology also has a consistently Socratic function 
within the plarmed trilogy of dialogues, namely, that of preparing for 
the exemplary prehistory of Athens, to be presented in the second 
dialogue, the Critias. Accordingly allusion is made at the beginning of 
the Timaeus to the discussions held on the previous day, in which 
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Socrates had sketched the picture of an ideal state. Consequendy the 
real theme of the myth of the demiurge is mediation between the 
ideal and the real cosmos by the world's master builder, the archetypical 
origillal process, on the basis of which the translation of the ideal state 
into the real polis of Athens can also be pursued. Just as the real 
world of our perception stands before us as, so to speak, perceptual 
proof of the realizability of the ideal, so the history of the Athenian 
state should be taken as demonstrating the realizability of the ideal 
state that was developed earlier and briefly sketched once again at 
the beginning of the dialogue. Here again the myth's probability is 
sufficient, allowing (indeed) that it may have been different, but not 
that it may have been different in kind. Both pretension and resignation 
are operative here: pretension to what it is essential for man to know 
of nature, resignation regarding what develops entirely within the 
immanent dynamics of questioning. For those who are recipients of 
such an evident myth, it is obligatory not to investigate beyond it. 19 

The positive side of this is that when one holds a piece of scientific 
knowledge to be quite true, beneficial to the state, and thoroughly 
agreeable to divinity, then there is no other possibility than to let it 
be known." 

Thus consistency with Socrates's self-criticism regarding his past 
inquiries into nature is maintained by Plato in an entirely unexpected 
roundabout fashion. It is a separate question whether the origillal 
fimction of such an extensive construction as the cosmogonic myth 
endures in the tradition or whether, even before any misunderstandings, 
there enters in a process of separation from and defimctionalization 
of the whole. This question affects the tradition of the Timaeus all the 
more because over many centuries it served to isolate a relatively 
small piece of the history of the world's production and thus (even 
just literarily) made the fimctional context unrecognizable. Thus the 
history of its influence contributed hardly anything to the problem of 
the legitimacy of interest in knowledge of nature. 

However, the recurrence of interest in the cosmos in the Platonic 
picture of Socrates can also be derived from the other aspect of his 
overcoming of his own biography: the counterposition to Sophism. 
The Socratic formula of the identity of wisdom and morality, of know 1-
edge and virtue, can be understood as the overcoming of Sophism by 
its own means. The freeing of knowledge from its pragmatic em
ployment in the service of political interests, the recovery of its im-
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manent significance, gives to action a norm that is independent of 
partial ends. But this means that the objectivity of theory cannot be 
regulated primarily tbrough the selection of an interest, which seeks 
only to procure justifications and techniques for its success. On the 
contrary, it must seek to grasp the universal order whose maintenance 
alone guarantees to human action ~at it draws after it eudemonia as 
the confirmation of its correctness. The appropriateness that governs 
action as its norm can no longer be defined as the pragmatic coor
dination of the means to particular occasional ends but rather as the 
subordination of all ends and means to the single highest end of man, 
that of achieving and maintalning his well-being within the cosmos. 

Thus ~nature' as a theme recurs in the requirement of man's self
knowledge, which is never the self-knowledge of an individual sub
jectivity but rather the knowledge of an essential nature and its naturally 
prescribed needs, even before the choice of particular existential ends. 
But this human nature is not yet-for the Greek -the singular defi
niteness of a subject standing over against the world and objectivizing 
it as the field of its risky or conditional self-realization; it is rather an 
element and constitutive part of the cosmos itself self-knowledge does 
indeed appear until deep into the Christian epoch as an alternative 
to knowledge of the world, and as a condition of securing one's personal 
salvation, but nevertheless always, to judge from the logic of the rules 
that are derived. from this imperative, in such a way that only the 
world in its pregiven order of essences can give particulars regarding 
what is appropriate or inappropriate to this self, what will fulfill or 
fail to fulfill its· position in the order. Knowledge of the cosmos is 
implicated in the postulate of self-knowledge. 

In the Phaedo the investigation of the logoi that followed upon res
ignation from hopes of knowledge of nature turns into an argument 
for inunortality that understands the evidence oflogical, mathematical, 
and ethical knowledge as a state of certainty foreign to the conditions 
of the world of appearance and deriving from preexistent anamnesis. 
Anamnesis explains how man can 'learn,' how he grasps the necessary 
connections in given states of affairs and thus is able to confirm the 
intelligibility of his thought and his concepts amid the agitated variety 
of appearances: He carries in himself the dowry of the Ideas according 
to which everything that confronts him is constituted. The Platonic 
doctrine of the Ideas very rapidly lost its original limitation to concepts 
having force in logic and ethics and broadened the sphere of Ideas 
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mto the world of the original images of everythllg m existence. But 
in the process it divested the cosmos of the foreignness and sheer 
externality that had driven the young Socrates to resignation from 
the useless effort of tryillg to comprehend nature. 

The unfoldillg of the Platonic doctrine of Ideas no longer allows 
one to continue to draw an essential distinction between what essentially 
concerns man and what m the guise of nature appears only to stimulate 
his curiosity: When the agent conforms to the normative Ideas of the 
moral virtues, m reality he only mtegrates himself mto the universal 
ohedience m which nature-as the sum total of images-stands to its 
originals. The doctrine of Ideas not only explains man's learning and 
mquiry as turning to the truth possession already latent withll him; 
it also legitimates them as the exhaustion of a potential that would 
otherwise remain untouched. Even if ananmesis may only have had 
the character of an episodic, quasi-mythical expedient m Plato's 
thought, still the foundation of the visible world m the world ofIdeas, 
which rernaills, cannot be easily reconciled with the Socratic position's 
exclusion of cosmological theory. 

Seen m retrospect, from the pomt of view of the Platonic doctrine 
of Ideas, Socrates's recommendation that philosophy restrict itself to 
logic and ethics appears after all as a transformation of Sophism, which 

-had relativized the universe of existing thllgs to man's purposes and 
to the benefit that his will to live could derive from them. In contrast 
to this, anamnesis made mari's cognitive drive a piece of the much 
more narrowly mtended Socratic postulate that man should concern 
himself only with his own affairs. 

It is qulte consistent that Plato also provides an explicit legitimation 
for man's extreme claim to knowledge-his mterest m the starry 
heavens-m the myth of the demiurge. He bas the world fabricator 
produce the human soul from the material left over from the making 
of the world soul and thus, through its kinship with the substance of 
the world soul, guarantee it universal access to knowledge. 21 Down to 
the _pedantic pomt of having the number of human souls correspond 
to the number of stars, the myth carries out the basic idea that Aristode, 
by both the first sentence of his Metaphysics regardillg the naturalness 
of the appetite for knowledge and the fimdarnental principle of his 
psychology that "the soul is, potentially, everything m existence," was 
simultaneously to formulate abstracdy and to withdraw from any 
further foundation. So the ideal of theory that was shaped for our 
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tradition by the ancient world first became formulable, precisely in 
its foundation on the nature of man and in its relation to fulfilling 
eudemonia, only in the countermove against the Socratic reservation. 

At the beginning of the Metaphysics, Aristotle detacbes the human 
striving for knowledge from coordination with self-knowledge and 
moral action. Man's essential nature justifies itself simply by being 
realized and has no need of relation to any other existential purpose. 
The naturalness of the cognitive drive is read directly from man's 
relation to the perceptual world, from the delight he takes in his access 
to it through the senses.22 Something so natural and essentially ap-

. propriate is not grounded merely in the circumstances and needs of 
human life. The order of the senses themselves confirms this by the 
preeminence of sight, whicb stands closest to knowledge· because it 
conveys the greatest number of differences between things. But the 
history of the human conduct of life also proves the essential superiority 
of purposeless knowledge, of knowledge unrelated to needs: If men 
have turned to philosophy so as to escape their ignorance, then they 
evidently sought knowledge for its own sake and not for its practical 
usefulness. "And this is confirmed by the facts; for it was when almost 
all the necessities of life and the things that make for comfort and 
recreation had been secured, that sucb knowledge began to be sought. 
Evidently then we do not seek it for the sake of any other advantage; 
but as the man is free, we say, who exists for his own sake and not 
for another's, so we pursue this as 1;he only free sqence, for it alone 
exists for its own sake. "23 Here the essential appropriateness of pure 
knowledge is related to the freedom of man, who exists for his own 
sake and whose self-realization is his only end. In a very subtle way, 
the principle of the likeness of the knowing subject and the known 
object comes into force once more. 

But this autonomous significance of theory immediately falls under 
the suspicion that in it man goes beyond what is appropriate to his 
nature and thus invades the essential reserve of the divine. Aristotle 
at once takes up the question: ~'Hence also the possession of [such 
knowledge] might be justly regarded as beyond human power; for in 
many ways human nature is in bondage, so that according to Sirnonides, 
'God alone can have this privilege; and it is unfitting that man should 
not be content to seek the knowledge that is suited to him." The 
argument relieving this suspicion is derived from the experience of 
the human capacity for happiness through· pure knowledge: "If, then, 
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there is something in what the poets say, and jealousy is natural to 
the divine power, it would probably occur in this "case above all, and 
all who excelled in this knowledge would be unfortunate. But the 
divine power cannot be jealous (nay, according to the proverb, 'Bards 
tell many a lie'), nor should any other science be thought more hon
orable than one of this sort. For the most divine science is also most 
honorable .... " But if this was correct, the conclusion also had to be 
drawn that the difficulties that man encounters in investigating nature, 
and in the face of which Socrates had renounced such investigation, 
are not grounded in the subject matter but rather in man himself, 
although men have a sufficient natural instinct for what is true and 
can comprehend most of it.24 

When Aristode says in another passage that a life of pure theory 
and thus of perfect happiness exceeds man's powers and is only made 
possible by the divine reason that inhabits man,25 then what this means 
is not the erection of a limit to hmnan pretensions, which it is blasphemy 
to transgress-it does not propose a transgression of what is essentially 
appropriate-but rather, as the Greeks conceived of the divine, it is 
precisely a call to a self-deifying life, the possibility of which lies in 
human nature. Aristode again rejects the poets with their fiction of 
envious gods: 

"But we must not follow those who advise us, being men, to think of 
human things and, being mortal, of mortal things, but must, so far 
as we can, make ourselves immortal and strain every nerve to live in 
accordance with the best thing in us; for even if it be small in bulk, 
much more does it in power and worth surpass everything. This would 
seem, too, to be each man himself, since it is the authoritative and 
better part of him. It would be strange, then, if he were to choose 
not the life of his. self but that of something else. . . . That which is 
proper to each thing is by nature best and most pleasant for each 
thing; for man, therefore, the life according to reason is best and 
pleasantest, since reason more than anything else is man. This life 
therefore is also the happiest. 26 

Man's life is thus in principle capable of fulfillment in its essential I 
pretension to knowledge, and the objectivity to which he has access I 
exceeds neither his powers nor his finitude. " 

A further consequence of this position is that in the later history of 1,1 

Aristotelianism, one man and his work, namely, Aristode himself, 
could be regarded as the complete determination of this claim and I 
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realization ofits possibility. The Scholastic authority of "the Philosopher" 
is preformed in the assumptions of the system itsel£ I quote (out of 
sequence) the "commentator" on Aristotle who was to appear to Latin 
High Scholasticism as the authentic interpreter of the system, the 
Islamic Scholastic Averroes: "Aristotle's doctrine. is the highest truth, 
for his spirit was the perfection of the human spirit, and thus one 
rightly says of him that he was created and given to us by divine 
providence so that we should not remain ignorant of what can be 
known.,,27 

A later reflection (falsely attributed to Aristotle but probably stem
ming from the first century A.D.) of the beginning of the Metaphysics 
is given by the markedly Stoicizing treatise On the Cosmos, the first 
chapter of which expresses with fine pathos the philosophical spirit's 
universal relation to the world and pretension to knowledge. Here 
philosophy again appears as a divine undertaking elevating man above 
himself when it rises to the contemplation of the world's totality and 
apprehends its truth, even where all other types of knowledge fail. 
For it, the investigation of the cosmos is simply its appropriate mode 
of self-realization. Although man cannot bodily leave the earth and 
penetrate the heavens so as to observe the holy regions there, still the 
soul with the help of philosophy under reason's guidance bas found 
the path, bas tirelessly taken flight and brought together in thought 
what was separated in space, indeed has easily recognized what was 
related to itself and grasped the divine with its godlike eye and pro
claimed it to man. In spite of the unmistakable Stoic influences, the 
ascription of the treatise On the Cosmos to Aristotle has a core of jus
tification: The cosmological truth-pathos is a phenomenon of historical 
delay, an attempted reaction against the disappointment and resig
nation, the imprint of which is recognizable in the various doctrinal 
schools of Hellenistic philosophy. 

Even the Stoa is not free of it; though it was the first to make of 
the geocentric cosmology an anthropocentric diagram, in which man 
as the world's privileged observer ditects his gaze from the earth freely 
in all ditections at the spectacle of the heavens, an element is taken 
up again in this teleology that had already been a motive of Socrates's 
abandonment of the study of nature: the function of teleological trust 
as a way for man to reassure himself regarding the urgency of know 1-
edge of nature. The Stoic llfe ideal of apatheia [nonsuifering, dispassion] 
is based on this fundamental trust in nature and presupposes that the 
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basic Hellenistic question of what the world's events and the world 
itself mean for man can validly be answered in' general, independently 
of the solution of individual physical questions. Trust in the teleological 
background hypostatized as Pronoia [providence) and Logos [word, reason) 
makes possible indifference as a mode of behavior toward everything 
that impinges on man from outside. An apocryphal remark ascribed 
to Ptolemy characterizes the basic Hellenistic Concern with being un
concerned in such a way as to subsume even the Stoa in this totality: 
Inter altos altior est qui non curat in cuius manu sit mundus [Among the 
profound, the profoundest is he who does not care in whose hand 
the world is].28 This multiply significant formula indicates what the 
Hellenistic attempts to unburden man metaphysically had in common 
and designates at the same time what, in the sense of the late term 
curWsitas, a is superfluous concetn, extending beyond what is possible 
and needful for man.29 

The early Stoics already distinguished between 'wisdom' as the 
knowledge of divine and human objects and 'philosophy' in the nar
rower sense of the acquisition of a competence that is one of the 
necessities of life. so Philosophy becomes a position prepared as a re
course against the uncertainty of theoretical success, an uncertainty 
that must not become palpable as a source' of disquiet for man. This 
is also systematized in the Stoic logic, which, by ascribing an assertory 
character to judgment, inserts a volitional element between the idea 
and the act of judgment and accordingly provides for a third logical 
quality, a refusal to decide-that is, either to assert or to deny-which 
it designates by the term epoche [literaliy: holding back]. This possibility 
of theoretical reserve demarcates the 'interiority' of the subject as a 
sphere of pure disposition over oneself It is the initial attitude of the 
Stoic wise man, which he can ouly be provoked into leaving by the 
evidentness of an idea. The precipitancy of judgment, which is (so to 
speak) seduced by the cognitive drive, is theory's original sin, the 
anticipation of reason by the will, which produces an impotent surrender 
to the reality with which one is confronted. Accordingly appropriateness 
of judgment is what life gains from logic, the science of "when one 
may assent and when not,"Sl which makes the wise man unhurried 
in judgment. , 
~he same orientation is evident in the Stoic grammar with its doctrine 

of predicates that possess no assertory character, the doctrine of mo
dalities with its 'weak' intensities of judgment, and the doctrine of 
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inference with its special cultivation (which was important for the 
history oflogicl of the topic of hypothetical inference. The real interest 
operative in the Stoic logic is not in securing fonnal methods of proof 
but rather in exploring the scope of a theoretical 'quietism' that lies 
between abstention from and certainty of judgment, a region in which 
human insecurity and alann are most apt to originate. The dogmatic 
impression conveyed by Stoic philosophy is superficial; itS materialism 
and empiricism are· economical miniIDal hypotheses, or are intended 
as such. This is where Stoic fatalism belongs as the metaphysical 
justification of a particular hesychastic [quietistic) attitude to the world: 
Nihil omnino agamus in vita [We should do absolutely nothing in life]. 
Here again Stoic logic provides a key to the Stoic maxims of behavior 
in its predilection for sophisms like the sorites. In the aporia [difficulty, 
embarrassmentl of the sophism, one is driven step by step into and 
through the readiness to decide, to say yes or no. In connection with 
the sorites, Chrysippus says that when there is a slight difference 
between ideas, the wise man withholds judgment." At this point the 
Skeptics, emphasizing the privilege they derive from being free of 
dogma, joined in, saying that if even the Stoic dogmatists said in the 
case of the sorites that one must stand fast and refrain from judgment, 
then they themselves should do this that much more firmly." 

The Stoic epistemology also corresponds to the presystematic unifY
ing principle of what, after a fashion, one could entide "existential 
economy." This holds in particular for the controversial criterion of 
truth, whose existence-even before any definition-is inferred by 
regression from the certainty presupposed by action: If it is ever nec
essary to act at all (a prentise that is shared by both Stoics and Skeptics), 
then there must also be a criterion for the certainty presupposed in 
action" - an inference that in its turn fimctions only under a teleological 
uuiversal preruise for which the Stoic philosophy of nature had to take 
responsibility. According to anecdote, the definition of the truth criterion 
as katalepsis [a grasping] was illustrated with gestures by Zeno, the 
founder of the school: "After exhibiting the inner surface of his hand, 
with the fingers spread, he said, 'Such is an idea [visum].' Then, with 
his fingers somewhat bent, 'Such is assent.' Then when he had drawn 
them together entirely and made a fist, he said that that was kata
lepsis'-it was thus that he coined the tenn"katalepsis,' grasping, which 
was not usual before that; but when finally he used his left hand as 
well and tighdy and forcibly squeezed the fist together with it, he 
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explained that this was the knowledge that no one but the wise man 
possesses. "35 But what is meant by HgraspingH? Who grasps whom? 
In Zeno's metaphor this still seems fairly unequivocal, since "katalepsis" 
refers to the idea that grasps the object by making it present in the 
fullness of its features and thus totally subduing it. Later, however, 
the faculty of imagination that is 'grasped' by the evidence of the 
object gains currency in the Stoic system of metaphor, both in the 
imprint metaphor of the 'stamp' and also in Cbrysippus's simile of 
the idea that grabs a man by the hair and forces him down to assent." 
I mention these details here in order to mark the distance between 
the Stoa's account of the cognitive process and the initial situation of 
the 'naturalness' of truth, which was characterized with the help of 
the metaphor of light. 

If one keeps in mind these early declarations of the Stoic school 
with their tension between existential economy and metaphysical dog
matics, the palpable inconsistencies oflater Stoic authors in regard to 
the theme of intellectual curiosity become understandable. For on the 
one hand this curiosity is subject to justification by the teleological 
principle, accordiog to which such a deep-lying disposition cannot 
remain unfulfilled and cannot be contrary to nature; but on the other 
hand the cognitive drive also induces man continually to cross the 
boundaries of the immediately sensuous and obvious and to give himself 
over, in connection with vague and obscure objects, to the very pre
cipitancy and excess that were supposed to be suppressed with the 
help of the Stoic logic and theory of knowledge. 

This aporia can perhaps be grasped most clearly in the case of 
Seneca. Little is accomplished here by tracing actually or apparently 
contradictory elements back to different sources or explaining them 
by a change of position on Seneca's part, from following Posidonius 
to following Zeno and Cbrysippus. The real problem, that of providing 
an argument for self-restriction of the pretension to knowledge, is 
unavoidable on the assumptions of Stoic teleology. 

Nature has given us an inqnisitive spirit (curiosum ingenium), and being 
aware of her own skill and beauty she has brought us forth as spectators 
of the great spectacle of things, since she would have sacrificed the 
enjoyment of herself if she had displayed her works so vast, so won
derful, so artfully constructed, so luxwiant; and so various, to empty 
solitude. That you may understand that she wants to be investigated 
and not only contemplated, notice the position she has assigned to 
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us: She has set us in her center and given us a panoramic view in all 
directions, and she has not only given man an upright posture but 
also an elevated head resting on a flexible neck, so that he can follow 
the course of the stars from rising to setting and let his face turn with 
the movements of the heavens.37 

Here again the teleological justification is sought out after the factual 
phenomenon has been exhibited; inunediately before the passage just 
cited, Seneca refers each individual to the powerful appetite that lies 
in him to get to know the unknown, which makes many a person 
venture out on the sea and submit to the hardships of the longest 
journeys solely in order to discover something hidden and remote; 
which drives masses of people to the spectacles; which makes us 
rummage through what is locked up, search out what is secret, trace 
out antiquities and take in accounts of the strange customs of other 
peoples-all the possible directions in space and time in which the 
human appetite for knowledge can extend are comprehended in this 
phenomenology. In such a context curiositas still cannot carry a negative 
value; in the observation of the heavens it is the very highest objects 
that compel our intellectual curiosity (curiosos nos esse cogunt)." 

But in the 88th Letter to Lucilius, Seneca uses the same teleological 
premise to argue for theoretical self-restriction, for the economy of 
necessary knowledge: "Plus scire velle quam sit satis, intemperantiae 
genus est" [To want to know more than is sufficient is a form of 
intemperance]. The resigned programs of the Skeptic schools, which 
have introduced nonknowledge as a new branch of knowledge (qUi 

nuvam induxerunt scientiam nihil scire), appear to him to follow and to 
result from the preceding violation of this economic limit by philosophy 
itself. Dogmatic hypertrophy of intellectual curiosity and skeptical res
ignation are two aspects of one and the same process, of the loss of 
the norm of theoretical self-restriction: "llJi mihi non profuturam 
scientiam tradunt, hi spem omnis scientiae eripiunt" [The people I 
first mentioned provide me with knowledge which is not going to be 
of any use to me, while the others scratch away from me any hopes 
of ever acquiring any knowledge at all]. What is close at hand and 
what is closest of all is what concerns us: "Quid ergo sumus? quid 
ista, quae nos circumstant, alunt, sustinent?" [Then what are we? The 
things that surround us, the things on which we live, what are they?] 
This great summaxy critique of the artes liberales fhberal arts] presupposes 
the finitude of what can be known and is worth knowing in these 
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disciplines; they are wh;<t can be acquired and are therefore only a 
first step toward maturity of the spirit: "Non discere debemus ista, 
sed didicisse" [All right to have studied that sort of thing once, but 
not to be studying them now]. Their objects should not draw the spirit 
into the infinitude of the appetite for knowledge, or they lose their 
meaning, which is to make man free: "Unum,studium"vere liberale 
est, quod liberum facit" [There is really only one liberal study that 
deserves the name-because it makes a person free]. The economy 
of knowledge intervenes in the ordering of the course of education: 
"Rudimenta sunt nostra, non opera" [Our business is foundations, not 
constructions].39 

Here again a special status belongs to knowledge of the heavens. 
The treatment'of this subject-the indifference recommended in regard 
to the possible cOIlllection between the heavens and men's fates
reminds one of the way Epicurus neutralizes the affective influence of 
natural phenomena. What is the use of knowing the meaning of the 
constellations of the stars, which are driven around in accordance with 
the continuus ordo fatorum et inevitabilis cursus [uninterrupted sequence 
of destined events and inevitable movement] and either call forth or 
announce events-what is the use of knowing the causes or signs of 
what is unavoidable? "S.cias ista, nescias: fient" [They are going to 
happen whether you know about them or not]. What is necessary for 
man is not to be prepared for particular events but to be ready for 
anything. To this the interpretation of the stars contributes nothing; 
on the contrary, it is a hindrance. The principle of teleological economy 
is sharpened into the askesis [training, practice] of concern for what is 
necessary. The great integration of human culture into the meaningful 
context of nature, which had been carried out by Posidonius, is sharply 
rejected and analyzed almost with the modern category of the ide
ological: The extension of the teleological principle to the phenomena 
of human invention and cultivation is utunasked in its function of 
justifying existing cultural conditions. The concept of 'nature' is reduced 
to a 9itical function.4o 

Translator's' Note 

a. Note that curit:>sitas, "curiosity," derives from curo, to care. 



The Indifference of 
Epicurus's Gods 

Seneca's morbus Graeeus [Greek ailmentl had already been diagnosed 
and subjected to therapy at the beginning of Hellenistic philosophy, 
by the Greek Epicurus. For Epicurus the appetite for knowledge is an 
important source of the affects of fear and hope that rule human life 
and cheat it of its potential happiness. But the method by which to 
get at the root of these disorders of the mind is not refrainiog from 
judgment but rather the technique of demonstrating the affective neu
trality of all possible theories about the natural phenomena that sur
round man and fill him with uncertainty. 

Epicurus's physics, theology, and ethics are systematically homo
geneous in the single tendency to neutralize the relevance of these 
phenomena. His negative concept of happiness is matched by his 
economy of cognition: Cognition is supposed to eliminate subjectively 
acute uncertainty but not to establish an objective kind of knowledge. 
Regarding the gods, it is enough to know that they are not cunosi 
[curious ones; colloquially: busybodiesllike the God of the Stoics, who 
'pokes his nose' into everything and whose pr{J(}identia [providencel, as 
the ground of hope for man, is purchased at the price of fear of the 
concrete and-for the individual-irrelevant rationality of his ar
rangements, which conserves only the cosmos as a whole and is thus 
not responsible to the individual. Cicero will sum up this line of thought 
in a passage that is instructive for the verbal and conceptual history 
of euriositas, where he makes the Epicurean Velleius argue against the 
Stoics' concept of God that this God was imposed on man as something 
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incessantly dominating him, filling him day and night with fear; for 
who would not fear a God who foresees, considers, and looks after 
everything, considers himself competent in every affair, concerns him
self about everything and is full of officiousness?' Here polypragmosyne 
[officious interference], the antithesis of the philosophical life ideal, is 
projected onto the Stoic image of God, which in its central characteristic 
of providentia necessarily also involves cura [care, concern] and is con
sequently incompatible with the unencumbered bliss of the life of a 
god. Theological unrest, as a violation of the ideal of the god who is 
devoted only to himself, implies anthropological restlessness, and the 
therapy for the latter must attack this root. Gods and men - and this 
is good Greek theology-have at bottom the same existential dis
position, namely, to be happy. They fulfill the conditions of the pos
sibility of this disposition only by having nothing to do with one another. 
That Epicurus's gods may not know anything of man and the world, 
if they are to be happy, does not distingoish them much from Aristotle's 
unmoved mover, who seemed to Christian Scholasticism to be so 
similar to its God. For men, who cannot by nature be so sure of their 
happiness -because they do not live in the intermundi [spaces between 
the worlds], independent of the accidents of the world mechanism, 
but must rather live 'in the world,' that is, in one of the -worlds-it 
is important to know of the existence of gods resembling them in 
form, as a comprehensible guarantee, not of their own aCtual happiness, 
but of its possibility. 

Intellectual curiosity is now the disastrous drive that misleads us 
into violating the boundary settlement between the human and the 
divine sphere. The Stoics had, as it were, demonstrated how to do 
this with their derivation of theology from physics, with their pathos 
of observation of the heavens and admiration of the world as the motif 
of all knowledge of God. This was where the Epicurean therapy had 
to intervene. In spite of the enormous size, which we can only sunnise 
on the basis of surviving fragments, ofEpicurus's Physics, with its thirty
seven books, the 'economy' of what elementarily concerns man plays 
a crucial role in this system. The Letter to Pythocies is at least close 
enough to Epicurus's own work to allow us to discern in it the meth
odology of this physics. Its treatment of meteoric and stellar phenomena 
rejects every claim of theoretical curiosity and poses for itself, as its 
overriding purpose, the elintination of the emotional infection of the 
still more or less mythically associated realm of the heavens. This 
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philosopher, too, wants above all to convey ataraxia, a dispassionate 
ease in the world, and not science. The hypotheses regarding individual 
phenomena (already cataloged by Theophrastus) are placed alongside 
one another, without any judgment being passed. This procedure can 
afford to leave the pretensions of theory unsatisfied because theory's 
unrest appears secondary in comparison to the uncertainty as to what 
a phenomenon means On each case) for man. The unstated auxiliary 
assumption that the catalogs of hypotheses are complete contains, of 
course, a teleological implication, which reminds one again of the way 
Aristotle had taken the tradition that preceded him for granted as a 
sufficient basis for his isolation of problems and overcoming of their 
aporias [difficultiesl. Thus abstention from an interest in theory is not 
the initial attitude here; it only sets in in the course of running through 
the assembled physical hypotheses, as the result of their affective 
equivalence. The appetite for knowledge restricts itself, by stopping 
short of deciding between the hypothetical alternatives, and thus saving 
itself, through ataraxia, from the disappointment of the desire for 
definitive knowledge. The phenomena of the heavens and death des
ignate the spatial and temporal boundaries where man's suspicion 
arises that this could crucially concern him; this is where knowledge 
of nature must prove itself critically; otherwise we would have no need 
of it.' Physics as 'pure' theory possesses no legitimation, since the 
measure of the disturbance by fear and hope that is bound up with 
its phenomena is at the same time the measure of the urgency of 
their clarification-of the establishment of the irrelevance to man of 
their possible results.' 

One can regard the rules of theoretical procedure in Epicurus and 
his school as a canon, directed against the first sentence of Aristotle's 
Metaphysics, of the finitude of man's natural pretension to knowledge. 
In Lucretius this appears as an image in his polemic' against Aristotle's 
recasting of the Platonic parable of the cave, which rightly looked to 
him like a piece of Stoic admiration of the cosmos, and whose allegorical 
structure he now appropriates for the Epicurean liberation of man

. that is, recasts once more. The relation of the spirit to the new doctrine 
he is proclainting, a doctrine that eradicates admiration of the cosmos, 
is compared metaphorically to one's surprise at the first sight of the 
world on emerging from the cave. Lucretius approves of the 'entropy' 
of beholding and being amazed by the world, the natural process of 
wearying and increasing indifference as one gets used to being in the 

- ----------
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world, from which the Stoics always want to pull us out again so as 
to renew the quality of unusualness. This process" of leveling off is 
even supposed to benefit the Epicurean physics that he expounds in 
his didactic poem, in that through the poet's recommendation of it, 
the doctrine can lose its strangeness and its essence can become habitual 
and commonplace. The singular but fleeting shock of thiS novelty was 
supposed to relieve one once and for all of susceptibility to disconcerting 
aspects of the world. 

The theory of the origin of culture, in the fifth book of De rerum 
natura, is also essentially directed against the positive quality assigned 
to the cognitive drive by Aristotle and the Stoics. This was the first 
appearance of a theme in the critical self-restriction of intellectual 
curiosity that was to be handed down to Rousseau, a theme that does 
not require the religious idea of a sphere reserved to divinity and 
therefore constitutes in a more precise sense the antithesis to the first 
sentence of Aristotle's Metaphysics-to his joining of the appetite for 
knowledge to man's essential nature. In his original condition man is 
supposed to have existed in a sort of blissful narrowness: "sponte sua 
sibi quisque valere et vivere doctus" [trained to live according to his 
own inclination and interests]. To this condition Lucretius ascribes as 
a crucial advantage the obviousness of everything given, the absence 
of the Greek astonishment that now appears as merely a metaphysical 
sanction for the internal irregularity of curiosity: "Non erat ut fieri 
posset mirarier mnquam" [It could not be that he should ever wonder]. 
In the description of the primeval condition and its lack of need for 
theory, there is again hidden an analogy to the image of the Greek 
gods, an attempt to ascribe to man an original essential forin of fulfilled 
existence in self-sufficiency, in autarky. Thus the theory of culture 
takes the field immediately alongside theology in the function of as
suring man of his authentic capacity for happiness. 

The exemplary directions in which man breaks out of this shell of 
his innate narrowness are seafaring and astronomy. In both cases it 
is instructive once again to confront the Epicurean position with the 
Stoic position. For Lucretius man goes to sea out of curiosity and in 
search of luxuries; in Cicero's treatise on duties the seafarer becomes 
the executor of the teleology of nature, which does indeed bring forth 
all goods in sufficient quantity to satisfY man's needs but does not do 
so at the same places where men have come together in communities, 
so that she leaves the transportation and distribution of goods to man 
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himself' With the question of the genealogy of seafaring, a lasting 
theme in connection with the question of the legitimacy of man's 
curiosity is raised For the negative significance given to interest in 
the heavens by Lucretius in his theory of the origin of culture, we 
again have a Stoicizing antithesis in the schema (transmitted by Firmicus 
Maternus in the fourth century A.D.) of the history of the world and 
of man within the individual cycles typically repeated between the 
world conflagrations of the Stoic cosmology. In this five-stage devel
opment of culture, each phase is placed under the authority of a planet. 
The primitive period-still without knowledge of the basic astronomical 
facts and regularities-is characterized by fear of the lawlessness and 
absolute facticity of events in the universe.6 The teleological fimction 
of astronomy in calming man's consciousness of the world arises from 
the experience of a lawfulness that fills man with confidence in the 
periodic return of favorable living conditions and encourages him to 
emulate internally the lawful consistency of nature: "Omnia explicanda 
sunt, quae probant hominem ad imitationem mundi similitudinemque 
formatum" [all things must be explained that demonstrate that man 
was formed to imitate and copy the (orderly) universeJ.' 
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Skepticism Contains a Residue 
of Trust in the Cosmos 

Regarding the three great Hellenistic systems, those of the Stoic, Ep
icurean, and Skeptical schools, Karl Marx made the lapidary observation 
(in !tis Dissertation, in 1841) that "these systems are the key to the true 
!tistory of Greek philosophy" - a thesis worth pondering, after the 
preference long accorded to 'classical' Creek philosophy, and which 
can certainly be made fruitful for the renewed interest in Hellenistic 
culture. It can be given greater precision. I would like to put it as 
follows: Skepticism in particular-and specifically in its differentiation 
into Academic and Pyrrhonian Skepticism-represents such a key be
cause of the way it uncovers previously unquestioned assumptions of 
the classical manifestations of Greek thought. 

Skepticism systematizes most resolutely the disappointment of the 
great pretension to truth that philosophy had introduced into the 
world. The signature of the epoch following Plato and Aristode is the 
common possession of the characteristic Hellenistic idea of philosophy, 
which can be described as its therapeutic conception. Whereas for Plato 
and Aristode philosophy was supposed to provide fulfillment, through 
the truth it conveys, of the essential needs of the spirit, philosophical 
understanding now becomes the correc:tive of a mistaken orientation 
of man precisely in his theoretical endeavor, an endeavor in whose 
realization the experience of disputes and entanglement in doubt, of 
the all too obscure and the all too distant, the alarming and the 
superfluous, leads to a new basic attitude of 'caution.' This caution 
was indeed differendy realized, both methodically and in the degree 
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of its intensity. But from the epoche [holding back] as the 'normal 
quality' in the Stoics' doctrine of judgment, and ;>taraxia in the neu
tralization of dogmatic results in the Epicurean natural philosophy, to 
the epoche as the condition of happiness in Skepticism, this becomes 
the basic attitude in relation to reality in the three school systems .. 

If we are going to have to regard Augustine's concept of curiositas 
as the formulation of the upshot of the authentic human struggle for 
truth apart from faith that was largely binding for the Middle Ages, 
then attention must also be given to the importance of the Skeptical 
phase of the young Augustine. His biography has not yet been ade
quately understood in its logical sequence. The attempt to understand 
this sequence should not allow itself to be forced into the use of the 
theological schema of conversio [conversion]. Between Augustine's 
Gnostic, Skeptical, Neoplatonic, and finally Pauline phases, there are 
intelligible structural-logical connections. We should not accept un
critically the accents and weights that Augustine himself assigned to 
these phases in his Conftssions; this also holds for the role of Academic 
Skepticism, which may have influenced him much more profoundly, 
in preparing the way for his readiness for faith, than he admits. 

Augustine's conversion to Christianity reflects in exemplary fashion 
the conditions under which Christianity could appear to the Hellenistic 
spiritual world less as a 'breach' than as a logical consequence. For 
"the victorj of Christianity over ancient philosophy cannot be explained 
solely by the more or less successful attempt of the patristic writers 
to intetpret Christian teachings in terms of the Hellenistic world of 
concepts. The conceptual translation would in itself only have sufficed 
to add another to the already existing schools.'" For Christianity's 
onset in the Hellenistic world, it was to be decisive "that in late antique 
thought, philosophy, understood as knowledge of the true structure 
of what there is, had to give up its claim to be the way to happiness, 
and thus freed the position for the Christian teaching of faith." It is 
true that Augustine left Skepticism initially for Neoplatonism, but theory 
as 'natural' access to truth and thus to existential fulfilhnent was not 
to be· recovered. The essential relation of a condition to what is con
ditioned that obtained between theory and eudemonia had been dis
solved. Appealing to Cicero, Augustine sees precisely in Skepticism 
the absolute precedence of the accomplishment of happiness, no longer 
mediated by theory but separated out as man's existential pretension.2 
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Faith becomes the new condition of happiness, no longer vulnerable 
to skepticism and no longer requiring worldly confirmation. 

Thus the outcome exposes the basic problem oflate-antique Skep
ticism: the relation between truth and happiness in life. The increasingly 
prevalent experience in the history of Greek philosophy of undecid
ability between the dogmas of the respective schools had not primarily 
made the problem of knowledge a source of discomfort-only when, 
as in the modern age, a form of life first begins to depend on science 
for the conditions of its possibility does the problem of knowledge as 
such become so elementally acute for it that the problem of the pos
sibility of life poses itself even before that of happiness in life. The 
unquestioned obviousness of the assumption that existential fulfillment 
comes only through the possession of truth forced the inference from 
the evident failure of philosophy that the human claim to happiness 
was in vain. The first sentence of Aristode's Metaphy,ics could no longer 
be the first possible assertion about man without abandoning expe
rienceable existential fulfillment as the cosmic confirmation due to 
each nature. Diderot's observation that "skepticism is therefore the 
first step toward the truth" distinguishes itself precisely by the fact 
that it is not appropriate to skepticism in general, certainly not in its 
ancient form. For this ancient Skepticism is not a way into philosophy 
but rather a way out of it; and it accepts as its inheritance, in the 
extreme case of the later Pyrrhonian Skepticism, only a vague concept 
of happiness, which has this in common with Epicurus's: Happiness 
is, so to speak, the 'remainder,' which is left over when one succeeds 
in eliminating disturbing factors such as repugnance and pain, curiosity 
and the cognitive drive. What such a negative definition leaves unclear 
was of no concern once. one recognized the therapeutic function of 
philosophy, in which it shares with medicine the unproblematic nature 
of the positively defined good that it seeks to restore, namely, health. 
The therapeutic function of philosophy implies that philosophy itself 
has no relation at all to the essence of happiness in life but represents 
only a technique of eliminating impediments to it. 

The dogmatic Skepticism that became dominant in Plato's Academy 
soon after his death did not reverse the movement away from Socrates, 
as Cicero, for example, claimed; rather it was a thoroughly logical 
consequence of Plato; that is, it was not merely a revolt of the sons 
against the fathers but the answer to the increase of the essential 
distance between man and the truth that we can observe in Plato's 
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later works. The anecdote, never taken quite seriously, that is told by 
Sextus Empiricus about the first Skeptic of the Academy, Archesilaus
according to whiCh he continued to preaCh Platonic· orthodoxy to a 
narrow circle of selected students while publically professing Skepti
cism - is illuminating, quite independently of its historical accuracy, 
in this context and in connection with the transition from Classical to 
Hellenistic philosophy. Only the transcendental Character of truth allows 
the dogmatic assertion of the impossibility of a certainty whose c"hat
acteristics were specified with the aid of the Stoic doctrine of the 
"cataleptic" idea. 

The superfluity for people in general of something that can only 
fall to the lot of a Chosen few was indeed already presupposed by the 
increasingly ecstatic/esoteric position of the philosopher as it emerged 
in the development of Plato's thought. Was not the myth of the demi
urge something like the report that might have been given to the 
Chained inhabitants of the cave (in the simile used in the Republic) by 
their escaped comrade after his return from the real world outside
that is, communication by the one, who had seen, to the many, who 
could only hear? Socrates had still been able to practice maieutic on 
everyman and had exalted the inner treasures of ananmesis in whiCh 
even a slave had his share. The situation is entirely altered when there 
is immediate and mediated knowledge of truth, that of the philosopher 
arid that of those who have to depend on him. The myth offers the 
probable as true, because at least it saves the recipients from the 
perplexity of the "strange and unfamiliar" questions being investigated, 
because it could be the graciously granted 'representation' of the true, 
in response to an appeal to the god-a representation that is adequate 
to man's station 'even now,' whereas he can achi~ve certainty only 
by a special concession on the part of the divinity.3 

The Skeptical reversal in the Academy would then be simply the 
'demythologizing' of this very probability, insofar as life is dependent 
on it. That· suCh probability can be, not misleading appearance, but 
rather a reflection of the true,a. and thus sufficient for man's action 
and for his happiness-therein lies the whole of Platonism with its 
relation of correspondence between Ideas and appearances, between 
what really exists and its images. All the contradictions in whiCh Ac
ademic Skepticism became entangled, and had to become entangled, 
are due to its Platonic residues, although this fact is linguistically dis
guised by its opposition to the Stoa. Thus it is, for example, in the 
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attempt to prove that the characteristics of a cataleptic idea could also 
belong to false ideas. This argument involves the Skeptic in a burden 
of proof whose definition is self-contradictory because it presupposes 
the very distinction between true and fulse whose possibility it is 
supposed to be refuting. 

At bottom, dogmatic Skepticism is an attempt to save the constitutive 
elements of the 'classical' philosophy by putting them back into effect 
on a lower level, with a stepped-down claim to certainty. In the process, 
above all the relation of foundation between knowledge and eudemonia 
is preserved in analogous form: ''The contradiction in Academic Skep
ticism is due in the last analysis to its holding fast to the dogmatic 
premise that true knowledge is necessary because it is the condition 
of the possibility of becoming happy. "4 Thus it is not surprising that 
from the "denial of finding" there arose what was admittedly a re
stricted, but not for that reason less 'schoiastic' philosophy, in the 
tradition of which the ultimate return to dogmatism, under Antiochus 
of Askalon, is no more surprising than was the detour through 
Skepticism. 

The development was evidently in the reverse direction in the Skep
tical school founded by Pyrrho of Elis about 300 B.C., revived in the 
second half of the first century B.G: by Aenesidemus and then persisting 
into the second century A.D., in which one can see the consistent result 
of the positions of Democritus and the, Sophists that were repressed 
by classical Greek philosophy. 

Here also man was assumed to be an inqnisitive being, naturally . 
inclined toward theory. The first sentence of our main source, the 
Pyrrhonian Hypotyposes of Sextus Empiricus, sounds like a commentary 
on the first sentence of Aristotle's Metaphysics with its statement that 
man essentially seeks knowledge, in that three possible results of such 
a search, in the broadest sense, are specified: the 'finding' that is 
promised to the seeker by the dogmatists of all tendencies, the cat
egorical denial of finding that is pronounced by Academic Skepticism, 
and the indefinite continuation of the search, whose establishment as 
the factual state of affairs is the point of departure of Pyrrhonian 
Skepticism. The pretension of man's cognitive appetite to knowledge 
is not disputed or restricted. But the preeminence of the striving for 

. eudemonia is maintained, and it is freed' from the threat posed by 
the factual state of indefinitely continning search by loosing it from 
the condition of the accessibility of knowledge. Concern for what is 
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possible or impossible in the future, the root of cUrWsitas, is eliminated 
through a resolute restriction to what is given-in the present.' For the 
Academy a 'new' event in relation to the truth is excluded, but not 
for the Pyrrhonian Skeptic; he does indeed bring the cognitive process 
to a standstill in his epocht, in that he neutrali7es the value goal.of 
truth by denying the dependence of happiness upon it, but he remains 
attentive to the truth that becomes evident from itsel£ 6 In this un
derstanding of truth, there still lives the inheritance of the hypothetical 
initial situation of Greek thought, in which truth was thought of as 
that which prevails of its own accord, even if from now on it is reserved 
for an as yet unknown experience. 

The methodical meaning of this Skepticism, a meaning that is (so 
to speak) still realizable as philosophy, can only be to destroy every 
remnant of the suspicion that a relation of foundation could subsist 
between theory and eudemonia. But for this very purpose the residual 
dogmatism of the type of Skepticism taught in the Academy must be 
eliminated, a residue that consists in the dependence of human self
reassurance on the single 'truth' that truth is inaccessible. Thus the 
radicalization of Skepticism by its application to its own dogmatic 
employment is not primarily motivated by logical/systematic consist
ency or by epistemological resignation but rather by the precedence 
of existential fulfillment over every other human interest. The screening 
out of the future as a dimension of' concern' inaugurates pure presence 
as a giving oneself over to the giveo, an attitude that is indeed designated 
(in the Stoic terminology) as "assent" to the phenomena, but is not 
seen as an act of the free disposition of the subject over his 'circum
stances' but rather as the renunciation of the useless exertion of 'taking' 
definite 'positions.'1 Because eudemonia depends entirely on the favor 
of what is present, to promote it to a 'value' and thus to something 
that induces an aspiring effort is to render it impossible. 

This Skepticism is at bottom so litde interested in epistemology that 
the object of its skeptical destruction is not what is given but what is 
sought; expressed in terms of modern philosophical anthropology, 
this would mean that man is brought back from his exposed 'involve
ment with the world' [Welthtifiigkeitl into the sheltering presence of the 
'surrounding world' [Umweltl, in which the phenomena remain 'unin
terpreted,' indeed are let be not even as phenomena but rather as 
circumstances of the subject (we would say: in their immanence to con
sciousness).' So appearances themselves cannot be delusive and dis-
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turbing, but only assertions regarding them, which inevitably relate 
what is present to what is not and are thus the root of 'care.' The 
fundamental question that is supposed to be the theme of every skep
ticism, the question whether something really is the way "it appears 
to us, is itself the 'original sin' of theory from which Skepticism promises 
to deliver us. 

If Greek philosophy began with astonishment at the 'performance' 
of the little word "is," it ends with the condemnation of that little 
word as the source of every seduction into dogmatic precipitancy, the 
essence of which lies in the transition from the pure presence of the 
appearance to the assertion that what is apparent relates to something 
that is not apparent-the logos as such, not just as a specific word, 
is seductive. "Holding back," as a Skeptical maxim, is, measured against 
its voluntaristic sense in the Stoic logic, more an abandonment to the 
immediacy of life, an unconditionality of obedience to whatever suggests 
itself first" But in this self-abandonment to life, compared to which 
even the maxim of ataraxia implies a dogmatic anticipation, a ground 
of its possibility makes itself felt that would not have been able to 
bear the weight without the help of the Greek trust in the cosmos. 
When the Skeptic rejects even ataraxia as a maxim - specifically be
cause he sees the possibility of indifference threatened by the axiom of 
indifference-he falls into a self-surrender. and incompetence for his 
own existential fulfilhnent, in which the identity of his person as ex
pectation and as memory threatens to dissolve into an atomism of 
moments, from which neither confirmation nor disappointment of the 
faith in the cosmos that no longer ventures to make itself explicit may 
be expected. To put it another way: The Skeptic now sees the sole 
possibility of his happiness in the circumstance that he himself is no 
longer responsible for it. 

For the question of the legitimacy of theoretical curiosity, the con
sequence is that such curiosity is no more defensible, critically "or 
ethically, than the other 'states' [Zustiindel ill which phenomena show 
themselves as supposed 'objects' [Gegenstiindel. The renunciation of . 
principles, objects, and values leaves only one thing behind, namely, 
that the Pyrrhonian Skeptic registers himself in each of his present 
states: H ••• whenever the Skeptic says 'I determine nothing,' what he 
means is 'I am now in such a state of mind as neither to affinn 
dogmatically nor deny any of the matters now in question.' And this 
he says simply by way of aunouncing undogmatically what appears 
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to himself regarding the matters presented, not making any confident 
declaration, but just explaining his own state ofinind."10 Here it almost 
looks as though the Socratic alternative to knowledge of the world
self-knowledge-is opening up again, and indeed this time really as 
'inner experience.' But that is a mere appearance; the differentiati~n 
is not between world knowledge and self-knowledge but between the 
theoretical attitude and an un philosophical attitude. At this point in the 
history of ideas, this is a 'postphilosophical' attitude, a conscious leveling 
of the differences opened up by philosophy, even the difference between 
self and world, both of which are reduced to the level of the phenomenon, 
which means less the 'appearance' that 'confronts' me in the strict 
sense than the state in which I find myself at the moment. But as 
much as this reduction of the subject to its states after it had opened 
itself to theory is motivated by a longing for a matter-of-course existence 
that wants least of all to conceive of itself as called upon to make a 
choice between attitudes, it was equally impossible for the return to 
the 'llfe-world' (to use a term from modem phenomenology)-perhaps 
the first attempt at escape from history in the form of a 'return' - to 
succeed. 

The indifference [Gleichgii.ltigkeitJ of the Skeptic cannot deny-if only 
because it derives from the method of the equal validity [Gleich-GiiltigkeitJ 
([Greek:] isostheny) of contrary and contradictory propositions-that it 
is the indifference of one who, disappointed by history, falls back on 
'nature' without wanting to admit it and without wanting to give 
content to this concept. When the Pyrrhonian Skeptic left uncertain 
even the relation of conditionality between ataraxia and eudemonia, 
and thus deprived himself of the only remaining possibility of a maxim 
for conduct by means of which he himself could attend to the fulfillment 
of his existence, then the totality of the given conditions of his llfe, 
to which he thus abandoned himself, had to have some more or less 
dependable basic disposition -let us say, one that held out some pros
pect of eudemonia's presenting itself-however one might describe 
this disposition (if one described it at all). II Here, for the last time in 
our tradition down to Nietzsche, knowledge of reality was, in a precise 
sense, renounced; for the subsequent theological epoch only exchanged 
the cognitive claim for transcendent guarantees and expectations that 
appeared more certain to it and did not so much 'hold back' theoretical 
curiosity as it discriminated against it and denied it to itself in favor 
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of a salvation that was not only independent of it but in conflict with 
its satisfaction. 

Translator's Note 

a. "Dass solche Wahrscheinlichkeit nicht derirrefiihrende Schein, sondern der Wider-schein 
des Wahren .•• sem kaml." A play on the many kinds of Schein, which cannot be reproduced 
in English. For an account of the history of the concept of probability, with special reference 
to Platonism and Skepticism, see the author's «Parap.igmen zu ciner Metaphorologie," An:hiv 
flir Begriffigeschichte 6 (1960):8~-105, chapter 8: uTerminologisienmg einer Metapher: 
'Wahrscheinlichkeit: ., 
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PreparationS for a ConveJ.'Sion 
and Models for the Verdict of 
the 'Trial' 

For the further history of the problem of the legitimacy of theoretical 
curiosity, Augustine's conversion is the key to, or at least the appropriate 
focus of, new formulations. The ancient points of view on the question, 
which I have tried to layout, were conveyed to Augustine prirnarily 
by two sources: Cicero and Plotinus. For Augustine, Cicero awakened 
a greater intellectual agility through the course of instruction in rhetoric; 
and Plotinus prepared, to the point where it could easily be confused 
with Christianity itself, the theological alignment toward transcendence. 
But this path is also and above all a passage through Manichaean 
Gnosticism and an alienation from it in a transitional period of Skeptical 
resignation. Augustine's own statements regarding this phase of Ac
ademic Skepticism, in particular, remain unclear; but if we bear in 
mind the 'Platonic remainder' in Academic Skepticism, the turning 
toward transcendence appears less mira<;ulous and can be made in
telligible as the reactivation of this residue. 

Cicero is not ouly the actual transmitter of the philosophical tradition 
to Augustine but is also, beyond the eclecticism ascribed to him by 
the analysis of sources, the originator of an authentic conception that 
allows us to trace the immanent unity of the problem of Hellenistic 
thought behind the heterogeneity of the school dogmas and the disC 
putatiousness of the sects. The idea of an 'economy' of theoretical 
activity most nearly conforms to the breadth of variation of the Hel
lenistic formulas with which we are already acquainted for the threat 
posed to human eudemonia by the appetite for knowledge. The root-
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edness of the cognitive drive in human nature remains undisputed 
here. Knowledge of nature (explicatio naturae), says Cicero, not only 
liberates from fear, as Epicurus thought, but leads, especially in as
tronomy (cognitio rerum caelestium), to a certain self:control on man's 
part and to justice. 1 Noticeably subordinated to this moral interpretation 
of natural science is the remark that an inexhaustible pleasure is to 
be had from the investigation of these objects, in which by itself it is 
possible to live an honorable and free life, once the necessities and 
duties of life have been disposed of 

At first glance it looks as though this could have been copied from 
the passage cited earlier from the second chapter of the first book of 
Aristode's Metaphysics, where Aristode connected the origin of the hu
man disposition to inquiry with the precondition of the satisfaction of 
vital needs and an easier conduct of life. But in Aristode's case this 
was related to the history of human culture and was meant as an 
argument in favor of the theoretical interest as an end in itself, whereas 
in Cicero it relates to the individual life and its coordination of necessity 
and freedom, of public duty and private interest. Knowledge of nature 
is indeed inunanendy meaningful here too, but it has need of a legit
imized 'position' in the context of the inescapable obligations that are 
laid on the individual. It achieves its freedom only by paying tribute 

. to necessity. Aristode's statement regarding the beginning of the cog
nitive drive was historical; Cicero's is moral and political in the broadest 
sense. I am therefore unable to discover any contradiction between 
this passage from De finibus and the corresponding passage from De 
officiis, where in connection with the derivation of the doctrine of 
virtues from the propria Iwminis [characteristics of man1 a steady, but 
not unconditional, hold is kept on the Greek primacy of research into 
the truth (veri inquisitio atque investigatio).' This precedence is valid here 
only on the assumption that we are unoccupied with necessary ob
ligations and concerns. This restriction has two meanings: On the one 
hand it contains the basic Greek idea that only lei,ure frees man to 
realize his essence in knowing, but on the other hand it also implies 
the critical principle that we ourselves may give way to the appetite 
for knowledge of hidden and marvelous things (cognitio rerum aut oc
cultarum aut admirabilium) only in the leisure that is appropriate vis
a-vis other human and civic demands. Thus the statement, so similar 
to the first sentence of Aristotle's MetaphysicS, that "we are all drawn 
and directed to the appetite for knowledge and science'" is not the 
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justification of a prirnary and uoconditional practical principle but 
rather stands uoder moral conditions that legitimize the cognitive drive 
as a mean between two extremes-:-that is, in accordance with the 
mesotes [mean] of Aristotelian ethics, although at this very point Aristotle 
himself had not proceeded in accordance with this schema. Two errors 
are to be avoided in the realm of what borders so closely on human 
nature (maxime naturam attingit humanam): the one already familiar 
from the Stoic ethics of knowledge, that of precipitate assent; and 
that of immoderate concessions to curiosity in connection with obscure 
and superfluous subjects.6 

But where is the criterion of differentiation and restriction to be 
fouod? There is no objective thematic bouodary; Cicero explicitly 
couots astronomy and geometry, dialectics and civil law among the 
activities recognized as belonging among the moral and worthy cog
nitive enterprises, to which exertion and care can rightly be applied. 
The immediately appended restriction does not relate to an exclusion 
of a realm of objects but rather to the economy of the active subject: 
Taking pains to acquire these skills in the investigation of truth should 
not keep one .from everyday duties since the commendation of moral 
quality pertains only to action.' The naturalness of the cognitive drive 
is thus both a justification and a danger; man should not uncritically 
abandon himself to his nature, if only because it consists of a plurality 
of abilities and drives, which collide with one another if each is actualized 
for itself in isolation from the others. 

Cicero portrays the danger threatening the curious man by the 
Homeric image of Odysseus lured by the Sirens, not only by their 
song but also by the promise of knowledge of all earthly things. Here 
also Cicero proceeds from man's innate love of knowledge and science, 
which is not determined by any prospect of profit.8 That toil and 
worry can be involved in the theoretical effort, and are only com
pensated by satisfaction at the acquisition of knowledge, is more 
strongly emphasized than it could have been in Greek texts. But it is 
not only the expense in time and energy withdrawn from the claims 
of practical and political life that creates the competitive situation; a 
negative element also comes into play, which is the absence of the 
Platonic assumption that only one who was fully initiated into theory 
could be a truly practical man and politician. The positive character 
of the return from pure theory to the life situation - in Platonic terms, 
the return to those chained in the cave of the one who has been 
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brought to the world above and has risen to the level of philosophy
is missing. Odysseus's conflict in view of the enticements of the Sirens 
is not a conflict between the aesthetic and the ethical in our sense but 
rather between his theoretical curiosity and his native COtllltry. Although 
Odysseus does not succumb to their enticements, it is suggested .by 
the length ofhis wanderings alone that knowledge was more important 
to him than his native country. In this context there emerges, in 
connection with the term curiosus, the negative characterization of 
curiosity as the longing to know everything. However, this negativity 
is seen as quite close to the quality of greatness, since being driven 
by the perception of sublime objects to desire knowledge is characteristic 
especially of important men.9 Although he is not explicidy condemned, 
even Archimedes seems not entirely beyond criticism, since the ardor 
studii [ardor for study] caused him to forget the conquest of his city 
while occupied with his diagrams." 

He who sees primarily inconsistencies and contradictions in these 
texts fails to notice, as a result of preoccupation with the philological 
problem of sources, how clearly Cicero himself is marked by the 
conflict he describes, which allows him to condemn the excess of 
curiosity more easily in the mythical poetic figure than in historical 
individuals. Personal experience stands forcibly behind the caution of 
the evaluations: "Quae qui non vident, uihil umquam magnum ac 
coguitione dignum amavertlllt" [Those who are blind to these facts 
have never been enamored of some high and worthy studyl Alleviation 
of doubt about the tasks to which life should be devoted can only 
come through being convinced of an immortality that promises com
pensation for everything that curiosity's self-restraint denies itself in 
view of political duties. Even this Platonizing solution has acquired a 
different fimction in Cicero than it could have had in the Greek world. 
The rentlllciation of theory seems to be something one can perform 
without prejudice to one's political and practical capability, so that 
relegation to the Beyond really can resolve the problematic: " ... as 
happens now, when the burden of care is relaxed, we feel the wish 
for an object of our observation and attention, this will happen much 
more freely then, and we shall devote our whole being to study and 
examination, because nature has planted in Our minds an insatiable 
longing to see truth; and the more the vision of the borders only of 
the heavenly COtllltry, to which we have come, renders easy the knowl-
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edge of heavenly conditions, the more will our longing for knowledge 
be increased."l1 

Here the transcendent deferment of the satisfaction of theoretical 
curiosity, whose pursuit in the circumstances of civic life could only 
be an exceptional situation like that of Cicero's -enforced leisure, does 
not yet have the Christian visio beatifica's essential differentiation from 
all earthly access to truth. It is only a matter of degree, a drawing 
near and improvement of the standpoint of the knower, with, in fact, 
a clear opposition to the immanence of the Stoa, according to which 
the hnman observer was guaranteed the favored standpoint of con
templator caeli [observer of the heavens] by his central position in the 
universe. At the same time the text makes clear, with the antithesis 
of care (cura) and contemplation (contemplatio)' the basis on which the 
new formation of curiositas comes about: Iu illegitimate curiosity the 
place of the civic/practical concerns and chores is occupied precisely 
by the theoretical attitude, so that this latter, contrary to its nature, 
itself becomes a care dominating one's life. This happens all the more, 
the more strongly the theoretical attitude allows itself to be affected 
by the 'obscurity' of particular reahns of objects. 

This obscurity is still not the stigma of something 'reserved' to 
diviuity, but it certainly is the sign of a negative teleological quality 
in comparison to the urgent things in man's life. Iu the hiddenness 
of the res obscurae [obscure subjects] from hnman understanding, there 
lies a sort of natural prescription of the region to which the cognitive 
will should remain restricted by practical reason. The localization of 
objects in relation to the range of the hnman capacity for knowledge 
is the index of a metaphysical relation that can indeed be described 
as the will of diviuity but that does not proclaim a sort of jealousy as 
the motive of its secret preserve. The obscurity in which the truths 
of nature can be enveloped demarcates a realm in which man can be 
the beneficiary ofits potential for service and use without also possessing 
the authority of theory. 12 This lack of congruence between knowledge 
and use, between scire and uti, designates a relation to reality that the 
modern age was no longer to consider possible and to which it was 
to oppose its deep mistrust of any teleology not verifiable by theory. 
The curiositas conception has a connection with a differentiation that 
will recur in Augustine with the opposition beteen use and enjoyment, 
uti and frui. Just as for Cicero theory usurps the position of care in 
the framework of life, so in Augustine the enjoyment of purely theo-
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retical activity appears as, instead of a trustip.g use of things, an an
ticipation of something that is possible only through transcendence. 

Ambrosius of Milan (333-397 A.D.), whom we can regard as the 
Christian transmitter of the ancient tradition to Augustine, took sig
nificant and influential offense at Cicero's athnission (in his treatise on 
duty, .which Ambrosius was paraphrasing) of astronomy and geometry 
to the catalog of things worth knowing." It is true that he holds to 
the preeminent 'virtue' of the theoretical attitude, but with the explicit 
exclusion of these two disciplines. Anything so obscure as astronomical 
and geometrical investigations, in which one measures the depth of 
spaces and comprehends the heavens and the sea in figures, makes 
the matter of human salvation retreat from its unique and absolute 
preeminence. Here the theological economy has taken the place of 
the teleological The conditioning of the theoretical attitude by the 
requirements of the practical civic attitude has turned into an exclusion 
of specific objective realms. While there is no Gnostic demonizing of 
the attraction of the stany heavens, there is nevertheless an equivalent 
reordering of man's 'spheres of interest,' a reordering clearly based 
on a break with the ancient ascription of predicates of divinity to the 
stars. 

In Ambrosius we can reckon with the influence of Philo of Alexandria 
.(ca. 25 B.C.-ca. 50 A.D.), whose transformations of Hellenistic philosophy 
into the biblical medium were to have a manifold influence in the 
patristic literature. The Augustinian conceptualization of curiositas had 
its most suggestive precedent in Philo's allegory De migratione Abrahami, 
even if we cannot assume that it direcdy influenced Augustine. Abra
ham's travels from Chaldea via Haran to Sichem and finally to Egypt 
give Philo the ground plan for a representation of the spiritual path 
from self-estrangement to self-appropriation. Chaldea is the land of 
curiosity (periergia), and specifically in the form of astronomy. Curiosity 
is understood as the independence of the senses, which have evaded 
their subordination to the intellect and instead of this deliver man up 
to what accords with them." Abraham's path leads from sense per
ception to spiritual wisdom. The sojourn in Haran represents a turning 
from astronomical curiosity to self-knowledge, which in turn leads 
through the self's discovery of its ignorance to recognition of God, 
and finally through this last to recognition of the world as God's work. 
The requirement of this detour on the way to the cosmos is explained 
as legitimate because of the Author's 'ownership' of the truth of His 
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work, which can become accessible only through Himsel£ Philo's God 
does not, like the Platonic demiurge, find the cosmos already in exis
tence in the form of the ideal reality of an independent objective 
sphere; rather He Himself produces even the spiritual plan of His 
Creation, the science of its coming into being. . 

This is a train of thought that leads to the critical epistemological 
principle of the identity of verum and fa;:tum [truth and fact], to the 
solus scire potest qUi fecit [only he can know who makes (the object)]; but 
here it still stops with the metaphor of property and its reserved 
character: Legitimate knowledge can only derive from God, the origin 
and source of all skills and sciences, and should not try to found itself 
on unmediated, as it were, unauthorized inspection of the cosmos. 
The pseudowise men of Egypt stand for the dishonest and unjust 
claim to have seen 'direcdy': Their theories about the cosmos rest on 
the eyewitness claim to truth, since they presume to know the grounds 
of everything, "as if they had been present at the origin of the cosmos 
or had even helped the world's master builder with advice in his 
work."!5 

God's sovereign right to the secret of His creation, which is com
municated by Him alone on the condition of knowing and acknowl
edging His authorship, is one of the enduring themes that were to 
enter into the curiositas complex. It found a place in the exegetical 
question why man came into existence as the last in the order of 
creation, the answer to which could be, so that he should not witness 
the work of creation and its secrets. This theme has not outgrown the 
mythical idea of the gods' jealousy of man. It still plays a role in the 
ideas of divine majesty held by late-medieval nominalism, to which 
athnittediy man was no longer to submit with humble resignation, 
but which he would rather oppose with a new epistemological con
ception of the possibilities left open to him even with this reservation. 

For Philo the 'omnipotence' of allegorical interpretation still permits 
the idea that the truth about the questions of cosmology is not entirely 
forbidden to man bllt only hidden in the images in the biblical accounts. 
The exegesis that ventures into such multiple significance is. rewarded 
in propo:rrion to its humble exertion; curiosity, however, remains the 
'precipitancy' that does hot want to share the hardship of Abraham's 
long wanderings but rather. wants, as though by a coup de main, to 
raise itself from the earth to heaven, as it says in the lecture addressed 
to the "Chaldeanizers" that philo puts in the mouth of Moses. When 
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Philo makes Moses admonish those who flirt With Chaldea's astronomy 
that they should come back down from heaven,16 this is not just a 
rhetorical figure; in it lives the suspicion of the transposition magic 
that conceals itself, as though 'ideologically,' in theory. This suspicion 
was to be fixed for the medieval tradition by Augustine wheI). he 
imputed to the astronomers' cognitive arrogance the:immanent pre
tension, which is a prospect held out in Cicero's Tusculans only to the 
soul freed from the body, of seeing itself transposed to the place of 
the highest object of its cognitive drive: " ... ut in ipso coelo, de quo 
saepe disputant, sibimet habitare videantur" [They imagine themselves 
dwelliog in the very heaven they so often discuss]. H 

The homoiosis [assimilationl implied throughout ancient epistemology 
potentially combines theoretical curiosity with magical self-surmounting 
in that it considers the cognitive faculty capable not only of possessing 
its objects but also of becoming them. But precisely here lies the violation 
of the cosmic self-localization of man that is to be gained from self
knowledge and that identifies him with a particular position in the 
order of reality and makes adherence to this position the essence of 
the ethical implementation of self-knowledge. This background helps 
us understand why Philo makes self-knowledge the specific antidote 
to cUrWsitas and admonishes the "Chaldeanizers" to cease desiring 
astronomical knowledge and find shelter in themselves." In its secret 
urge toward 'transposition,' curiosity will of course not admit to itself 
that it does not want to accept the cosmic position that would specifY 
what is 'above' and what is 'below' -man, what he must submit to and 
what he must master. 19 

Self-knowledge for Philo, too, is a kind of vision; the wise man is 
defined by the fact that he sees, and thus has gone beyond hearing, 
whose data can only be like the Platonic doxa [opinionsl-that he has 
"exchanged his ears for eyes" and now himself perceives what he 
had previously only heard about. 20 But vision depends .on the light in 
which its objects are 'shown' to it; philo's Hellenization of the biblical 
testimony, his often noticed transformation of biblical expressions in
volving hearing into ones involving sight, is limited by the fact that 
the basic Greek idea of the things shoWing themselves no longer governs 
but rather the idea of their being shown. The God Who, in the beginning, 
creates light, is the one Who shows." Through its new correlation 
with God's allowing things to be seen, ancient theory loses an impli
cation: It loses the 'naturalness' of access to things and acquires a 



287 
Chapter 4 

voluntaristic aspect on which their admisSIbility depends. The obscurity 
and distance of objects decrease the degree to which they are evidendy 
allowed to be seen, and thus their openness to theory. 

Even self-knowledge, then, remains a kind of vision, since wisdom 
is not only, like light, a medium in which one sees, but it also sees 
itsel£" Accordingly, there is a limitation on self-knowledge just as 
there is on knowledge of the world; in the context of an allegorizing 
polemic against the sciences, philo brings out the failure of astronomy 
and says that it is the same with the heavens above man as with the 
spirit within.him, since both transcend any knowledge that aims at 
their essence.23 Thus what is accessible to human theory, because God 
lets it be seen, lies between two boundary transgressions. In this sym
metry the Gnostic metaphysical topography is prepared, just as the 
Talmud's warning against Gnosticism is formally implicit in it: "He 
who inquires after four things had better not have been born: what 
is above and what is below, what was before and what will be after. "24 

But what is new in Philo, and preformative for the patristic tradition, 
is not only this delimitation of the field of theoretical activity but also 
the specification of a sequential order of the stages in which knowledge 
has to be realized. A realm of objects does not legitimately offer itself, 
independendy and as such, to anyone who is interested in it; it does 
so only on the assumption of passage through a previous stage: Theo
retical contemplation of the world is conditional on prior self-knowledge 
and knowledge of God. The difficulty lies in the logical circle that self
knowledge has not yet been extracted from its .ancient connection to 
cosmology and delimited as inner experience; it is supposed to precede 
cosmology, so as to provide the prerequisite knowledge of the ground· 
of the cosmic creation, but it still depends on cosmology as the system 
of nat:u:res, to see oneself subsumed in which constitutes the essence 
of self-knowledge!' Augustine's mertWTia [memory} specifies for the 
first time an organ and a content from which something that can be 
descnbed as "inner experience" can constitute itself Here already we 
can see in negative form the potential significance of the coordination 
of curWsitas and memoria in the argument of the tenth book of the 
Conftssions. 

This coordination has its systematic foundation in the 'soul drama' 
ofNeoplatonism. In. the Neoplatonic antitheses of unity and multiplicity, 
of spirit and matter, the scenario of the history of the soul is marked 
out. In contemplating the unity of what is spiritual, the soul fulfills its 
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essential destiny; as world soul it achieves its nnity because it is not 
in the world but rules throughout the nniverse by virtue of its nnion 
with the divine spirit. 26 But if it declines ioto the separation ofiodividual 
human souls, if it becomes itself multiplicity io the manifold, then it 
is withio the world and endangered by the world and can only protect 
itself by thinking back to its origin, by not losiog itself io its temporary 
abode, but remaioiog concentrated on itself. The definition of alter
native attitudes iodicates how the soul can protect itself from iofection 
by the world, and io this prophylaxis curiosity has its systematic place. 

As a part of the world, the soul is isolated, weakened, and delivered 
over to its own resdessness. Curiosity is only secondarily attraction by 
the object; primarily it is spontaneous unrest, dissatisfaction with oneself. 
beiog driven about. This polypragmonein [busyoess, meddling] is the 
equivalent of penergia [overcarefulness, superfluity, iovestigation of 
'curious' mattersl: It is a sigo of the human existance that is losiog its 
essential centering, that seeks to be satisfied from outside, by external 
thiogs-that has 'forgotten' its origio and its origioal relation to what 
is spiritual and has fallen ioto dispersion. Dispersion is brought about 
by seeiog the many instead of the one. The beiog of the one who 
sees is not only affected but also 'effected' by what he sees; the seeiog 
is not accomplished as theoretical distance from the 'object'; rath.er it 
is a pathos [passive condition] of surrender to the object, a homoiosis 
[assimilationl once agaio, to it and to its metaphysical quality, wltich 
is determioed by the systematic order of the Neoplatonic "hypos
tases. ,," If the soul turns from what is spiritual to what is material, 
it confuses what is above and what is below it and is entirely penetrated, 
io the instant of its turning, by obscurity and iodefiniteness, the qualities 
of the hyle [matter]. 

A precondition decisive io prepariog the way for the conceptual 
ltistory associated with the term curiosiias is that on the basis of Neo
platoniC metaphysics there no longer exists, and can no longer exist, 
the self-confident and reposeful attitude of the onlooker of the world, 
that every theory is 'ecstatic' [displacing, changiogl vis-a.-vis its object 
and inust lead, dependiog on that object's quality, to the soul's either 
winning or losiog itself. It is noteworthy that the Greek equivalents 
of curiositas take as their poiot of departure the external condition and 
behavior of the busybody io ltis dispersion and still formulate this 
phenomenon basically from the poiot of view of the ideal of theoretical 
leisure; this produces for Plotinus the difficulty, iodeed the impossibility, 
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of describing the soul's turning of its gaze as an iriner event, although 
this is evidendy precisely what he needs to do. There is a gap in the 
process by which the soul's isolation and debilitation are converted 
into busding inquisitiveness, a gap that looks like the position later to 
be occupied by 'imler decision.' 

In the description of the origin of time from the self-alienation of 
eternity, also, the guiding idea is still the ancient contrast typology of 
the busding inquisitiveness that forgets its owu business." But here 
an attempt at motivation does after all show through clearly: The 
reposeful presence of eternity is perceivc:td as a reservation, awakening 
the vague idea of a possible greater possession, which seems graspable 
by the bold venture of self-appropriation (idiosis). Thus the repose of 
possession ·gave rise to motion, in which eternity 'temporalized' itself. 
The world arises from eternity's venturing forth into time as a result 
of a resdess passion for the incommensurate, a passion that, as it were, 
produces its owu objects and in its enjoyment of them goes outside 
itself. If this mysterious unrest in the essential self-sufficiency of the 
eternal is the origin of the hypostatic surplus, as which the cosmos is 
now conceived - and thus defined, in terms ofits origin alone, as the 
object of an equally surplus interest-the peripeteia of this process is 
the equally mysterious recollection of the truth of its origin, by which 
the degenerate being is awakened to itself and brought back. 29 "An
amnesis" is the recovery of metaphysical orientation, self-discovery, 
the renewed presence of the authentic potential of being. Lacking in 
Plotinus is both an explicit motivation for the unrest leading to de
generation and a recognizable agent to induce "anamnesis," a role 
that is filled in the Gnostic systems by the bringer of salvation and 
awakener. 

In Neoplatouism curiositas and memoria had become the decisive acts 
of the soul's history, which is constructed symmetrically of descent 
and ascent. The task that remained for Augustine was to complete 
the removal of the cosmos from this history of the soul in which the 
phase of individuation had been identical in itself with the loss of the 
primeval status. Augustine's readiness to make the peccatum originale 
[original sin], as 'the species' sin,' into the pivot of his entire theology 
and of its absolutism of grace is certainly to be understood in one 
essential respect in relation to the Neoplatonic aCcolUlt of the soul's 
history as the process undergone ·by the one world soul. The difficulty 
that arises for him from this presupposition, that of representing with 



these categories the process undergone by individual souls, could prob
ably only be repressed by means of the focus on the subject of his 
own life historf in the Confessions. The ontological prehistory of the 
world and of the world's time turns into the experienceable content 
of the tension within each existence. Thus the potential for 'temptation' 
comes to be seen in the same perspective as 'conversion.' Since the 
emphasis on the grace that is the source of 'justification' removed it 
more and more from empirical accessibility, the landscape of the 
pitfalls of evil attracted more attention on the part of the descriptive 
and classifYing faculty of orientation. What was to be grasped was no 
longer a condition or situation but rather a field of possibilities, each 
of which still, and over and over, encloses within itself the whole drama 
of self-loss. Here lay ti>e point of departure for the reception and 
further elaboration of the idea of curiositas. 

Augustine's biographical attitude to the power of the cognitive ap
petite as human temptation was to be determined by his adherence 
to Manichaean Gnosticism. Alongside other, mainly mythological fea
tures, the basic conception of the Gnostic systems was the identification 
of knowledge and salvation; this was what they had in common with 
Neoplatonism. In Gnosticism as in Plotinus, recollection, as an act of 
intellectual bringing to mind, required no further practical taking of 
~positions.' Remembering, as such, is recovery of the origin. The realm 
of the spiritual that comes into view again in anamnesis fulfills the 
soul by its mere presence and determines the soul's being and its path 
in exactly the same way as, at the beginning of the soul's history, a 
mere curious sideways glance at the kyle [matter] was sufficient to drag 
the soul from itself into captivity in the world. Where it looks and 
what it sees - this by itself decides whether it will be saved or the 
reverse. The equivalent aspect of the Gnostic mythologies is that merely 
hearing the call already is redemption, to know of the bringer of 
salvation already is the whole of salvation. Thus cosmology and the 
docttine of salvation can no longer be separated; knowledge of the 
world itself becomes the, central theme of theology. 

What had been said about the origin of the world matter in the 
system of the Gnostic Valentinus (about 150 A.D.), according to the 
account given by Irenaeus,'o bears a remarkable similarity to the system 
of Plotinus a century later. In the hierarchical sequence of the twelve 
eons in this system, the Forefather at the head can only be known 
through the Now [mind], whom he begat, and only the Now "enjoyed 
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the vision of the Father and took delight in contemplating his im
measurable greatness." The communkation of this enjoyment to the 
remaining eons was thwarted, according to the Father's will, by Sige, 
the hypostasis of silence, "who was to lead them all to reflection and 
to the desire to seek after their Forefather." The twelfth and last eon, 
Sophia [wisdom], did not want to be satisfied with this situation, but 
became pasSionately agitated from jealousy of Nous' s communion with 
the Father and tried to leap over the gap. "Since she strove for some
thing impossible and inaccessible, she brought forth a formless 
being .... When she saw this, at first she grieved because it was an 
imperfect creature, but then became fiightened that it did not even 
fully possess being. Then she became extremely embarrassed, while 
looking for the cause and for a way of hiding the creature. Now she 
reflected on her feelings, turned about and sought to return to the 
Father, but afrer a certain distance she became weak and humbly 
entreated the Father .... Thence, from ignorance, suffering and fear, 
matter had its origin." So in this myth also the origin of the visible 
world lies in (erotically transposed) theoretical hubris. But the disap
proval of Sophia's presumption does not seem unambiguous since the 
Forefather himself saves her from the great danger into which she 
falls when she ventures into the abysss of the unfathomable. 

This urunistakable sympathy of Gnosticism with the pretension to 
knowledge of the 'unfathomable' is now made, especially by its Chris
tian critics, into the central focus of their attack upon it. In the Gnostic 
speculation there seems to emerge for the first time a concept of 
knowledge that is prepared to pursue the appeal of its object even 
into the infinite. Two formal characteristics of the Gnostic systems 
continually bring forth new speculative elements of mediation and 
transition: their dualism and their emanatism. lrenaeus of Lyon (ca. 
13D-ca.202 A.D.) warns, in connection with the speculation about the 
SOc called pleroma [fullness], that "if anything else exists, apart from the 
pleroma, then the pleroma must be contained inside it and surrounded 
by it. But by pleroma they understand the first god. Or perhaps the 
pleroma and the other thing are separated from one another by an 
infinite distance. But then some third thing would have to exist, which 
would hold the pleroma and the second thing at an infinite distance 
from one another. This third thing would then encircle and include 
both the others and would therefore have to be greater than them, 
since it contains them both as though in its womb, and this goes on 
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in the same way, with that which is included and that which includes, 
to infinity. "" Such a form of knowledge, which is unable to reach a 
final ground and a primary authority, is perceived as the exact opposite 
of the 'achievement' of faith, the essence of which is supposed to be 
stopping and standing fast with a dependable quantity; the Gnostic 
cognitive drive, on the contrary, 'overwhehns~ its object' with questions 
and consequently ends up in the realm of the insubstantial and futile." 

Irenaeus correctly saw that the philosophical root of the Gnostic 
multiplication of spheres of being lies in Platonism and its original/ 
image relation between Ideas and appearances." He drew from this 
the conclusion that thought should not assume an objective sphere of 
originals (Ideas) as an ultimate binding authority but should rather 
assume a personal 'inventor' even of these originalS.34 For plato the 
quality of originality had become a 'real predicate.' The Ideas carry 
in themselves the obligatory quality of being originals that may only 
be imitated once, while the resulting images no longer carry this oblig
atory quality in themselves. Images of these images are thereby on
tologically disqualified; this is made explicit as a critique of artistic 
mimesis in the tenth book of the Republic. 

Neoplatonism and Gnosticism, on the other hand, made original 
and image ontologically indifferent and understood their connection 
as purely relational, so that every image becomes a superfluous and 
unobligatory multiplication of the original. This brought into play the 
possibility of arbitrary iteration and speculative infinity [infinite regress). 
It is not in gnosis [knowledgel but rather in pistis [faith) that the rational 
interest in the theoretical economy of questioning coincides with the 
theological interest in the absoluteness of the concept of God. In this 
front-line position, the postulate of an ordo scientiae [order ofknowledgd 
with a finite relation of rank and dependence between the Creation 
and the Creator Who-unlike the Platonic demiurge-can no longer 
be questioned about the source of His world plan, acquires-the ap
pearance of good critical sense.35 

A further example of the concept of 'rational' self-restriction with 
which the Christian polemic attacked Gnosticism is given by the critique 
of number speculation: rules for relations of fact should not be derived 
from numerical relations; on the contrary, numbers must themselves 
be. understood in terms of the rule from which they arise, and this 
very relation between rule and multiplicity is comparable to the relation 
between God and the universe.'" Surprisingly seldom is any reference 
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made, in the polemical texts against Gnosticism, to the eschatological 
reservation, that is, the solution in the next world of the 'remaining 
problems' of existence in this one, as an argument against the Gnostic 
claim to see all questions already resolved here. S7 What stands in the 
foreground just is nOt man's interest and his striving for knowledge 
but rather the protection of God's sovereign rights. This shift of accent, 
from the preaching to man of his salvation to the supposed protection 
of God's interest by man, enters into the 'whole curiositas tradition. 

The political metaphor of sovereignty overlies a theologically le
gitimate kernel of this anti-Gnostic polemic, which consists in the fact 
that the unsatisfiable claim to knowledge seems to be permeated with 
a deep mistrust of the Divinity's will to revelation and of the 'adequacy' 
of His measures toward salvation. The: idea of a 'secret' revelation 
made accessible only by human wit applied to exegesis and allegory 
contains an evident contradiction, though one that is seldom pointed 
up on account of the critics' own lack of understanding. The essence 
of such revelation, given by God and made necessary by Him for 
salvation, should have been easily accessible and not dependent on 
the Gnostics' speculative elucidation. But such thoughts remain in the 
background. 

The Christian critics' own attitude was meant to be distinguished 
from that of the Gnostics primarily by the fact that they had 'relin
quished' their cognitive pretension to divine majesty and urged the 
Gnostics to do so as well: "Cedere autem haec talia debemus deo ... " 
[But we must yield this sort of thing to Godl." This theological model 
could be carried over, without further ado, to knowledge of the physical 
world, where much even of what lies before our feet is withheld from 
our knowledge and left to God as an acknowledgment of His preem
inence.39 In his language and education Irenaeus is a Greek, and that 
may explain why he does not declare theoretical curiosity as such to 
be a sin. One would rather say that he tries to argue rationally for 
its self-restriction through faith because its transformation into an 
infinite undertaking appeared to him as a new absurdity in its con
sequences, one that had not yet been suspected by the classical authors. 

The hypertrophy of theoretical accomplishment is a new historical 
experience, one that is derived ·from Gnosticism; it was only through 
it that the competition between the pretension to knowledge and the 
acknowledgement of faith became acute. This competition requires a 
decision: "It is better if someone knows nothing at all and does not 



294 

Partm 

recognize a single cause of created things, but perseveres in belief in 
God and in love, tban if, being swelled up by that sort of knowledge, 
he falls away from love, which makes men live ... and (it is also better) 
tban if by tbe subdety of his inquiry and by splitting hairs he falls 
into impiety. "40 But even when Irenaeus appeals to tbe biblical saying 
tbat "all tbe hairs of your head are numbered," his 'alternative to 
Gnostic rnriosity-to the curiose inquirere that undertakes to count "how 
many hairs each person has on his head and what tbe cause is for 
tbis person having so many, tbat one having so many, and not all 
having tbe same number, so tbat he would find many tbousand times 
a tbousand different numbers" -is not what was meant by tbe biblical 
saying, namely, trust in tbe Creation and tbe providence of tbe Divinity, 
but ratber tbe sensible economy of resignation, tbe self-discipline of 
tbeory, which is not tbe avoidance of sin but simply keeping to what 
is humanly possible.4> "Healtby, unthreatened, cautious, and trutb
loving reason eagerly concerns itself only witb what God has placed 
in man's competence and subjected to our knowledge, and in tbis it 
will go on ahead and easily acquire more knowledge through daily 
exercise. To tbis belongs what evidently and clearly meets our eyes 
and what is unambiguously and explicitly said in tbe divine writings. "<2 

Resistance to Gnosticism is understood as the self-maintenance of 
reason by adherence to its teleological economy. He who goes beyond 
tbe region of what lies open to man and seeks what is witbdrawn 
from him (quae non aperte dicta sunt neque ante oculos posita [what has 
not been plainly said or placed before our eyesD is one who prefers 
seeking to finding.43 

The overcoming of Gnosticism as the 'suspension and carrying for
ward' [AujhebungJ of its pretension to knowledge in tbe Christian teach
ings, is tbe attitude chosen by Clement of Alexandria (ca. 15D-ca. 216 
A.D.). Altbough ancient philosophy, as tbe epitome of man's self
arrogated tbeory, is now admitted to a propaedeutic role in tbe form 
of Christian Gnosticism, it is not freed of its ambiguity by such me
diation. This becomes most evident in tbe mythical conjecture tbat 
philosophy was conferred on tbe Greeks by a fallen angel as stolen 
property from heaven. But tbis tboroughly Gnostic-sounding illegiti
mate origin is made good again by permission from God, of Whom 
one certainly could not assume tbat He was ignorant of tbis event: 
"For in those days the stolen property was of some use to man, 
altbough tbe thief had not intended tbis, since providence turned his 
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sacreligious deed to a beneficial end."4-4- From this source, the fallen 
angels "who, so far as they were acquainted with the secrets, blabbed 
them to the women," not only the doctrine of providence but also 
th.e disclosure of the phenomena of the heavens are supposed to have 
reached the Greeks." 

It would be surprising if, in the rich and modey educational landscape 
that Clement spreads before his readers (it was not accidental that he 
named the third of his major works the Stromateis [Carpets, Tapestries, 
or MiscellaniesD, the figure of Odysseus did not also emerge again, the 
figure in which we saw Cicero critically exempwy the order of pre
cendence that he ascribed to curiosity and civic duty. Reference to 
the great figures of human imagination and memory may in each 
case be intended only as rhetorical ornament, but the validity and 
riclmess of interest of such a figure themselves force the author, who 
seems ready to involve himself with them only in passing, to come 
forth urtintentionally with his concept of man and man's proper form 
of existence and play it through in a thought experiment. 

In the Speech '!f Exhortation to the Greeks, the first part of Clement's 
three-part principal work, Odysseus appears-in the reverse of the 
reproach pronounced by Cicero-as prefiguring those who do not 
want to pay the price of eternal salvation but rather "cling to the 
world, as certain species of seaweed cling to the rocks in the sea, and 
do not trouble themselves about immortality, since like the old one 
from Ithaca they do not long for the truth, the heavenly fatherland 
and the true light, but only for the smoke (of the hearth at home). "46 

Here Odysseus bound to the mast is seen as a man who is ruled by 
the will to return to his earthly home, who does not take the apparendy 
fatal risk of truth. In the Stromateis, however, Odysseus appears as the 
figure of the Gnostic who does not need to stop up his ears anxiously 
when they are exposed to the worldly wisdom of the Greeks but 
rather listens to the voices of Hellenism while nevertheless holding to 
his course aimed at returning home to the truth: 

Most of those who claim the name of Christian seem to resemble 
Odysseus's comrades, in that they make for the Logos without talcing 
any interest in a more refined culture; they pass by, not indeed the 
sirens, but rhythm and melody, and stop up their ears with rejection 
of knowledge [amathia) because they know that they would never again 
find the path to their homeland if they should open their ears to Greek 
wisdom even once. But he who selects what is useful for those who 
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need instruction-especially when they are Greeks-cannot turn aside 
from the love of knowledge fphiwmathiallike' an unreasoning animal 
but must rather collect as many helpful ideas as possible for his listeners. 
But one should not continually remain and linger with these ideas, 
but only as long as one can draw benefit from them, so that as soon 
as one has derived this benefit and appropriated it, one can retUrn 
to the home of true philosophy, after extracting as solid conviction 
the certainty for the soul that arises from all of thiS.41 

Clement's advice to the Gnostic in his relations with the Greek 
tradition, aimed at the self-restriction of the theoretical interest that 
lives in that tradition, fits into this design: "Thus our Gnostic will have 
a many-sided education, not because he wanted to acquire the cognitive 
disciplines as virtues, but rather because he uses them as assistants; 
and since he distinguishes between the universal and the particular, 
he will find his way to the truth .... On the other hand, one should 
avoid useless busybody activity, which concerns itself gready with what 
is entirely insignificant; the Gnostic must rather occupy himself with 
the various sciences as a preparatory" exercise, which. on the ~ne hand 
helps the truth get passed on as accurately and clearly as possible and 
on the other hand is a protection against words that are intended, 
with their pernicious tricks, to exterminate the truth."" By making 
,the theoretical interest that he finds embodied in the traditional system 
of education useful for Christian purposes, Clement is able to set up 
this interest not as an end in itself but as a 'second duty' under the 
circumstances. 

The curiosity by which false doctrines seem to be motivated is 
regarded not as an inevitably misleading drive but rather as a neutral 
motive that can just as well be made to serve the truth if it is only 
made to fimction in the right way: "For while the truth that comes 
to light in Greek philosophy extends only over limited regions, the 
real truth puts in the right light all the deceitful attempts of Sophism 
to make something credible; just as the sun brilliandy illuminates all 
the colors and shows clearly how both the white and black are con
stituted."" Once again the simile of the sun serves to clarifY the 
relation of the absolute truth-to regard which direcdy is to risk being 
blinded-to the worldly partial truths, over which the absolute truth 
has precedence, without excluding them; 

The familiar distinction between wisdom and the sciences also helps 
Clement to 'save' the controversial disciplines of astronomy and ge-
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ometry: He who doubts that it is useful to know something about the 
motion of the sun and the stars and their causes and to consider 
geometrical theorems runs the risk of falling into error regarding the 
freedom of the spirit as well. Apparendy we are to understand that 
scientific knowledge frees one from the suspicion that human action 
might be conditioned by combinations of cosmic factors, that is, that
as Epicurus had taught-physics 'neutralizes' its object for man.'" For 
Clement the Gnosticism that is legitimized by. Christianity not only 
has individual significance in relation to salvation; .it also discloses the 
educational meaning of history. The dis01ssion with Greek philosophy 
must try, by means of loving criticism, to enable the adherents of 
those teachings "finally, even though late, to understand the true value 
of the erudition to attain which they undertake journeys over the 
ocean. "51 But gnosis [knowledge] here is not recommended to everyone; 
it is the highest challenge of Christian self-realization, not a universal 
condition of salvation. This is illustrated again by Odysseus, who alone 
among his companions can endure the danger posed by the Sirens, 
following the motive of his curiosity, as a representative who dem
onstrates once and for all that temptation can be overcome: "It is 
enough that one man has sailed past the Sirens. "" 

This salvation formula extracted from the Odyssey's scene of the 
Sirens provides the occasion for a justification of the lack of literary 
pretensions of the Stromateis, and likewise of the whole genre ofliterat:t.U-e 
concerned with salvation: "I know well that to be saved oneself, and 
in the process to be helpful to others who want to be saved, is the 
most important thing .... " Pythagoras hadxecommended giving pref
erence to the muses over the sirens, by which he meant "that one 
should cultivate the sciences, but should not seek in them the satisfaction 
of a desire for pleasure" - here again the differentiation of use and 
enjoyment is in the background. The vital point is that with the role 
given to individuals by Gnosticism the basis for a statement about 
'human nature' like that at the beginning of Aristode's MetaphysicS has 
been abandoned: Odysseus and the Sirens, Oedipus and the Sphinx
the human interest is delegated to these solitary representatives as it 
is to ·the Gnostic, of whom it is said at the same time that it is enough 
if he finds even one single listener. In other words, there are exposed 
human positions, in which temptation cannot be avoided but must be 
endured, apparendy because there is an economy of what humanity 
has to accomplish, a set of historical tasks, as it were. When the 
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polemics against Gnosticism deny this special role of certain individuals, 
the accent in the exegesis of the Oedipus figure- alters: Now he is 
praised only for the 'pastoral' action of stopping up the ears of his 
companions, while his own exposed position is ignored. 53 

In the Latin patristic literature, the term curiositas receives its spe
cifically anti-Gnostic aspect of significance from Tertullian (ca. 160--220 
A.D.). Here the characteristic imprint that the word had been given in 
Apuleius's Metamorphoses, which were produced between 170 and 180 
A.D., may have had an influence." The process whereby the cognitive 
appetite that was naturally and essentially appropriate to man was 
transformed into a constituent element of the catalog of vices took a 
decisive step forward here, in that curiositas became the dominant trait 
of a character, of a type. 

This had been prepared for, in the conceptual history of the Greek 
polypragmosyne [officious busyness, meddling], by Plutarch (ca. 45-ca. 
125 A.D.), in a treatise that had described busybody activity as harmful, 
particularly in the realm of human relations. Plutarch's suspicion of 
this characteristic takes as its point of departure the assumption that 
man's supposed 'interest' in other men is directed especially at hidden 
wickedness, which it seeks to bring to light and publicize through 
'gossip.''' This gossipy cnriosity is directed at the intimate sphere of 
one's fellow man and penetrates the secrecy (which is, in its own way, 
humane) of human wickedness. It puts into words, and into the cir
culation of talk, the unspeakable things that pertain to others, so that, 
in an extreme comparison, adultery can be described as a sort of 
curiosity about someone else's carnal pleasure.56 It is characteristic of 
Plutarch, the Greek, that he recommends as a means of curing such 
gossipy cnriosity the diversion of interest by other objects, and explicidy 
mentions the heavens, earth, air, and sea. He assures us, in this con
nection, that nature has nothing against the cognitive appetite diverted 
toward it; however, no hidden wickedness is to be found there, and 
he who cannot do without it will have to stick to history. 57 

In Apuleius's novel, curiositas is radicalized; its magical potency
which philo earlier thought he had recognized in its secret drive toward 
transposition -is made thematic. One of the ironies with which the 
author treats Lucius's cnriosity-aniroallike, credulous, and capable 
of any indecency-is that he counts among his famous ancestors not 
only the author of the treatise on cnriosity, Plutarch, but also the 
Skeptic Sextus Empiricus. For even the hero's immoderate lust for 
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knowledge is exhibited as the degeneration of the philosophical appetite 
for knowledge when he introduces himself as "not indeed curious but 
still desirous of knowing everything, or in any event a great deal. "" 
Elsewhere he does not shrink from describing himself as possessed 
by an.innate curiosity.59 The 'ontological' precondition of the hero's 
immoderate curiositas and of his magical inclinations is the vanished 
firmness of the contours of the world~s constitution, the suspension 
of the cosmic quality of reality and the resulting explosion of the 
horizon of possibility, which creates a space in which what man can 
look forward to is indeterminate: "Nihil impossibile arbitror ... " [I 
think that nothing is impossiblel. What is unexpected in common 
experience, happens. Of the voluptuousness of a feast it is said, "Quic
quid fieri non potest ibi est" [Whatever could not possibly come into 
being is there]. Curiosity seeks no longer what is admirable and won
derful in the cosmos but rather the strange, the peculiar, the curious 
(in the objective sense), that which can only be gaped at, in a structure 
of reality that is dissolved into transitions and alterations of form. The 
hero also describes himself as "all too eager to become acquainted 
with strange and astonishing things." 

Augustine himself suggests to us that he knew this work by referring 
to the fact that Apuleius and he were fellow Africans. This may be 
regarded as no less probable in the case of the Carthagiuian T ertullian. 

The intellectual biography ofTertullian, who.first became a Christian 
as a mature man and in his old age turned to the Montanist heresy, 
can be described as a strenuous effort to think and to exist against 
his own nature. This highly complicated thinker, practiced in every 
finesse of juristic and rhetorical technique, commits himself to the 
program of a 'simple' faith, in which all questioning has come to rest, 
and in fact as a result not so much of the demonstrable and reassuring 
possession of the truth as of a conscious surrender, contradicting what 
was 'natural' to him, of the cognitive pretension that urges one in the 
act of questioning. For Tertullian, Gnosticism has its root in the obstinate 
insistence on further questioning. He denies ever having raised the 
problems that he deals with himself; all objections and difficulties have 
been imposed upon him by others.60 The desire, for example, to know 
more about the soul than is contained in the simple statement that it 
derives from God's breath (ex dei flatu) leads into the boundless waste 
of argumentation about positions decided upon in advance and, where 
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argument does not suffice, to the summoping up of rhetorical 
persuasion. 61 

Tertullian holds the heretics responsible for the reception of ancient 
philosophy within Christianity; the pluralism that they produced forced 
people to make use of the preexisting means of intellectual argument. 
A homogeneous religion would not have needed to inierest itself in. 
philosophy. Tertullian sees the difference between Gnosticism and his 
faith as reduced to differing interpretations of the biblical command 
"Seek and ye shall find." Gnosticism perermializes this relation of 
conditioning. To the resdessness of seeking it holds open one chance 
of finding after another, whereas Tertullian localizes the end of seeking 
and the totality of having found in the single act of accepting faith. 
"In a single and definitive system of doctrine, there cannot be an 
endless search. One must seek until one finds, and believe when one 
has found, and then there is nothing more to be done but to hold 
fast to what one has grasped in faith, since after all one also believes 
that one should not believe, and consequendy should not seek, anything 
else, since one has found and faithfully accepted wha.t was taught by 
him who commands us to seek nothing but what he teaches."62 The 
model of the ancient conception 'of motion, according to which rest 
in a goal state teleologically determines the process, is unmistakably 
at work here. There lurks in man an instinctive readiness to yield to 
the "tickling ofhis ears" by the philosophy that is born of "the cleverness 
·of earthly knowledge" and to submit to the canon of its questions as 
the embodiment of what man has a legitimate need to know. But 
philosophy is a "rash interpreter of God's nature and arrangements," 
and by these rash interpretations it furnishes the heresies with their 
"equipment."63 

Tertullian exhibits a clear awareness of the fact that the historical 
process stabilizes the system of questions once raised and thus exercises 
a pressure toward answers, which imposes the 'settling' and reoccu
pation of systematic positions that have become vacant. Thus it is no 
longer 'human nature' that unfolds its appetite for knowledge in a 
catalog of pretensions to knowledge that can be gathered from history; 
rather it is the factual antecedence of schools of dogma. that iroposes. 
upon what is new a framework of continuity that is just as unfulfillable 
as it is demanding of fulfillment. Curiosity is the result of the unresisting 
reception of the inherited system of 'nonnegotiable' questions. Ter
tullian seeks, with his characteristic radicalness, to cut this burden 
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loose. The opposition that he encounters in this effort is conditioned 
by the fact that in Gnosticism the ancient tradition is already assimilated 
and has unfolded its immanent logic. Thus the field of the discussion 
and the rules of the game are pregiven." Tertullian would like to 
make it plausible to his readers that he is an early Christian author 
delayed for two centuries, with a longing for the simplicity of the 
language of the Bible, and that· it is only against his will that he 
summons up rhetorical and dialectical brilliance against the Gnostics' 
instruments of persuasion. Tertullian made one attempt, in his treatise 
On the Testimony of the Soul, to demonstrate how much he despises the 
otherwise so trustworthy method of convincing opponents by turning 
their own logic against them. He practices the maxim "Nobis cmiositate 
opus non· est post Christum" [After Christ, we have no need of cur
iosityl" by excluding the very zeal for knowledge (magna curiositas) with 
which the Christian apologists wanted "to extract testimony for the 
Christian truth from the most widely known writings of the philos
ophers, poets, and other teachers of worldly erudition and wisdom."66 

The magna curiositas stands at the beginning of the treatise on the 
'simple' self-evidence of the soul as the great reproach not so much 
against the heathen philosophers as against the Christian protagonists 
who with their inquiring diligence had subjected themselves to the 
constraints of the prevailing rules of argument. Against this Tertullian 
poses the unconscious testimony of the soul, which is just as uneducated 
as it is unmiseducated: "It is to you that I speak, you who are simple 
and unformed, unpolished and uneducated, as with people who have 
you alone and nothing more, the soul, just as it comes from the alley, 
from the street corners, from the workshop. It is your inexperience 
that I need, since your experience, as little as it is, is believed by no 
one. I want to question you as to what you bring with you into man, 
how you have learned to feel, whether from yourself or from your 
author, whoever he may be." 

The anamnesis ascribed to the soul, and to attest to which the soul 
is summoned, no longer has anything to do with the Platonic 're
membrance,' inasmuch as it has no reference to the world; it no longer 
. mediates between appearance and Idea but rather serves exclusively 
to secure the soul's d-erivation from its creative origin. Thus self
knowledge as the alternative to knowledge of the world acquires a 
dimension quite heterogeneous to and independent of the latter. But 
curiositas too, as the contrary of such self-exploration, is not primarily 
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clirected at the world; for T ertullian it has scarcely anything to do with 
the Augustinian "pleasure of the eyes" but exhibits a more 'literary' 
character, comparable to the vanity of education and the pleasure of 
dialectical activity. To this the simplicity of the anima idiotica [uneducated 
soul] is contrasted.67 To the extent that the cognitive appetite clirects 
itself at ·nature, it is reprehensible not on account of the nature of its 
objects but rather because it prefers the inferior realm of the dependent 
and the conditioned to the inunediacy of its relation to its author. 
Thales's astronomical curiosity is reprimanded for this metaphysical 
short-sightedness." The physician and anatomist, on the other hand, 
who is apostrophized as the inspector curiosissime [most curious inves
tigatorl is in danger of equating what is visible and discoverable with 
everything that exists and also of forgetting that his object is altered 
by death and dissection and is consequendy no longer able to provide 
an answer for every question.69 

Thus curiositas is rejected here only conditionally on account of the 
specific objects it prefers, to the extent that these have the concealed 
and concealing function of absorbing or misleading the cognitive ap
petite. It was in his concept of truth and the value judgment bound 
up with it that T ertullian defined most radically what he meant to 
exemplify with all of this: For man truth as such is not unconditionally 
worth striving for, but only the truth that refers explicidy to its divine 
derivation and foundation and is represented in relation to that origin. 
If one wants to know something about the soul, then one must rely 
on its author: "Quis enim. revelabit quod deus texit?" [For who will 
reveal what God has hidden?]" This has the appearance of an 
epistemological reflection. But that is not what concerns Tertullian; 
what he wants is to transform the act of knowing into an act of 
acknowledgment. This rigoristic interest in form makes the possession 
of truth irrelevant for man iri comparison to submission to i:ts absolute 
master: "Praestat per deum nescire, quia non revelaverit, quam per 
hominem scire, quia ipse praesumpserit" [It is better to be ignorant 
through God because He has not revealed than, because man himself 
has presumed, to know through manl. Even knowledge about the soul 
loses its value, even if it is the truth, if it does not derive from the 
legitimate source of divine revelation but rather from man's pre
sumptuous authenticity. Freely chosen ignorantia [ignorance] can thus 
become an act of acknowledgment of the exclusively divine right of 
possession of the truth and disposition over it. 
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The value 'of truth, for Tertullian, is formal, not material: Not that 
one may expect accurate objective statements only from God-but 
only what one receives from God is the obligatory and beneficial truth 
for man, and it is so only because one receives it from Him. Hence 
Socrates's daimonion [genius, guiding spirit] could not convey any truth, 
no matter what it said, because its essence was praesumptio, not revelatio 
[presumption, not revelation]: "Cui e:r:mn veritas comperta sine deo?" 
[For to whom is truth revealed without the aid of God?]" What it is 
necessary for man to know is shown to him only by its source; all 
'knowledge' consists in knowing what one does not need to know and 
should not strive after." Still there is also for Tertullian, as there was 
later for Augustioe, a kind of justification and coordination of curiositas 
as a means to salvation, Thus the cognitive appetite was the power 
in the ancient authors that drove them to draw secredy from the 
wellspring of the prophets; but in this they were only intent on their 
own fame and eloquence, so that they overlooked the simplicity of 
the truth and converted their curiositas into mere scrupulositas [concern 
for minutiae].73 Only it is remarkable and contradictory that the heath
ens' natural appetite for knowledge of the Christian's "hidden blessing" 
grows weak prematurely and they prefer not to know anything more 
about it,14 while with the Gnostics the same appetite for knowledge 
swells beyond measure into an enormitas curiositatis [enormity of cur
iosity]" -a contradiction that Tertullian cannot explain without recourse 
to demons. 

The basic idea, that the truth is God's property and subject to His 
disposition, not only made theoretical curiosity appear to be a striving 
for an illegitimate acquisition but also combined with the technique 
developed by philo of tracing Greek philosophy's possession of truth 
(which had willy-nilly to be recognized) back to the concealed reception 
of biblical sources, that is, characterizing it as illegitimate use. From 
this it could be deduced that Christian doctrine demands that philosophy 
'restore' this property to its rightful master." 

By raising the question of origin and ownership, Christian apologetics 
found a way out of its embarrassment in the face of the pagan reaction, 
which ,only too ofren responded to the doctrine that was offered as a 
promise of salvation with a shrug of the shonlders and the observation 
that it had heard all that before. But the result was that human knowl
edge as a whole came under the pressure of the analogy of the theo
logical state of grace. God gives what is His to whomever He chooses, 
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and he who lays claim to it and wants to attain it under his own 
power puts himself in the wrong. -

For Lactantius (ca. 25O-Ca. 325 A.D.) the truth is an arcanum summi 
dei, qUi fecit omnia [a mystery of God in the highest, vyho made every
thingJ," and consequendy only the acceptance of divine revelation 
gives legitimate access to it. That God wanted to keep something secret 
from man, and that this is quite in keeping with the idea of His majesty, 
indeed that- this majesty is attested precisely by the inaccessibility of 
the mystery for man, is the premise that remains entirely unquestioned 
in the context of these discussions." Here the question whether God's 
keeping the truth secret in this manner could be intended as beneficent 
protection of man does not yet play any role at all; for this kind of 
motivation is not necessarily already implied by the fact that the 
information that is necessary for human life is excepted from secrecy 
and made easily accessible for man. This is especially true if one 
proceeds from the ancient assumption that the secuting of vital ne
cessities can be only the terminus a quo [starting pointJ of the theoretical 
attitude." Against those who nevertheless wanted to investigate what 
was not granted to them, God had protected Himselfby making man 
the last of His creations so that he should not acquire any insight into 
the process of creation. This observation is directed against Epicurus's 
denial of creation, which among other arguments had used that of 
the unimaginability of how it was done.80 

The idea that God had wanted to deprive man of insight into the 
work of His creation and had consequendy made him the last of His 
creations must have alarmed its author almost before he had written 
it down. Without wanting to relinquish entirely the point aimed at 
Epicurus, he gives it a turn toward thoroughly customary Stoic teleology: 
Man could hardly be introduced into the world before it was completed, 
for how should he have kept himself alive in an unfinished world? 
And vice versa: If man had been able to live in the world before it 
was completed, then everything that would have been created after 
him could not have been created for his sake: "Itaque necesse fuit, 
hominem postremo fieri ... illius enim causa facta sunt omnia" [And 
so it was necessary for man to be made last ... because everything 
was made for his sakeJ. But if it was impossible for this reason to 
introduce man into the world any earlier, then the interpretation of 
man's position at the end of creation directed against Epicurus loses 
its basis. The pragmatic teleology benefiting man, expressed in his 
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position at the end of creation, is supposed to appear to him as gracious 
compensation for the fact that the jealous withholding of the mystery 
of the Creation leaves his theoretical curiosity unsatisfied. 

The mortgage of Gnosticism falls on man; he is the one affected 
by exclusion from cognizance of the ,act of creatjon, an exclusion 
origIDally meant to demonstrate the impotence of the demiurge with 
respect to the 'accomplishment' of the work of creation. The human 
spirit is 'taken into custody' (quasi custodia) by the body precisely so 
that it cannot 'see everything,' and in view of such a painstaking 
exclusion from the secrets of nature, it would be foolish to inquire 
afier what has afier all been removed into the realm of the 
Unreachable.81 

The more subde form of divine jealousy regarding the secret of the 
Creation is the elimination of the Platonic presupposition of the de
monized Gnostic demiurge: He is able to set up the world and coun
terfeit its ideality only because kosmos [orderl is thought of as an objective, 
universally accessihle stock. of realizable possibilities, which the demon 
no less than God can take as his 'prototype.' Only when one makes 
God the 'inventor' of the world can one dispute the derillurge's insight 
into the world concept, which is now a 'subjective' plan, and thus call 
into question his ability to usurp the genuinely divine competence. 
This crucial step toward the conception of spiritual originality was first 
made, for purely defensive purposes, by Irenaeus.82 Since 'having the 
idea' and doing the deed coincide, the hypostatic preexistence of the 
ideal cosmos is abolished and the world eidos [Ideal becomes a 'fact' 
that is no longer intelligible. But this means that every chum, even 
the human one, to the intelligibility of nature must be r'::jected because 
it wonld allow demiurgic activity (human as welD-secondary creation
to appear possible in principle. Thus a basic decision is made in the 
opposition to Gnostic dualism, a decision that was to determine not 
only the Middle Ages but also the beginning of the modern age, with 
its rebellion against this decision. 

Truth can no longer be metaphorically represented by the brightness 
of daylight, which makes everything visible-both what there is and 
how it is-but figures rather as a hoard held in reserve, from which 
only so much is given out as is vitally necessary for man. The divine 
sphere of majesty and the human sphere of need are clearly differ" 
entiated. At the same time man may by all means inquire afier his 
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happiness; indeed, in good Hellenistic fashion, this very question be
comes .the norm for the restriction of his cognitive will: "Q.uid ergo 
quaeris, quae nee potes scire, nee, si scias, heatior fias?" [What then 
do you seek, which it is neither possible for you to know, nor if you 
knew it, would you be made any happier?l" 

In one essential respect, however, as a result ofrus StoiC assumptions, 
Lactantius stands outside the anti-Gnostic tradition of curtositas: in his 
description of man as contemplator caeli [observer of the heavensl. Tnle, 
Socrates is praised as the prototype of the overcoming of curWsitas, 
and he is given credit for having been more pnldent than others who 
thought they could grasp the essence of things with their mind arid 
whose foolishness and impiety consisted in the fact that with their 
curiosity they wanted to penetrate the secrets of heaven's providence.84 

But at the same time he is blamed for the remark attributed to him 
that what is above us does not concern us because by this means he 
(supposedly) wanted to divert the essentially human direction of gaze, 
which is at the starry heavens. Sf> Here it becomes evident that the 
Stoic tradition was suited not only to retrieving astronomy from the 
realm of objects that are characteristic of curiositas, to which it had 
been consigned by the defense against Gnosticism, but also and es
pecially to recovering the metaphysical justification of astronomy's 
pretension to truth. However, in Lactantius the contemplatio caeti [ob
servation of the heavensl is taken into the service of religious experience 
to such an extent that one could speak less of a theoretical relation 
than of a relation of' encounter': HMan is induced to observe the world 
by his upright posture and his upward-facing countenance; he ex
changes looks with God, and reason recognizes reason. "" This definition 
of contemplative experience as something in the nature of 'physiog
nomic' dialogue leaves no room for mere theoretical curiosity.81 Thus 
here also the typical late-antique atheoretical attitude is preserved, in 
that the expectation that is operative in this visi<:ln is understood as 
one of existential fulfillment freed from the affliction of questioning. 

T4e highly original 'systematic' classification of intellectual curiosIty 
by the "false father" Arnobius, whose work Against the Heathen· may 
have been produced sooh after 303 A.D., remained wicl;lout any no
ticeable influence on Augustine, and thus on the further elaboration 
of the curiosiJas theme. For him the discrepancy between the natural 
pretension to knowledge and the actual capacity for knowledge (which 
is seen as quite narrowly restricted) is one of the strongest arguments 
against the dogma of the divine origin of man. Again and again he 
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confronts man's real situation with the richness and easy acquisition 
of knowledge that could be expected on the assumption of the divine 
origin of the soul. Arrlobius asks ironically whether the king of the 
world dispatched the souls,so that only obscurity should confront their 
desire for knowledge of the truth about things,88 In his will to knowledge, 
man exercises no well-founded e~titlement. 

Anlobius takes it as the core of Christian revelation that man .was 
not indeed created by God, but the gift of immortality can fall to his 
lot to the extent that he proves himself morally. From this he derives 
a maxim of theoretical resignation that approaches Skeptical abstention 
from judgment, in accordance with which even the alternative question 
that unavoidably presents itself, whence then did the human soul 
actually come, must remain a tenebrosa res [shadowy matter], a mystery 
enveloped in blank obscurities (caecis obscuritatibus involutum}.89 The te
leological economy of knowledge, as established in Cicero's temperately 
balanced coordination of Skepticism and Stoicism, is sharpened into 
the blunt demand that man should leave alone everything that has 
nothing to do with the earning of immortality: "Snis omnia relinquimus 
causis" [We leave all things to their own causesJ.90 Here the element 
of 'care' is again perceived as central to curiositas and understood as 
a misleading of man's concern for himself" Curiosity is not the sheer 
sensuous pleasure of the busybody's inspection and questioning of 
things but rather a disoriented perplexity regarding one's own position 
with respect to the world. The acceptance of revelation becomes a 
liberation from this burden of supposedly vital problems. 

It is not an accident that we come across traces ofEpicurus's thought 
in Anlobius, in the form of numerous allusions to Lucretius. The 
neutralization of theoretical concern about the world and the lack of 
relation between worlds and gods provided Arrlobius with his modeL 
This dependence does not by any means exclude Gnostic connections 
because the Gnostics' demiurge and Epicurus's atomistic accident, 
which has nothing to do with his gods, can very well act systematically 
as substitutes for one another. This explains a contradiction that already 
appeared to be present in Epicurus's system between the irrelevance 
of the object called "nature" and the extent of the theoretical preoc
cupation with it. In Arrlobius this inconsistency is repeated: No logical 
bridge can be constructed between the passage where Christ appears 
as a teacher of natural philosophy too92 and numerous others where 
such questions are explicitly consigned to indifference. The Epicurean 
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presuppositions are further reflected in an element that gives Arnobius 
a special position within the tradition of cUrWsitas, which is his explicit 
rejection of self-knowledge and curiosity about the world as mutually 
exclusive alternatives: Man has no access to his origin and thus to his 
own nature; he is an animal caecum et ipsum se nesdens [blind creat:uJ;'e, 
ignorant ofhimselfl.9S The evidence of what is obligatory for him leaves 
no room at all for access to what he is. One might say that Arnobius 
adds to his resistance to theoretical curiosity the radical extirpation 
of all tendencies from which the function of a 'world view' could accrue 
to Christianity. 

Arnobius resists submitting the Christian revelation to the teSt of 
whether it can answer the questions that philosophy has raised and 
has not answered; although the heathens would have had to admit 
their inability to answer the questions about the origin of and the 
reasons for many things, they made the same admi .. ion on the part 
of the Christians into a reproach against them: "Qui quae nequeunt 
soo, nescire nos confitemur ... " [We are the ones who confess to 
not knowing what cannot be knownl." Arnobius evidendy wants to 
raise Christianity above a function into which its own apologetics had 
pressed it, namely, offering to the surrounding late-antique world, 
which was resigned about its own abilities, a solution of the traditional 
problems 'by new means,' and thus functioning as Ihe final form of 
philosophy. In contrast, the admission of the inaccessibility of the 
objects of theory especially was meant to turn and to concentrate 
man's self-understanding radically on its single real possibility. The 
Epicurean neutralization of nature now no longer serves liberation 
from fear but rather the setting free of moral energy and its exlusive 
interest in immortality. If 'natural-philosophical' communications are 
also attributed to Christ, then this accentuates precisely the futility of 
the 'natural' cognitive appetite, the indulgence of which forces history 
into an apparent continulty that it can no longer have after Christ. 
Thus curiositas becomes an inducement to the concealment of the 
heterogeneity of Christianity and to its transformation into a system 
of propositions amounting to a 'world view'; the critique of curiosity 
is here functionalized for the self-understanding of Christianity with 
a precision that remained isolated and without influence. 
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Curiosity Is Enrolled in the 
Catalog of Vices 

Again and again the question has been asked, at what point in his 
spiritual biography did Augustine's 'real' conversion take place? If it 
is correct, as I propose, to understand his transition from Academic 
Skepticism to Neoplatonism simply as a reactivation of the 'Platonic 
remainder' in dogmatic Skepticism, and if we must recognize a high 
degree of continuity between his Neoplatonic and his early Christian 
phases, then the turning point shifts back to his alienation from Man
ichaean Gnosticism. Locating the break ,in the spiritual process at this 
point is also-in fact is especially-apt in relation to the problem that 
is our topic here: the foundation of the medieval curiositas complex. 
This is already evident from the way in which, in tl).e retrospect of 
the fifth book of the Confessions, Augustine broadens his critique of 
Manichaeism into a generalization of the tendency to shield himself 
against philosophy, a generalization that certainly cannot be justified 
solely on the basis of disillusionment with Gnosticism but in fact runs 
direcdy counter to the inunediate lesson of that disillusionment. This 
makes the argumentation many leveled and complicated. 

On the occasion of his encotUlter with Faustus, the Manichaean, 
Augustine claims to have recognized the slight value of the Gnostics' 
cosmological speculations, specifically through a comparison, unfa
vorable to Gnosticism, with the precisely calculated astronomical pre
dictions of the 'philosophers.' This would' have been a plausible 
argument against the Gnostics but at the same time an argument in 
favor if philosophy. But Augustine does not want his reader to be led 
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to this obvious inference; the turning away from Gnosticism must not 
appear as a repetition of the philosophical 'conversion' as it had been 
presented in the fourth chapter of the third book of the Confessions. In 
order to avoid this result, Augustine builds a step into the argument 
of this passage that would otherwise be totally unmotivated here: the 
philosophy that has just made such a favorable appearance, thanks 
to its cognitive accomplishments, in contrast to Gnosticism, now acquires 
a seductive attraction and is characterized as an attitude that is en
dangered and dangerous in its innermost nature. Its ability to give 
exact prognoses regarding the most exalted object in the world, the 
starry heavens, exposes man to the danger of self-admiration, of au
tonomous cognitive security, of impia superbia [impious pridel. 

It is not its object that constitutes the danger of the philosophical 
attitude but rather the authentic power-inferred from the mastery 
of the object-of the human intellect, whose origin man ascribes to 
himself without acknowledging it as the creation and gift ofhis Author.' 
Augustine puts this in terms of his characteristic metaphor of light: 
The man who knows is not himself the light to which he owes the 
intelligibility of his objects, but himself stands in the light, of whose 
full truth potential he 'deprives himself when he ascribes the origin of 
this light to himself In the moment in which he is able to predict the 

, future eclipses of the sun, he guarantees the present eclipse of his 
own illumination. 2 

The antithesis that pervades the tradition of curiosftas since the an
ecdote about Thales between on the one hand what is nearest at hand 
and essentially urgent and on the other hand the humanly remote 
matters that conceal the former is reoccupied here: Now what is 
nearest at hand is the perception and acknowledgment of the de
pendence of one's own capacity for truth upon illumination. The theo
retical attitude is apprehended, in accordance with the exemplary 
model of astronomical prediction, as relating to the future and is seen 
as exposed in that very respect to the danger of evading the tran
scendent conditionality of its origin and the contingency of its presence. 
Reflection on this last condition of the possibility of human knowledge 
is opposed, as the mode of behavior of a finite being, to the essentially 
infinite curiositas, which passes over the simultaneous acknowledgment 
of the contingency implied in every acquisition of knowledge, being 
consumed, instead, entirely in the attraction of the object. Consequently 
Augustine's God denies Himself to those whose curiosa peritia [curious 
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skill] wants to count the stars and the grains of sand and to calculate 
the extent of the heavens and the paths of the starS.' 

The excursus on curiositas, which takes up the greater part of the 
third chapter of the fifth book of the ConftssWns and only leads back 
to the point of departure of the account (the disillusionment resulting 
from the encounter with Faustus the Manichaean) in a very short final 
section, makes it evident that the reason why Augustine does not 
consider his own path to the overcoming of Gnosticism exemplary is 
that the criterion of scientific accomplishment implies acknowledgment 
of the right to theoretical curiosity. Thus Augustine fieJ.1s philosophy 
against Gnosticism but does not turn the field over to the victor. 

The problematic that the alliance with philosophy constituted for 
the whole' patristic tradition is reflected here: How was the critical 
rationality that one had employed against mythological polytheism to \ 
be circumscribed and subordinated in its turn to the religious interest? 
Augustine attempts to do this by subjecting reason's theoretical ac
complishment to the question of the conditions of its possibility, a 
question that he considers essentially theological because it points to 
the problem of the Creation. If this reflection is carried out expliciriy 
arid the critical autonomy of philosophy is thus neutralized by a critique 
of philosophy itself, then the lasting benefit of the confrontation of 
Gnostic cosmology with philosophical astronomy can be admitted.' 
Thus the desire to know, as such, does not by any means amount to 
curiositas; on the contrary, saecularis sapientia [secular knowledge] dis
tinguishes itself favorably from Gnostic speculation precisely by the 
fact that it admits of empirical confirmation, whereas Gnosticism had 
required assent to its statements about the world as though by a kind 
of faith, without pretense of verification. Thus in this passage Augustine 

. connects the mistake that he sees in curiositas neither with a particular 
object, such as the astronomical one, nor with authentically theoretical 
insistence on precision and verifiability but only with unreflectiveness 
in the use of reason, which as such already constitutes denial of the 
debt of gratitude for being created. With this degree of subriety, ad
rillttedly, the idea w~ not capable of transmission as tradition. 

In the tenth book of the conftsswns, curiositas returns in connection 
with the 'systematic' account ofhis spiritual life history that Augustine 
gives there. Here it must be seen in indissoluble antithetical connection 
with the two questions, directed at himself and at God, that provide 
the framework of this account: Quid sum? Quid es? [What am I? What 
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are You?] After chapter 30 the guiiling thread of the three classes of 
vices is dropped, and the whole of chapter 35 is devoted to curiositas: 
It represents precisely "ocular desire" (concupiscentia oculorum), the pure 
functional drive of the organ of sensation, which finds satisfaction 
even in the most trivial object and is defined as the futile and inquisitive 
appetite for sensual experience (expenendi per camem' vana et curiosa 
cupiditas). This self-satisfaction of instinct through surrender to the 
world of appearances dresses itself up in the great words and the 
images of supposed value in whose terms the human spirit conceives 
of its destiny and dignity, as knowledge and science (nomine cognitionis 
et scientiae paUiata). 

Here curiositas distinguishes itself from naive delight in the senses 
by its indifference to the qualities of the beautiful and the pleasant, 
since it 'enjoys' not its objects as such but rather itself, through the 
cognitive capability that it confirms in connection with them. Such 
self-enjoyment on the part of the cognitive drive is always facilitated 
by the degree of difficulty and remoteness of its objects, which do 
not present and recommend themselves of their own accord, like 
something beautiful. That curiosity can, in fact,· become one of man's 
central vices is a characteristic not only and not primarily of man 
himself but also of the world in which he finds himself-a sphere of 

. obstructed immediacy and only partial anthropocentric teleology bor
dered by zones of hiddenness and remoteness, of strangeness and 
alienating reservation. 

Curiositas is indeed a category applied in turning away from Gnos
ticism, but the world in which it can become a possible carilinal vice 
is no longer the cosmos that is open to man and symmetrically in
telligible in all directions from the center but rather a sphere filled 
with Gnostic attributes in which man is [literally] 'eccentric'-for no
where in Augustine either does Stoic geocentrism playa role relevant 
to man's understaniling of himsel£ 

Augustine's world is not fulfilling but seductive, and curiositas is a 
'temptation' Iforma tentationis) in the double sense that to test oneself 
on and with what is resistant and uncommon (tentandi causa) is at the 
same time to be tempted (tentatio).a In its extreme form this 'tempted 
attempt' of the appetite for experience and knowledge directs itself 
at God Himself, since even in religion there is hidden the attempt
the 'experiment' with God-to demand signs and miracles not as 
promises of salvation but merely to satisfY curiosity.5 In this attitude 
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God is taken into service and made into a means to the enjoyment 
of purely worldly experience. This makes cleat what it means when 
Augustine again and again insists in his thinking on a strict differ
entiation between enjoyment and usefulness, betweenfrui and uti. He 
sees the basic character of the world in its utilitas [usefulnessl as the 
instrumentality ad salutem [for salvation1 whereas a fulfilled and fulfilling 
existential relation is only to be expected from the fruitio [enjoyment, 
delight] directed at God. The ordering principle of human life, which 
can be spelled out in the form of the ethical virtues, is fixed in the 
maxim that one should correcdy distinguish between the usefulness 
and the enjoyment of things. 6 At the same time there emerges a 
criterion for the positively evaluated attitude to which curiositas is con
trasted: All theory is concerned with disclosing the instrumental rel
evance of the things in the world, the serviceability inherent in them. 
But this means that the Augustinian interpretation of knowledge of 
the world is no longer the 'pure' theory of Hellenistic philosophy. 

Curiosity violates this ordering principle of use and enjoyment and 
betrays its content of disorder precisely by the fact that in its extreme 
logical consequence (as Augustine defines it), it subjects even God to 
the criterion of utilitas, so as to be able to seek fruitio in the human 
self alone. There remains the question whether the human self-en
joyment that is perceived in theoretical curiosity is equally a mistake 
when it stops short of the presumption of taking God into its own 
service; This borderline question in distinguishing between use -and 
enjoyment is investigated first of all in connection with the relations 
between human beings.7 The biblical injunction to men to love one 
another is cautiously interpreted by Augustine in such a way that it 
does not command us to love the other man for his own sake, which 
after all would be equivalent to fruitio, because only that can be loved 
for its own sake that promises man the vita beata [life of blissl. Now 
this consideration can be transferred to self-love and self-enjoyment 
as well: Since self-enjoyment competes with the absolute level of the 
vita beata in the self-forgetful contemplation of God, it becomes the 
anticipatory transposition of and surrogate for man's existential vo
cation, . and thus the epitome of the false conversion of the ipterest 
that underlies all action.' Iil self-enjoyment man remains or becomes 
external to himself and loses his inwatdness just as he does in the 
ecstatic possession by knowledge that is curiosity. It is said antithetically 
of God, in the interpretation of the story of the Creation, that He 
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does not take pleasure in His works but only in Himself and that the 
day of rest after the work of creation is meant to illustrate this fact; 
man's mistake is that he parts witli himself in his works and cannot 
really 'rest' from them in himsel£' 

When we return from this digression on the regula dileetionis [rule 
oflovel to the central passage, book 10, chapter 35 of the Confessions, 
some light is shed on the catalog of the levels of euriositas: After amuse

. ment at a mutilated corpse, theatrical shows are mentioned, and from 
here a transition to investigation of nature and to the magical arts is 
found. 'o The riddles of nature, to which the mere desire to know 
applies itself, are characterized as objects that lie praeter nos [beyond 
us], in the double sense that neither are they seen from the point of 
view of their utilitas nor do they relate to man's self-knowledge. In
vestigation of the things that nature does not make openly accessible 
to man is of no use to him. This proposition involves the teleological 
assumption, familiar from Cicero, that the degree of a thing's theoretical 
accessibility indicates its 'natural' relevance for man. When he goes 
beyond this region of what lies open to him, he obeys the cognitive 
appetite that is justified by no other interest." 

The appeal to nature proves itself here, as so often, to' be an am
biguous type of argument.ation, whose self-contradiction Augustine 

. seeks to avoid by not attributing a natural status to man's inherent 
cognitive appetite but instead interpreting that appetite-as always 
where cupiditas is applied-as a consequence of the condition of man 
having fallen away from his original nature as a result of his original 
sin. The first sentence of Aristotle's Metaphysics has become, through 
the omission of "by nature," a description of man's status deftctus 
[failed, defective condition]. On this assumption, confirmation by the 
"predilection for sense experience" can no longer be a "sign" from 
which the vindication of the disinterested purity of the theoretical 
attitude "independent of need" can be obt.ained. The grasp at the 
'tree of knowledge' caused the unregulated cognitive appetite to de
generate into the vana cura [futile carel of a godless state of being 
fallen into the power of the world. 

Admittedly the systematic consistency of the idea of curiositas found 
in the Confessions cannot be confirmed in Augustine's work as a whole. 
He does not always see the cognitive appetite as a particular inner 
condition of the subject. The definition in terms of particular reahns 
of objects that was so influential in the tradition is not only a mis-
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understanding of the Augustinian texts, however much it may miss 
the heart of his conception. Seen from a biographical-genetic point 
of view, the objective definition of this human characteristic seems to 
be the earlier one. When, following Cicero, he associates the self
restriction of the cognitive appetite with the virtue of temperantia [tem
perance],12 the lapse from this moderation is not an inner disorder of 
the subject but rather is brought about by the attraction of the physical 
world operating through the eyes. Here again a basic structure of the 
Gnostic concept of sin survives: The forgetting of the origin and destiny 
of the essential spiritual core of man (the pneuma) was understood by 
Gnosticism not as an inner event but rather as the concealment and 
overlaying of memory-which is to say, of metaphysical self
orientation ~ by envelopment in worldly things, by diversion and dis
persion in what is given and obtrudes itself from outside. 

This Gnostic frame of reference makes it clear-just as does the 
Neoplatonist frame-why in the tenth book of the Confessions, curiositas 
appears as the negative correlate of memoria. Only by memory can 
what gets lost in dispersion be grasped; memory gives man the authentic 
relation-which makes him independent of the world-to his origin, 
to his metaphysical 'history,' and thus to his transcendent contingency. 
Memoria and curiositas relate to one another like inwardness and out
wardness, not, however, as alternative human 'modes of behavior,' 
but rather in such a way that memory as actualization of one's essence 
is suppressed only by the forcefulness of the world's influence upon 
one and can assert itself to the extent that this 'overstimulation' can 
be warded off and dammed up." The soul. is inwardness, as soon as 
and insofar as it is no longer outwardness; it is memoria, insofar as it 
does not lose itself in curiositas. Memoria, which as the original ground 
of the soul corresponds in Augustine's Trinitarian analogy to God the 
Father, stands for the fact that all thinking, insofar as it is not occupied 
and diverted by 'objects,' would have to be somet\llng that thinks 
itself Only then would it represent the likeness of a God Who had 
been conceived, since Aristotle, as a thought thinking itsel£ If one 
pushes Augustines premises to their conclusion in that way, then, in 
comparison, his formulas for curiositas still depend on those that were 
coined earlier in the tradition and thus fall short of their logical 
consequences. 

The illusion to which man subjects himself when he surrenders to 
his unbridled cognitive drive is also characterized by Augustine in its 
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limiting case as the transposition magic toward which we earlier saw 
philo direct his suspicion of the "Chaldeanizers:" "There are some 
individuals," Augustine writes, "who, having abandoned virtue and 
not knowing what God is nor the majesty ofhis eternal and immutable 
nature, suppose themselves to be engaged in a great enterprise when 
they busy themselves with intense and eager curiosity [curWsissime in
tentissimequel exploring that universal mass of matter we call the world. 
Such pride is engendered in them in this way, that they imagine 
themselves dwelling in the very heaven they so often discuss. "14 True 
philosophy, which is love of and zeal for wisdom, arises from the gift 
of moderation, which protects one against curiosity." The soul's le
gitimate path is not the arrogant flight to the stars but rather the 
humble descent into oneself and the resulting ascent to God. Those 
who thirst for knowledge have not recognized this path, and the reverse 
befalls them: They believe themselves to be placed among the stars 
in their exaltation and enlightenment, and for that very reason they 
plunge back to earth." 

This hyperbole for the delusion of the ecstatic cognitive appetite 
that considers itself equal to what is inaccessible is indeed directed 
against Gnosticism and its claim to have been initiated into cosmology, 
but at the same time it is pecn1iarly clairvoyant with regard to as-

o tronomy's influence on consciousness as it was to be manifested at 
the beginning of the modern age. Nicolas of Cusa, Copernicus, Giordano 
Bruno, and Galileo will find for this the expressive formula that the 
world has been elevated to the status of a heaveuly body. It is true 
that the idea of creation implied the suspension of the ancient separation 
between terrestrial nature with its changeability and transience and 
the stellar region of eternal stability in favor of the idea of a homo
geneous world; but this implication was fundamentally an extension 
to the whole universe of the metaphysical characteristics that had 
earlier been ascribed only to the earth, and thus something like the 
'tellurization' of the special nature of the heavenly bodies. The early 
modem 'stellarization' of the earth reversed this implication and thus 
provided the metaphor for a self-consciousness that had been made 
thematic in Augustine's condemnation of astronomical curiosity. 

Augustine had discovered, in connection with his disappointment 
with Gnosticism, what an impression the exact calculations of the 
'philosophical' astronomers could make. This competition between a 
system of faith and science preoccupies particularly the exegete of 
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the story of the Creation. He believes that he should prepare his 
readers for the fact that even a non-Christian can possess, on the basis 
of reason and experience, highly certain knowledge about the earth 
and the heavens, about the elements of the world, about the movement 
and circulation, size and distance of the heaveuly bodies, about eclipses 
of the sun and moon, about calendar reckoning, about animals, plants, 
minerals, etc. l7 The Christian, who should not intensively interest him
self in such questions, should nevertheless not compromise his con
viction in the face of such knowledgeable people by foolish assertions. 
Thus Augustine's exegesis of Genesis too is meant to provide speculation 
that is more spiritual than cosmological and to dismiss or to leave 
open, rather than to answer, the theoretical questions, that is, to practice 
what he calls moderatio pia [pious moderationl. " He himself characterizes 
his exegesis of Genesis as having offered more questions than answers." 
One need not count on God's having wanted to communicate more 
to man -than is necessary for his salvation.20 How much astronomy 
could nevertheless be included in such an economy of salvation was 
to be proved by the importance of the question of the calendar and 
the dating of the Easter celebration; so! as time indicators Augustine 
counts even the heavenly bodies among 'the utilia and necessaria [useful 
and necessary thingsl benefiting man." It does not occur to him that 
the problem of time determination could not be solved independently 
of a model of the cosmos; he explicitly counts the question of the 
form and construction of the heavens among the problems that need 
not concern the man who is intent on his salvation.22 In this context 
Augustine can perfectly well speak as though such cosmological prob
lems could be solved with a sufficiently intensive effort; but for him 
the expenditure of time is indefensible.23 . 

Waste of time seems at first glance to be quite a superficial standard 
for the legitimacy or illegitimacy of posing purely theoretical questions. 
But in this criterion the conceptual patter:b. of curiositas reappears: In 
the boundlessness of his cognitive will, man denies his finitude precisely 
in his dealings with time by behaving as though he does not need to 
apply any measure or to bring forward any justification here. If the 
moderuidea of science will be characterized by its forgoing an eval
uation of its objects and a distinction between what is worth knowing 
and what is a matter of indifference, this will only be possible through 
the elimination of this very objection based on the finite time given 
to the subject, an elimination accomplished by the integration, through 
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'method,' of a potentially infinite sequence of inquiring subjects active 
in· temporally extended functional complexes-subjects whose indi
vidual lives and needs (in regard to truth) can be neither the point of 
nor the standard against which to measure the totality of knowledge 
to be realized. 

To both the ancient world and the Middle Ages, a knowledge that 
neither related to nor could be made to relate to the capacity of the 
individual and his existential fulfillment was still an altogether remote 
idea. The basic idea of the teleological serviceability of natural objects 
that are available and can he singled out from the whole had excluded 
the possibility that only a knowledge directed at the whole of nature 
could enable man to assert himself in his personal existence both 
against and by means of nature. Only the metaphysical suspicion that 
nature could function without regard to man in its lawfully regulated 
processes makes urgent and necessary a knowledge of nature that can 
exantine each state of affairs merely for its potential relevance to man 
and that must therefore reject the criterion of the 'appropriate ex
penditure of time' as a point of view associated with a teleOlogical 
contemplation of the world. Once theoretical observation of the world 
could no longer be regarded as satisfying the human need for happiness, 
the demonstration of the equivalance, in relation to man's interests, 

. of various physical and cosmological theories was sufficient and con
clusive argument for the view that further insistence could no longer 
justifY the expense. 

Significantly, in demonstrating this view Augustine makes use of 
the very question whose definitive solution more than a millennium 
later was to orient and confirm the self-consciousness of the moden1 
age: the question whether the sphere of the fixed stars stands still or 
moves. To those ofhis fellow believers who worried about this question 
in view of the biblical expression firmamentum [firmament: literally, 
support], Augustine replies that its solution would require ingenious 
and laborious investigations, to enter into and carry tltrough which 
he lacked the time, and so should they. For the rest, those who treated 
such questions-with just as much curiosity as leisure-had found 
that the perceptible movements of the stars could be explained equally 
well on either assumption. 24 

The distinction accorded to astronomy as the critical objective re
ferent of curiositas has, however, another aspect in addition to those 
discussed so far. This aspect again is directed less at the Gnostic cul-
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tivation of cosmic speculation and its 'useless questions' than at the 
astronomy of the philosophers, which had had the initial effect of 
creating disenchantment with Gnosticism. It is characterized by the 
exact prediction of stellar phenomena and the use of numbers, that 
is, in the widest sense, by measurement. When the human p:r:etension 
to knowledge gives itself access to the dimension of the future, in 
phoronomic astronomy, it presupposes an unalterable regularity of 
nature. For Augustine that means that God's free and autarchic dis
position over His creation is thought of as being excluded by an act 
of self-restriction. 

Augnstine deals with this problem exhaustively in a very remarkable 
context in book 21 of his City of God, namely, in connection with his 
discussion of the question of the physical possibility of the eternal 
punishment of the damned. Of course, the ultimate ground of belief 
in this possibility is divine omnipotence, which has sovereign disposition 
over everything that can befit its creations 'by nature.' But this reference 
directly conflicts with the ancient world's traditional concept of nature, 
with the elementary assumption of a cosmos that persists irrevocably 
in its regularity. "To what shall I appeal," Augustine asks, "in order 
to persuade unbelievers that an animated and living human body is 
capable of not only continuously evading dissolution by death but also 
enduring even the torments of eternal fire? They refuse to be referred 
to the power of Omnipotence, but demand to be persuaded by an 
example."25 The unbelievers' objection that something could only be 
considered possible if it could be confirmed as actual by experience 
is supported by the characteristic and unquestioned premise of ancient 
philosophy that the world as a whole exhausts all possibilities and at 
the same time lies open and accessible to human experience.26 The 
apologist has to conform to this premise and is thus himself forced 
into the curiositaJ that is on the lookout for what is extraordinary and 
strange in nature. The assertion that there are wondrous things (miracula) 
in nature encounters the objection that these are nevertheless only 
nature in those of its workings that are unknown to us and therefore 
appear extraordinary. Augnstine deals only superficially with this ar
gument, which he himself accepts as conclusive, by laying himself 
open to the objection that he has appealed in support of the naturalness 
of the miracula to the same omnipotence that he wanted to demonstrate 
by pointing to them." No less problematical is the appeal in defense 
of the miracles in nature to the miracle of the creation of nature. For 
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this supposed fortior ratio [stronger argUl;nent] not only presupposes 
what it is meant to prove but also includes the contradiction to which 
the Enlightenment particularly enjoyed calling attention that the ab
solute status of the first, universal 'miracle' is made questionable by 
the later occasional breaches of order." 

The inconsistency of Augustine's argumentation is' itself very sig
nificant: On the one hand, he can provide himself with a basis on 
which to deal with unbelievers and with their concept of the cosmos 
only by making a point of holding to the regularity of the world and 
regarding supposed miracles as appearances due to regularities un
known to us; on the other hand, he fears a lawfulness to which appeal 
can be made, which would give legitimacy to the human inquisitive 
drive and would leave behind it, on account of its insistence on ra
tionality, only a restricted acknowledgment of God's free will. 

This vacillation due to heterogeneity of motives becomes especially 
evident in the discussion.of a mythical phenomenon of the heavens. 
In Yarra's Roman Genealogy, an account is given of an alteration in the 
color, size, shape, and path of the planet Venus in the early epoch of 
the kings, a unique phenomenon never observed before or after. This 
testimony is cited in order to show the possibility of a natural object 
at a particular point in time exhibiting behavior different from what 

. it had been seen to exhibit at all other times and what had been held 
to be its essential nature. From such a beginning, he could quite well 
have gone on to explain the unusualness of the phenomenon as sub
jective, in accordance with the formula that the miracle contradicts 
not nature but merely the nature that is known to US.29 This would 
indeed have meant a broadening, but not an alteration, of the 'cosmos' 
concept: The regularity of nature would have been assumed as not 
indeed universally verifiable but still pregiven in principle. But Augustine 
does not hold to this line, and it was to have incalculable consequences 
for the history of Christian theology that he feared involvement in 
the cognitive pretension and in the exclusion of voluntarism more 
than he sought rationality. "So great an author as Varro," Augustine 
writes, "would certainly not have called this a portent had it not 
seemed to be contrary to nature. For we say that all portents are 
contrary to nature; but they are not so. For how is that contrary to 
nature that happens by the will of God, since the will of so mighty a 
Creator is certainly the nature of each created thing? A portent, there-
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fore, happens not contrary to nature but contrary to what we know 
as nature." 

So far he seems to have succeeded in reconciling to some extent 
the rationality of the cosmos and the volitional nature of the biblical 
God. But evidently this result does not satisfY Augustine's theological 
zeal, and consequently he forces the concept oflaw and the metaphor 
of .the ruler into an antithesis that is certainly unexpected after what 
has just been said: "What is there so arranged by the Author of the 
nature of heaven and earth as the exactly ordered course of the stars? 
What is there established by laws so sure and so inflexible? And yet, 
when it pleased Him Who with sovereignty and supreme power reg
ulates all He has created, a star conspicuous among the rest by its 
size and splendor changed its color, size, form, and, most wonderful 
of all, the order and law of its course!" It is not evident at first glance 
why Augustine goes further here than is required by his premise of 
the subjectivity of 'miracles' in nature. But on closer inspeclion it turns 
out that the train of thought contains a point directed against curiositas: 
Augustine believes that he has found the meaning of God's forcible 
intervenlion in the lawfulness of nature in the fact that it breaks 
through and frustrates the presumptuous claim of scientific exactitude 
to know the laws of nature and with their help to predetermine events: 
"Certainly that phenomenon disturbed the canons of the astronomers, 
if there were any then, by which they tabulate, as by unerring com
putation, the past and future movements of the stars, so as to take 
upon them to affinn that this which happened to the morning star 
(Venus) never happened before nor since. "'0 The mythical event re
ported by Varro is set alongside the sun's standstill in the Book of 
Joshua, which was so offensive to the early modern age; but it is not 
suggested that the biblical talk of the movement and standstill of the 
sun contains information about, and dbliges us to acknowledge, a 
particular cosmological system. Only the sovereign act of intervention, 
putting in question all claims to theoretical 'exactiness' (inerrabilis com
putatio), is seen as the point of the story. 

Nature is not set free as the final authority and embodiment of 
everything dependable, on which the human relation to reality can 
be based. The conflict between the idea of the cosmos and voluntarism 
is decided for the Middle Ages, and at the same time those premises 
are designated, by implication, whose secural had to become necessary 
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in order to constitute an idea of science that was to make the absolute 
dependability of nature a condition of human self-assertion. 

That scientific knowledge prescribes laws to nature-this triumphant 
formulation of the outcome of the physics of the modern age-is 
suspected by Augustine as the secret presumption of theoretical curiosity 
and imputed to it as the essence of its reprehensibility. He wants us 
to perceive in the 'extraordinary' happenings in nature above all the 
w;uning that knowledge of nature may not draw from even the most 
exact observation of the regularities in the phenomena the conclusion 
that God may be bound to these rules and that they may be prescribed 
to Him, as though He could not bring about an entirely different state 
of affairs from the one that appears to cogttition to be lawfully regular." 

Perhaps even more instructive than what explicidy decides the matter 
for Augustine in favor of the voluntarism that renders consciousness 
of reality insecure is what is not present as motivation and argumen
tation for this decision The discussions that have been cited from the 
City of God could still allow the impression that the paralysis of the 
ancient trust in the ,cosmos was not an essentially conditioned and 
internal consequence of the Christian system of categories. Augustine 
argues from the concept of creation: The right of intervention is the 
author's right of disposition. He could with still more theolOgical reason· 
have brought forward the eschatological argument: The partial re
vocation, through the miracula, of the natural order posited in the 
Creation only anticipates and, as it were, announces the radical re
vocation of the Creation in the destruction of the world at the end of 
time. But eschatology not only had largely been repressed from Chris
tian consciousness by the nonarrival of the repeatedly proclaimed final 
events but was also (for its supporters) the uncomfortable scandal of 
the unconverted surrounding world. It was not, after all, accidental 
that Christianity was held responsible for catastrophes of and deviations 
from supposedly unshakable institutions and orders, since the catalog 
of signs of the coming end of the world could quite well be interpreted 
as betraying an 'interest' in the disintegration of the world order. Thus 
the reproaches directed at the Christians can be summarized in the 
formula that they were the causes of the world's departure from its 
laws." Augustine finds the Christians being held responsible even in 
a figure of speech -for the failure of rain to appear: P/uvia defit, causa 
Christiani. 3S The connection that had originally been established by 
Christianity between its appearance in the world and the "sign in the 
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heavens" armolUlcing the world's destruction had to appear, on the 
assumptions of the still influential idea of the cosmos, as the suspect 
proclamation of a hoped-for 'disorder.' 

To the surrounding Hellenistic world in the time of the Caesars, 
the right of the Ruler of the World to arbitrariness vis-a -vis His creation 
could be made plausible more readily than the much more threatening 
meaning of the supposed miracles as ~OUIlcements of the revocation 
of the existence of the world as whole. But just this concealed radicalness 
stands behind the disputes over the right of curwsitas to guarantee itself 
the future of nature under laws. Dependability, rational constancy, 
regularity are characteristics of a concept of nature that does not want 
to admit the world as a metaphysical episode stretched between be
gioning arid end, between creation and destruction. As the behavioral 
correlate of this concept of nature, with its insistence on man's iQtra
worldly possibilities, cUrWsitas is definitively entered by Augustine into 
the catalog of vices. 

Translator's Note 

a. The Latin tentare means to try, to attempt. to test-or to tempt, incite, etc. The German 
Ver.suchen has the same thorough ambiguity. which is only faindy suggested by the similarity 
of «tempt" and "attempt" in English. 
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Difficulties Regarding the 
'Natura!' Status of the Appetite 
for Knowledge in. the Scholastic 
System. 

The Scholastic reception of Augustine's ideas about curiositas can be 
characterized first of all as a loss of differentiation and a detachment 
from their genuine motivation. The passages, which were originally 
embedded in a complex context but often lent themselves to citation 
because of their rhetorical formulation. are boiled down into 'sentences' 
and appear as verdicts of 'authority' in the Scholastic questions. The 
loss of substance in the process of tradition facilitates the change of 
function. Even where the Scholastic handling of a problem ;neets high 
standards in argumentation, the biblical or patristic authorities cited 
are mosdy of questionable relevance; this is sufficiendy explained by 
the fact that in Scholasticism there appear systematic pretensions, and 
questions developed from them, that demand too much from au
thoritative texts deriving from an entirely different technique of thought. 
There. are other circumstances as well that had blunted the original 
problematic of curiositas for the Middle Ages; this applies particularly 
to the position of astronomy, and thus to an exemplary objective 
reference of the Augustinian curiositas. 

The position of astronomy in the Middle Ages paradoxically had 
been weakened precisely by its classification in the obligatory edu
cational system of the liberal arts. Due to the fact that the disciplines 
of the trivium and the quadrivium had become the propaedeutic cur
riculum of every course of study, geometry and astronomy underwent 
the fate that tends to be necessarily bound up with the supposed 
blessing of propaedeutic 'required courses,' namely, a leveling down 
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into a burdensome first step, to be quickly surmounted by means of 
formal expedients, on the way to what appears to be really important. 
Certainly mistrust of astronomical curiosity is the root of the theoretical 
stagnation of this science over centuries. But such -mistrust became 
latent under a layer of the employment of the view of the starry 
heavens for edifying purposes. Occasionally it can happen in the Vita 
[L!fe] of a pious man that his astronomical curiosity is mentioned as 
an episodic attraction, a quickly abandoned byWay among dangers 
happily and mercifully surmounted. 1 Or the touching and at the same 
time very characteristic story is told of Odo of Tournai (who died in 
1113) that the master followed the course of the stars with his students 
far imo the night, pointing them out with his finger, while the assurance 
is explicidy added that this observation of the heavens took place ante 
ianuas ecclesiae [before the doors to the church].' Or the comforting 
connection is established' between the course of the stars, obedient to 
God, and man, who is bound to the same obedience to God's com
mandments and to whom the heavenly bodies are meant to serve pro 
miraculo pariter et exemplo [equally as a miracle and as an example].' 
This seems remote from any thought of conflict. 

Conflict about the interest in theoretical knowledge broke out when, 
after the saeculum obscurum [dark ageL in the eleventh century, uoder 

. the influence of Boethlus especially, the ancient philosophical tradition 
again gained ground and (to begin with) the literature of logic deter
mined the development of Scholastic practice. The reciprocal action 
characteristic of the reception of ancient philosophy throughout the 
Middle Ages can be observed immediately in this first phase of Scho
lasticism: At first the ancient authors are taken into service instru
mentally, so as to provide means of argument for theology; but the 
heterogeneous medium for its part immediately begins to have a 
nonnative influence on the theoretical pretension, which unfolds its 
immanent rationality. 

The rigorous carry-over of dialectical means to the problems of 
theology provokes a theological reaction whose first high point can 
be seen in the thought of Peter Damian (1007-1072). In the opuscule 
On the Superiority of Holy Simplicity over Inflated Science, all participation 
in access to the divine truth is deuied to the "blind wisdom of the 
philosophers," as summarized in the artes liberales rhberal arts~ indeed 
the pernicious cupiditas scientiae [desire for knowledge] is identified with 
the temptation of man in paradise to seek equality with God. It is 
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important that in this work the attack on the presumptuousness of 
theory is restricted to the trivium, that is, grammar, rhetoric, and 
dialectic; the disciplines of the quadrivium play no role. Even where 
Peter Damian explicitly cites Augustine's concept of curwsitas as the 
desiderium oculorum [desire of the eyes}, he gives no space to its theoretical 
aspect but restricts himself to enumerating plays, magic, and tempting 
God by demanding miracles.' The core of his argumentation against 
pbilosophy is that true wisdom has no need of human expedients in 
order to open and show itself to those who seek it.' 

The real importance of Peter Damian is that in his little treatise On 
Divine Dmnipotence he raised a theme that was to become not only 
central but fateful for the Middle Ages: the question of the relation 
between the idea of science and the concept of God, or more precisely, 
the question of the compatibility of the necessary presuppositions of 
knowledge of the world with the theological attribute of omnipotence, 
which pressed itself more and more into the foreground. That the 
general question of the relation between theology and pbilosophy was 
bound to emerge as a consequence of pursuing this concrete prob
lematic is as yet scarcely to be suspected from this opuscule, which 
takes as its point of departure this quite arbitrarily, almost frivolously 
posed question: Utrum deus possit reparare virginem post ruinam [Whether 
God is able to restore a virgin after her downfall}.6 

Here the question of divine omnipotence, which in late-medieval 
nominalism was to gain a destructive power against the system of 
Scholastic rationalism and to license the thought experiments of the 
Ockhamist pbilosophy of nature, still lacks any disposition toward 
destruction, any relation to the problem of human freedom and cer
tainty of reality. But Augustine's schema is nevertheless taken up 
again, though in a narrower framework: The human coguitive pre
tension, since it is directed at a lawfulness in the phenomena and has 
to presuppose this for its success, requires a restriction on the power 
and freedom, standing bebind nature, of the Creator, a restriction 
that inevitably leadS to a collision between the will to theory and 
religious submission. 

Peter Damian sees the problem almost exclusively from the point 
of view of the validity of 'dialectic' for metaphysical/theological as
sertions. He is concerned to protest the "blind thoughtlessness" of 
those who pose their questions and give their answers as though the 
structures oflanguage (ordo verboruml and the logical rules of disputation 
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(ars dialectical were transferable to God and lI.pplicable as unalterable 
laws to His dealings with the worl~. 7 Human thought and human 
language imply a temporal reference; true assertions about past states 
of affairs involve the unalterability of fact; and assertions about what 
is present and in the future, since they are either true or false, must 
assume in these temporal dimensions as well that necessity belongs 
to their factual correlates.' But theology has its own language, which 
brackets out temporal reference as a human, intraworldly structure 
and obliges one to think from the point of view of God's eternal 
presence and unrestricted potential. The premise of omnipotence pro
hibits a clear-cut separation between theological assertions about God 
and theoretical assertions about nature. Omnipotence and the continual 
pr.esence of the world's course for God's disposition excludes the kind 
of statements about nature in which-as guarantees of lawful 
dependability-the human relation to reality is alone interested and 
can find both theoretical and practical fulfilhnent. 

Peter Damian sees-and this is relevant to our subject here-the 
motive behind the adaptation of the problem of omnipotence to the 
mode of procedure of the artcs liberates as curiositas, as man's pretension 
to knowledge, insofar as man knows that that pretension may be 
rendered insecure and threatened by theological premises and con

. sequendy wants to secure the metaphysical conditions of the possibility 
of his objects. For the first time the legitimacy of curiositas is disputed 
because it is recognized as the exposed attitude of a pretension to 
rational self-assertion, which subjects the theological categories to the 
criterion of a possible human relation to the world.9 

Curiositas is struck at the root of its legitimacy when the admissibility 
of its conception of its object as 'nature' is disputed: The nature of 
things is not something ultimate, but rather there is a 'nature of nature' 
that is withheld from the pretension of theory, a nature that relates 
to nature as traditionally understood just as the will of the legislator 
relates to the laws that constitute a legal order for which he can at 
any time substitute his command." The aspect of nature that appears 
to man as a lawfulness given with its existence is in reality nothing 
but its obedience. The supposed ordo naturae [order of naturel turns 
out to be only an ordo verborum [order of wordsl. To manifest the 
Author's right of disposition over the beings He created seems more 
important to the religious thinker than to exclude self-contradiction 
from the divine world plan. Thus it is not only a matter here of a 
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hypothetical consideration but rather of the statement, regarded as 
demonstrable from many examples, that since the origin of the world 
God has broken through nature unnaturally. The same 'miracles,' to 
expect or to demand which is the 'temptation' (in the double sense 
that includes 'attempting,' testing) of curiositas, are a phenomenon that 
man must accept in the world as the stigmata of its origin from 
nothingness in order not to be charged with curiositas in another aspect. 
Everywhere the talk is of the supposedly extraordinary things in nature; 
nowhere is it of wonderment at nature's order, which is suspected of 
being the self-confirmation of theory's claim to lawfulness. 

At the end of the treatise there stands as an illustration of theoretical 
curiosity the anonymous figure of the philosopher (Thales) who in
vestigates the paths of the stars and falls into the well in the process. 
The mockery of the maid is ditected not so much at the theoretician 
of Plato's anecdote, who forgets the facts of his earthly surroundings 
on account of the exalted and remote object of his inquiry, as at the 
presumption to heavenly-which is to say, here, theological-mysteries, 
now .only metaphorically embodied in the heavenly bodies, a pre
sumption that leads to delusion regarding the load-bearing capacity 
of the ground on which man stands, the ground that constitutes the 
condition on which he ventures into those mysteries. The context 
makes quite clear how this metaphor is intended: Man is misled by 
the conditions ofhis language and his thought into posing, and believing 
himself a match for, questions to which he can only find false answers. 
Curiositas is erroneous confidence in the form of thought that has 
proved reliable on earth, and in the lawfulness projected from it onto 
the heterogeneous object of metaphysics. 11 

The High Scholasticism brought about by the complete reception 
of Aristode gives a new aspect to the problem in view of the difficulties 
that were involved in the integration of Aristotelian metaphysics and 
natural philosophy into the system of Christian dogmatics. The absolute 
value given to knowledge in the first sentence of Aristode's Metaphysics 
was the 'program' whose execution did not allow the exclusion of 
natural philosophy but rather laid a foundation for the process by 
which it could make its way in spite of all ecclesiastical reservations. 

In the process the attempt is now made, which we saw that Aristode 
himself significandy avoided, to transfer the schema of his ethics with 
its normative conception of the mesotes [meanl-that is, the localization 
of what is morally right as the mean between two extremes-to the 

----..•.. -----~----- - -.-~---~. 
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pretension to theoretical knowledge. Alber; the Great (1193-1280) 
rejects this transfer of the authentic application' of the Aristotelian 
assumptions when he answers in the negative the question whether 
the virtue of prudentia [foresight, prudence], can be defined as the 
mean between the extremes of slullilia [foolishness] and curiDsitas." 
This denial is based on the fact that a specific objective reference is 
ascribed to euriositas by which it can be defined as "investigation of 
questions that have no importance in reality and for us." Prudence, 
in contrast, is the virtue that sticks to what is objectively and subjectively 
important. 13 But this distinction, taken in itself, must nevertheless be 
regarded as unacceptable from the point of view of Aristotle's as
sumptions ifknowledge as such is supposed to be naturally appropriate 
to man. Albert the Great brings this objection into play when, contrary 
to the authority of both Augustine and Bernard of Clairvaux, he finds 
the reason for the reprehensibility of humanly irrelevant knowledge 
in neither the object nor the act of cognition as such but rather in the 
knowledge'S motivation, which can be inferred from the irrelevance of 
the object: The man who investigates such objects, objects that have 
no relevance to himself, can only have an intention that is wrong in 
itsel£" The unstated presupposition of this inference is that man does 
indeed strive by nature for every kind of knowledge, and thus for 

. every kind of object of knowledge, but that on account of the finitude 
of his mental capacity-which is substantially exceeded by the extent 
of its possible objects-he is forced to pose the question of need and 
to orient his cognitive interest in accordance with it. 

It is evident that thereby an assumption begins to playa role in 
this problematic that had not yet had any significance for Aristotle. 
Between the subjective cognitive drive and the objective need for 
knowledge, an incongruence has appeared. This conforms to the me
dieval system because the world becomes perceptible as an expression 
and demonstration of divine omnipotence, and thus can fulfill its tes
timonial function precisely because man's capacity for theoretical com
prehension falls short of the realm of its possible objects. The Scholastic 
thinker can assume the lively' presence of this incongruence to con
sciousness and infer from it that any squandering of theoretical energy 
on what is not important for man must be due to a morally repre
hensible disposition. Thus the proof is carried out indirectly, from 
neither the specificity of the objects nor a devaluation of the interest 
in theory as such. 
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In Thomas Aquinas (1226-1274) the first sentence of Aristode's 
Metaphysics is elevated to one of the absolutely valid principles, employed 
in many kinds of argumentation, of Scholastic thought. The natural 
status of the striving for knowledge implies the evaluation "Omnis 
scientia bona est" [All knowledge is goodJ." Thomas sees that the 
knowledge of God that is to be ascribed to all men in accordance with 
the Episde to the Romans can only be assumed, under the stricter . ~ 
requirements of Aristotelian proof from causality, if the unrest of the 
cognitive drive-which will not be satisfied by any mere datum-is 
acknowledged in all men as part of their constitution. 16 Unlike Au
gustine, Aquinas sees knowledge of God as the fulfillment-not as a 
condition of the legitimacy-of theoretical curiosity, which precisely 
in its natural insatiability and universality seems to be the guaranteeing 
factor and the specific energy of the ascent to metaphysical positions. 
Not to be allowed to inquire under one's own power into what is 
hidden would appear, in this perspective, as a denial of the capacity 
of the Scholastic system as a whole to perform its function. Nevertheless, 
it is not to be expected that within the system a basic trait of human 
nature could have been conceived as unaffected by that nature's post
paradisaic losses. Quite naturally, then, Thomas too discusses the ques
tion of the legitimacy of knowledge in direct connection with the theme 
of original sin, using the antithesis of studiositas [attentiveness, diligenceJ 
and curiositas. 

It is the man exiled from paradise, for whom his own existence 
and the nature that is no longer paradisaically granted to him have 
become a pressing task, who stands over against the demands of reality 
in the tension-.between appropriate and futile care, between expedient 
and superfluous "expenditure ofhis abilities and energies. In the studiosus 
homo [attentive, diligent man] we have before us the "virtuous man" 
Lspoudaios aner: literally, "assiduous, earnest man"] of Aristotelian ethics. 
He is projected into the theological situation (foreign to his origin) of 
the postparadisaic life in a condition to be characterized on the whole 
as Heffortful," with the basic characteristic of cura [care] and the con
sciousness of the futility of trying to retrieve under his own power the 
lost fullness of his existence. Precisely the supplementary assumption 
of futility, which was not yet known to Aristode in his definition of 
the "virtuous man," must be kept in _mind in order to understand 
that for Thomas not only resdess activity but also resigned indolence 
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is implicated in the lapse called curiositas":"'insofar as that lapse is a 
mark of the postparadisaic situation of the hwnan interest in knowledge. 

Thomas sees two extremes of the theoretical attitude and has thus 
arrived at the possibility of systematization in accordance with the 
schema of Aristotle's ethics. "As regards knowledge there is a tension 
of opposites; the soul has an urge to know about things, which needs 
to be laudably tempered, lest we stretch out to know beyond due 
measure; while the body has an inclination to shirk the effort of dis
covering. As for the first, studiousness lies in restraint and economy, 
and as such is counted a part of temperance. As for the second, it is 
praised for a certain eagerness in getting to a conclusion .... "17 A 
comparison with the meaning that Augustine had given to curiositas 
shows above all that Aristotelianism has eliminated all the remnants 
of Gnosticism and made their continued operation impossible. In spite 
of the original contrariety of the tendencies (inciinatio) of soul and 
body, no opportunity for dualism can arise because the Aristotelian 
schema orders modes of behavior on a continuum between two ex
tremes whose 'mean' possesses no specificity of its own but is defined 
by reference to the extremes. 

Thus curiositas too cannot set itself off definitionally by its own char
acteriStics but is rather in the nature of a ~quantitative' distortion of 
the cognitive will, a will that is legitimate in itself. Nor can there be 
too much knowledge of truth (cognitio veritatis) itself but only too much 
drivenness and industry (appetitus, studium) directed to this end.18 The 
stipulation already.set doWn by Alqert the Great is held to: Knowledge 
can only full per accidens [by accident, i.e., not by its essence] to have 
its intended value when something objectionable and hannful results 
from it indirecdy or when it motivates pride Cinquantum aliquis de 
cognitione veritatis superbit}. 

The Augustirlian idea of the inquiry that does not maintain the 
proper religious connection, the non religiose quaerere, fmds in Thomas 
a very characteristic modification and Aristotelianizing .correction. He 
does not attribute the error of curiositas to the absence of a recognition 
of conditionality by which the subject attributes his cognitive 'accom
plishment' in the last analysis to God but sees the perversitas [perversity] 
rather in that the subject does not trace his objects back to their ultimate 
origin: "Man desires knowledge of the truth about the Creation, without 
carrying it tlrrough to its proper purpose by relating it to the knowledge 
of God. "19 Here curiositas lies precisely in the transitoriness and pre-
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maturely satisfied inconsistency of the desrre for knowledge, in a lack 
of the 'thoroughness' that has to exhaust the depth of the objects in 
their reference to their derivation and ulthnate origin. 

Curiosity is superficial dwelling on the object, on the prospect of 
the phenomena, a dissolution into the breadth of arbitrary objective 
variations, which represses the cognitive claim by resting content with 
truths while giving up all claim to the truth.20 But for Thomas the 
responsibility of the cognitive subject no longer leaves the level of 
theoretical accomplishment and its persistence but rath<?r is developed 
precisely on and trom this level. On this basis it tlm4<l=ental and 
specific reservation against philosophy is no longer pos'sihli,. Interesting 
oneself in philosophy is in itself and as such permitted and to be 
accepted, even and especially on account of the truth that was arrived 
at by the philosophical 'authorities' before the Christian era, even if 
on the basis of a sort of revelation that can only be recognized !is such 
afrer the fact, but whose recognition does not necessarily belong to 
the 'substance' of this truth, as had been required by Tertullian." 

The special position of astronomical curiosity in the complex of the 
question of the appropriateness of the appetite for knowledge also 
has its reflex in Thomas. After all, Aristotelianism had created a special 
and lasting reservation for the theoretical exercise of astronomy and 
for its concept of truth by sanctioning the dogma of the elementally 
different nature of the heavenly bodies and thereby systematizing a 
hiatus between types of physical objects for epistemology as well. In 
his commentaIy on Aristode's treatise On the Heavens, Thomas uses 
this reservation to dismiss certain cosmological questions, for instance, 
the question of the provability of the actual direction of rotation of 
the first sphere of the heavens. "If someone exerts himself to make 
assertions about such difficult and obscure matters and wants to assign 
them causes, and thus claims to extend his inquiry to everything and 
to omit nothing, then this must be regarded either as an indication 
of great stupidity, trom which arises his inability to distingnish between 
the accessible and the inaccessible, or as an indication that he proceeds 
with great thoughtlessness and ulthnately presumption, trom which 
it appears that the man does not correctly evaluate his ability in regard 
to investigation of the truth. "22 

Thomas inunediately restricts this general censure by adding that 
not everyone who has interested himself in this way in a fruitless 
subject can rightly be condenmed for it, but rather it still depends on 

~. ----~----- -... -~-----
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the motive from which they made their assertions. It is not the same 
thing if someone expresses such things from love of truth <ex amore 
veritatis) as if he does so from the need to exhibit his own ability <ad 
ostentationem sapientiae). Further, one has to ask how far he laid claim 
to certainty for his assertions and whether he could have made .his 
judgments on the basis of insight exceeding the usua:! measure. "If 
someone has gone further and achieved greater confidence in knowl
edge of the essential causes of these phenomena than seems possible 
according to the usual measure of human knowledge, then thanks 
rather than blame is due to such discoverers of necessary causal 
connections. " 

The admirer of Scholastic speculation may find it disappointing that 
for the determination of the well-tempered mean of cognitive assiduity 
the mutually opposed tendencies of body and soul-as the indolence 
that avoids the effort of inquiry, on the one hand, and the facility 
tending toward excessive zeal, on the other-are put to work. For 
those who require a specifically medieval argumentation, another 
question of the Summa theologica offers a more extensive and more 
precisely suitable account." The acedia [indifference, apathy] that is 
dealt with here accommodates itself better to the syndrome of the 
'postparadisaic' situation. Thomas uses this cardinal vice to epitomize 
.the despondency and indolence of the man who has deviated from 
his vocation, who conceals from himself in this pure melancholy the 
seriousness of the cura, actio, and labor [care, action, and labor] that 
are his task. Acedia is a form of sadness that surrenders itself to its 
own heaviness and thereby turns away from the goal of its existence, 
indeed, from all purposeful behavior and 'exertion' whatever !fuga finis 
[flight from purposeD. Curwsitas is only one of the forms that this 
purposelessness takes. Here lies the connection with its definition as 
inconsistency, as premature failure with respect to the demands of a 
reality that no longer holds itself open to man in immediate self
givenness. 

The description of this mistake as straying toward illicit things, as 
dispersion, once again takes up the motive that in Neoplatonism had 
been behind the soul's turning away from its essentially appropriate 
concentration on the contemplation of what is purely spiritual and 
that was supposed to explain the one world soul's own multiplication 
of itself as a result of a surrender to the manifold of worldly things. 
That dispersing curiosity was the weakness' of something that itself 



I 
I 
I 

J _ 

335 

Chapter 6 

could not become pure spirit and that consequendy came to be dom
inated by the powers in whose force field it stood. Fulfillment and 
failure were determined by the direction in which vision was directed; 
beyond that there was only surrender to the superior power of either 
the spiritual or the material. 

In Thomas it can be seen to what an extent the Neoplatonic diagram 
of external relations, the drama of turning toward and turning away, 
has become intern.alized. External seduction is seen as inner .danger, 
foreign superior power as an immanent moral quality. Thus curiosity 
too is a fundamentally wicked disdain, concealing itself behind supposed 
justification -a disdain of the absolute object, to turn away from which 
and to lose oneself in dispersion constitute the definition of curiosity. 
When the soul allows itself to become indifferent to its highest object, 
to the source of its fulfilhnent, it indulges in a calm that it should 
expect only beyond earthly existence in the perfect contemplation of 
the only objeq appropriate to it. The radicalness of this error is at 
the same time its peculiar rationality, since this anticipatory version 
of the transcendent condition arises from the discontent of a finite 
being in his present neediness in view of the infinite riches of the 
Deity. It does not take seriously the preliminary nature of its want of 
truth but rather perceives the still inaccessible blissful satiety of the 
Deity as the provocation of an unfulfilled promise. Of course, to convert 
the promise of salvation into mere impatience and resdessness is, for 
the medieval author, the summit of deadly sinfulness. 

This description of wickedness has phenomenological relevance to 
the trial of theoretical curiosity: New motivations become discernible 
behind the negative evaluation. The attributes of divinity have acquired 
anthropological importance. Theodicy no longer holds man unques
tionably in the wrong, and even his sill is more than mere error-it 
acquires a glimmer of plausibility. Man's competition with the Deity, 
his comparison of his own with the divine possessions, has become 
formulable as something reprehensible. Thomas compares man's sor
row over not being God Himself (tristilia de bono divino intemo) with 
the individual's envy of the possessions of another (invidia de bono 
proximi)." Cttriosity would then be the sort of compensatory extrav
agance that provides itself with a substitute, in the enigmas and mys
teries of the world, for what man has given up trying to reach. From 
this we can understand curiosity's pact with the devil, which was to 
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make the figure of Faust into the image of the emancipation, seen in 
terms of medieval assumptions, of early modem. curiositas. 

The resignation that is expressed in the idea of acedia with respect 
to the absolute object that had been 'wooed' for centuries-the theo
logical/metaphysical discouragement with respect to the God w;ho 
withdraws in His sovereign arbitrariness as deus absconditus [hidden 
GodJ-will determine the ending of the Middle Ages and the revaluation 
of theoretical curiosity that was essential to the change of epoch. The 
vice of disregarding the preliminary character of this life was to be 
replaced by the conception of man's theoretical/techoical form of 
existence, the only one left to him. From melancholy over the un
reachability of the transcendent reservations of the Diety there will 
emerge the determined competition of the immanent idea of science, 
to which the infinity of nature discloses itself as the inexhaustible field 
of theoretical application and raises itself to the equivalent of the 
transcendent infinity of the Diety Himself, which, as the idea of 
salvation, has become problematical. 

What Thomas Acquinas describes as the abyss of human sinfulness, 
man's mistrust regarding his promised share of God's inner wealth 
in a next-worldly form of possession-this nltimate intensification of 
the discrimination against the?retical curiosity as the mere negation 
()f theology for human self-consciousness-at the same time makes 
visible a new motivation, by means of which the alternative of re
nouncing transcendent uncertainty is defined. That which widrin the 
medieval system can only signify man's dull torpidity in the con
sciousness of the share in the Diety's possessions that is deuied to him 
here and now-that is, acedia-was to become the energy and the 
epochal exertion of a new historical form of existence. In the perfection 
of Scholasticism the potential for its destruction is already latent. 

In regard to the curiositas 'problem, Scholasticism, placed between 
its two great authorities, Augnstine and Aristode, got into an extremely 
siguificant dilemma. The Aristotelian affinnation of the appetite for 
knowledge, on the one hand, and the restriction commanded by its 
AugUstinian classification in the catalog of vices, on the other, appear 
to introduce into the system a contradiction that can only be reconciled 
or concealed by ingeuious sophistries. But here one should p.ot rely 
too. quickly on the assumption that the elements of the tradition enter 
into and operate in. the new constellation as constant factors. At least 
one of the preconditions under which the first sentence of Aristode's 
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Metaphysics ·could have a legitimating function no longer persists un
changed and unquestioned for Scholasticism; that precondition is the 
premise, which was present in Aristotle but not made explicit,. that 
the human capacity for knowledge is in principle equal and adequate 
to its natural object, so that at least there does not need to be a 
significant excess of what is knowable over what is actually known, 
and thus the element of necessary economy, with its discrimination 
between the necessary and the superfluous, does not come into play. 

What this means immediately becomes clear when one considers 
the professedly strictly orthodox reception of Aristotle by the Paris 
Faculty of Arts, whose leading figure was Siger of Brabant (ca. 1235-ca. 
1284). In connection with man's natural striving for knowledge, a 
question becomes central that Aristotle had never explicitly posed 
because under his assumptions it simply could not become acute: the 
question whether the pretension to knowledge can be fulfilled. If one 
were to affirm that knowledge of the world could be achieved as 
something finite and definitively complete, if the organ of knowledge 
and the object of knowledge could be shown to be coordinated in 
such a way that "the soul is potentially everything in existence," then 
the idea of superfluous knowledge, knowledge that does not concern 
man, would remain powerless over against that preformed congruence. 
Siger of Brabant offers exactly this solution to the problem. He asks 
whether man's ability to acquire experience and knowledge can be 
fully realized or whether it is a potentiality extending into the infinite 
and decides in favor of the possibility of consununating this capacity. 
Neither an infinity of the possible objects of knowledge nor an infinity 
of increasing degrees of knowledge is to be assumed; the number of 
the kinds of entities (species entis) is finite, and in confirmation of this 
there is a perfectw scientiae [perfection or completion of knowledge] as 
definition and proof" 

Thus Siger gave the clearest and most definite expression to the 
systematic principle inherent in the Scholastic Summa, and in fact 
precisely because he does not take into consideration the authority of 
the Augustinian idea of curiositas and its background, the situational 
definition of fallen man. The principle of the thoroughgoing rationality 
of a finite reality excludes· the concept of a theoretical curiosity that 
is essentially restless and not to be satisfied by an attainable amount 
of knowledge, and cuts the ground from under its demonization. But 
the Middle Ages resisted this consciousness of a reality that could be 
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completed in itself; they viewed the orthodox Aristotelianism of the 
Faculty of Arts with suspicion and regarded resdessness in view of the 
infinitude of truth possession as an energy essentially aimed at tran
scendence. That unrest only needed to be protected from the risk of 
curiositas in order to be maintained as the pennanent motor of the 
huxnan need for transcendence. How 'conservative' the position of 
Siger of Brabant was in fact and could have been in its effects remained 
hidden from the age. 

One will scarcely be able to maintain that the high esteem of Dante 
(1265-1321) for Siger of Brabant was due to a clear perception of this 
relation, especially if one accepts the most common interpretation of 
the figure from the Inferno that can most readily be associated with 
the idea of curWsitas: the figure of Odysseus in the twenty-sixth canto. 
Here one meets not the hero of the Homeric saga who passes through 
the peril of the Sirens but rather the Odysseus whom Dante consistendy 
'further developed' and freely invented on the basis of the resdessness 
of his curiosity about the world, the Odysseus who does not return 
home to Ithaca but rather undertakes the final adventure of crossing 
the boundary of the known world, sails through the Pillars of Hercules, 
and after five months of voyaging across the ocean sights a mysterious 
mountain and is shipwrecked. Virgil and Dante meet the ancient hero 
in the eighth circle of hell amongwill-o' -the-wisp tongues of flame 
in the cesspool of the deceivers, and from him they learn the story 
of his last voyage. 

Is this still the entirely medieval figure of reprobate curiosity or is 
it the first presentiment of its revaluation in the transition to the 
modern age? To begin with, it is clear that the specificity of the 
punishment in hell that befell Odysseus has nothing to do with his 
adventurous curiosity and his last venture. The Odysseus who is being 
punished is the deceitful adviser who coaxed Achilles into his fatal 
destiny before Troy and contrived the fall of the city by means of the 
fraud of the Trojan horse. The punishment makes amends to Virgil; 
the Roman, who in the Aeneid had traced the prehistory of the founding 
of Rome back to Aeneas, the Trojan, and who must' have seen the 
Greek stratagem with the eyes of the Trojans and condemned it; in 
the Aeneid, Odysseus had been characterized as the inventor of crintinal 
tricks. The tragic end of Dante's Odysseus in the ocean has in its turn 
the character of an 'appropriate' fate: The man who had awakened 
the curiosity of the Trojans by means of the wooden horse and thus 
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deceitfully brought about their downfall himself has a downfall into 
which his curiosity tempts him at the sight of a fateful objective, the 
dark mountain rising out of the ocean. Dante gives to the magnitude 
of this figure, who evidently fascinates him, a world scope that does 
not end at the Pillars of Hercules, that is, at the boundary of the 
known world. Odysseus is allowed to cross the ocean for five months 
more, in order-as he persuasively promises his companions-to ac
quire virtue and knowledge !.per seguir virtute e conoscenza). Is this speech 
of Odysseus also deceitful counsel, for which he has to suffer in the 
inferno? 

Dante leaves his Odysseus standing in twilight: The foolhardy venture 
!folle volo) does not lead to the sought-for discovery of an uninhabited 
world (mondo senza gente), but rather the rejoicing of the companions 
at the sight of the unknown land (nuova terra) dies amid turmoil and 
destruction. Dante takes pains to contrast his own curiosity about the 
realm of the hereafter with Odysseus's disastrous independent bound
ary crossing; what he himself is deemed worthy of seeing is granted 
him by a higher power and made accessible by gracious guidance, 
and he takes care not to show himself unworthy of this dispensation. 
Dante can ascend the same mountain against which Odysseus was 
wrecked because he does not give himself up to his own will and to 
the appetite for experience but binds his venture to the direction of 
salvation. In each new region that is opened up to him, what he 
perceives is not primarily the theoretical quality of something tha~has 
never before been seen but rather the moral import of justice having 
been done, the contrapasso [retribution] between this world and the 
next. Thus curiosity still has need of a transcendent legitimation that 
is oriented toward something more than theory. In the ParadisO, Dante 
can ask Adam about the essence of the first sin; and it is explained 
to him as transgression of the sign (il trapassar del segno). Odysseus is 
the still unredeemed heir of the original sin that had been the 
transgression of the limits set for man: He transgresses the sign of the 
inhabitable world that is 'assigned' to man so as to penetrate into 
uninhabitable regions. He disregards the world's partial providence 
for man. 

Dante created a position in his 'system' that a new consc,:iousness 
could reoccupy and revalue; in the latter part of the sixteenth century, 
Torquato Tasso in his LiberatedJerusalem could view and evaluate the 
passage beyond the Pillars of Hercules anew, in a clear allusion to the 
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twenty-sixth canto of the Inferno, because in the meantime Columbus 
had reached and set foot upon the nU{J()a terra [new landJ. The self
confinnation of human curiosity has become the form of its legithnation. 
The metaphysical premises are 'outdated' by appeal to the success of 
what was unlooked for; history has become an authority to which to 
appeal against metaphysics. "Hercules didn't dare to; cross the high 
seas. He set up a sign and confined the courage of the human spirit 
in an all-too-narrow cell. But Odysseus paid little heed to the established 
signs, in his craving to see and to know. He went beyond the Pillars 
and extended his audacious flight (il volo audaeel over the open sea." 

The self-consciousness of the modem age found in the image of 
the Pillars of Hercules and their order, Nee plus ultra [No further1 which 
Dante's Odysseus still understood (and disregarded) as meaning "Man 
may not venture further here," the symbol of its new beginning and 
of its claim directed against what had been valid until then. On the 
tide page of Bacon's Instauratio magna [Great Renewal] of 1620, Odysseus's 
ship was to appear behind the Pillars of Hercules, interpreted by this 
self-confident motto: Multi pertransibunt et augibetur scientia [Many will 
pass through and knowledge will be increasedJ." And in 1668 one of 
the first attempts to draw up a balance sheet of the new age of science 
will appear under the tide Plus ultra [Further yet]. 2' 

Dante's Odysseus is still not a figure of the Renaissance, of rebellion 
against the Middle Ages. If the dark mountain, at whose emergence 
from the sea the "foolhardy flight" finds its end, was meant as the 
mountain of the Purgatorio and of earthly paradise, still in any case 
Odysseus's hubris was not that of seeking and wanting to possess that 
earthly paradise. If it is not only in our eyes that this figure possesses 
tragic greatness, then this is noticeable in Dante at most in the restraint 
with which he applies his categories of value to this case; this damned 
soul is alier all the only one in the circles of the inferno from whose 
mouth no word of self-accusation or self-co:Q.demnation comes. The 
figure regarding whose worldly curiosity Cicero and the patristic writers 
were already unable to reach a unanimous evaluative judgment here 
again signifies an undecidedness, or at least the difficulty of measuring 
this attitude to the world, in particular, against the valid or still valid 
standards of the epoch. That would already suffice to say that something 
new is beginning to define itself. The metaphysical reservations no 
longer enjoy unquestioned validity. Even before practical experience 
comes into play, confinement in the given world that is sanctioned 
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by traditional cognizance is tested, in the imagination, for pervious 
and transparent zones that no longer lead into transcendence . 

. As one of the great moments that oscillate indecisively between the 
epochs, I would like to mark April 26, 11136, when Petrarch ascended 
Mont Ventoux - "purely out of the desire," as he writes, "to see the 
unusual altitude of this place."28 The comparatively modest excursion 
is stylized into a symbolic venture, in which desire verging on the 
sinful and pious timidity before what he had never set foot upon, 
daring and fear, presumption and self-recollection combine in an event 
whose attributes one could label "deeply medieval" just as much as 
"early modem." Petrarch's appeal to the ancient example of King 
Philip of Macedonia on Mount Haemus in Thessaly''' plays a role here, 
just as does the entirely Ciceronian justification that such a venture 
might be excusable for a young man who is not involved in public 
affairs (excusabile in iuvene privato). Nature offers resistance to the in
trusion: Sola nobis obstabat natura loci. Petrarch's portrayal ofhis goings 
astray and exertions gives it the appearance of a prodigious undertaking 
Cingentem conatum). An old herdsman appears as a cautioner, who 
himself had once reached the summit under the impulse of youthful 
spirit but had brought away only repentance and hardship (penitentiam 
et laborem). One of the typical motives of curiositas-reservation and 
prohibition-enhances the appetite: Crescebat ex prohibitione cupiditas. 
All of this presents itself as a monstrous human temptation, and the 
experience on the summit accords with this: Stupenti similis steti [I stood 
as though amazedl. 

But this experience is not exhausted by the overwhehned and deeply 
stirred contemplation of what had been anticipated and now lies in 
view; entirely within the schema set up by Augustine, memoria prevails 
over curiositas, inwardness over affectedness by the world, concern for 
salvation over the passion for theory, but also the temporal reference 
over the spatial situation.3o The competition between outside and inside, 
between the world and the soul, ends when Petrarch opens the pocket 
edition of Augustine's ConfossWns that he always carries with him and 
providentially hits upon a passage in the tenth book in which amaze
ment at the heights of the mountains, the tides of the sea and flooding 
of streams, and the paths of the stars is set in sharp contrast to man's 
self-forgetfulness. Once again Petrarch is as though stupefied and is 
angry 'with himself for his admiration of earthly things; he rests content 
with what he has seen and turns his inner attention to himself.31 As 
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he considers, in retrospect, the mountain that pre~ously had attracted 
him, Nature now shrinks into insigrrificance: "Et vix unius cubiti altitudo 
visa est prae altitudine contemplationis humanae ... " lAnd it appears 
scarcely a cubit in height in comparison to the loftiness of human 
contemplationl. 

This amazing transposition of the category of conversion onto the 
beginnings of a new consciousness of nature and the world, which 
was ostensibly put on paper on the evening of the same day and 
turned into a humanistically stylized communication, into conscious 
literature-which indeed was perhaps never anything more than lit
erature, if the doubts regarding the reality of the event are correct
is an exemplary case of the supposed constancy of literary topoi 
[occasions, tbpicsl and the methodological value of tracing them. What 
Petrarch describes is like a ritual with regard to which the ideas and 
justifications that gave it meaning are long vanished and which as a 
fixed sequence of proceedings can be carried out again with the le
gitimacy of the new, free endowment of meaning. The description of 
the ascent of Mont Ventoux exemplifies graphically what is meant 
by the 'reality' of history as the reoccupation of formal systems of 
positions. Even when Goethe climbed to the summit of the Brocken 
in December 1777 and saw "the environs of Germany" spread out 

. below him, this had not yet become a commonplace diversion but 
was still, as he stylized it in writing to Merck in August 1778, "naturally 
a most adventurous undertalting." The forester responsible for the 
area "could be persuaded only with difficulty" to guide him to the 
summit, and the letter writer claims to have observed that the forester 
"himself was lost in wonder ... because while living many years at 
the foot of the mountain,. he had always considered the ascent im
possible." Goethe carries no Corife"wns with him; he has to meet his 
own needs in this respect, through half a month of painstaltingly staged 
withdrawal from the world: "There I was alone for fourteen days, 
and no man knew where I was." The great gesture of Sturm und Drang 
still presupposes a 'position' of extraordinary behavior that had once 
been labeled blasphemous lingering. 
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Overstepping of Limits 

Dante's Odysseus, shipwrecked in view ofland that had nevet been 
seen before; Petrarch on the summit of Mont Ventoux, retracting his 
aesthetic curiosity about the world before it had scarcely begun-are 
they figures of the specific novelty in whose terms the modern age 
[die Neuzeit: the new agel was to recognize and form itself self
consciously? Raising this question once again calls for a further dif
fetenrlation and a comparison with othet transformations of the attitude 
to the world that were accomplished at the beginning of the fourteenth 
century. 

Common to both figurations - the voyage into the unCettain, and 
the ascent of the mountain that resists access-is the goal of satisfaction 
through mere vision. Once again the ancient theoria [viewing, contem
platingJ is sought as existential fulfillment in the entwined categories
which are dissociated for the modern interpreter-of the theoretical 
and the aesthetic. It is easy to see that such theoria has practically 
nothing in common with the attitude to the reality of nature that was 
distinguished and idealized as 'scientific' at the beginning of the modern 
age. Opening up access to new oudooks on the given world may have 
been petceived as the daring of curiosity, but for that very reason it 
lacks the kind of position in the system of man's existential necessities 

. that had to be established for it. Need for the world is excess, the 
free amplification of a margin around the core of what man by his 
nature had to be concerned about. Hence the attribute of the folie volo 
[foolhardy ventureJ, hence the almost anxious recourse to Augustine's 
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Confessions, the message of which in both cases is man's basic care for 
his salvation. Odysseus misses the deadline of five months on the 
world sea that might have been set for his timely turning back; Petrarch 
accomplishes his 'conversion' to inwardness With what is meant to be 
exemplary timeliness before losing himself to the overwhelming view 
of the world. 

The curiositas schema based on the antithesis of necessaria [necessities] 
and supervacua [superfluitiesl, with the effect of 'withdrawing' a cognitive 
appetite initially set free but then negated by contrast, is also found 
in a letter that Petrarch wrote a year later about the location of the 
mysterious island of Thule. I After an exhaustive discourse of osten
tatious humanistic erudition, Petrarch breaks off bruskly and converts 
theme and interest just as he did on Mont Ventoux: ''The discord 
here is so great that the island seems to me to be no less hidden than 
the truth. But let it be. What we have sought with eager effort we 
may safely ignore. Let Thule remain hidden in the North, let the 
source of the Nile remain hidden in the South, if only virtue gains a 
frrm footing in between them and does not remain hidden .... So let 
us not expend too great a labor in ascertaining the location of a place 
that we might perhaps gladly leave as soon as we found it .... Even 
if it is denied to me to search out these secret hiding places and to 

. gain information about these distant regions, still it will be sufficient 
for me to know mysel£ It is here that I shall be open eyed and fix 
my gaze .... " Humanism and Christian humilitas [humilityl mesh with 
one another, but they always 'demonstrate' this intermeshing first of 
all as the breaking off of a substantially complete exertion, whose 
continuation promises nothing because the canon of the ancient tra
dition appears as the epitome of possible knowledge. The mention of 
one's personal and new opinion on occasion is only a friendly concession 
to curiosity: "After all it really is curiosity, knowing the important 
opinions of the ancients, to want to hear my opinion as well. But 
friendship is afier all curious through and through. ... "2 Curiositas is 
also a category in the polemics of emuity; in his attack on an Aris
toteli~g doctor, Petrarch employs this tool with malicious severity. 
An instructive aspect of this text is the change in fimction of the 
antithesis between necessarium and superoacuum as soon as it is a question 
of the necessity of poetry, which the doctor had disputed: The ars 
mechanica [mechanical artl of medicine does indeed concern itself with 
the necessarium of health, but precisely therein it does something bas-

1 
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ically superfluous because what is necessary is God-given; in connection 
with poetry, however, ,this criterion does not apply because poetry 
comes from man and for that reason alone cannot be 'necessary.'3 
One can see the embarrassment into which such a schema leads but 
also how it can be functionally transformed so as to extract a justification 
from the embarrassment. i 

CuriosUas could be rehabilitated only by freeing it of its characterization 
as 'caring' about superfluous matters. It had to be brought into the 
central precinct of human care. But that presupposed the resolution 
of the competition between the concern for salvation and the need 
for knowledge in a new conception. 

This process was accomplished thanks to two preconditions. The 
first was that the concern for salvation was largely removed from the 
sphere over which man has disposition, the sphere of his free decision 
and just deserts. This alienation of the certainty of salvation from self
consciousness and self-realization was accomplished by a theology that 
traced justification and grace exclusively to the unfathomable divine 
decree of election, which is no longer botuld to man~ s 'works.' Nom
irialistic voluntarism, with its central emp-?-asis on predestination, made 
man's care appear impotent in relation to the requirement that one 
possess a faith that was no longer initiated by the autonomous 
summoning-up of human obedience. It is easy to see that an act like 
Petrarch's retraction of his aesthetic interest in the world had only 
been meaningful on the assumption that inner concentration on what 
a man most needed could also turn away his distress' and 'take care 
of his needs. The Middle Ages would have been unthinkable in the 
full range of their manifestations without this sustaining axiom. The 
radical displacement of the preconditions of salvation into transcend
ence could plunge man into uncertainty and fear, but it could no 
longer determine his action or the direction of his essential interests. 

A second precondition of the rehabilitation of curiosUas is closely 
connected to the first through its origin: The world as the creation 
could no longer be related to man as the expression of divine prov
idence, nor could he understand it as the first and natural revelation. 
It was hermeneutically inaccessible, as though it bad become speechless. 
Thus one's attitude to the world was no longer preformed by the 
object. The constitution of the objects of theory was now accomplished 
under conditions first posed by man in a system of his concepts and 
hypotheses, just as the constitution of the objectS' of practice was ac-

---'~-"--'-
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complished exclusively from the point of view of the power of dis
position achieved at any given time and the constitution of aesthetic 
objects was accomplished as the perception of a possibility that no 
longer was presented but rather was accomplished in the perception, 
succeeded only in the subject. 

The self-assertive character of the theoretical attitude eradicated 
the immediacy of contemplation [Anschauung], the meaningfulness of 
watching the world from an attitude of repose, and required the 
aggressive cognitive approach that goes behind appearances and pro
poses and verifies at least their possible constitution. Theoretical cur
iosity, and the confirmations that it was to provide for itself when it 
was conStituted as 'science,' could no longer appropriately be dis
qualified as superfluous. The question, which had become open in 
every respect, what one had to expect from reality did not (for instance) 
repress the medieval concern for salvation; rather it too~ over the 
position of the concern for salvation as the one thing left in which 
man could center his interest and from which he could derive attitudes. 

The element of cura [care] in curiositas now becomes the very root 
of its meaning, which legitimizes the cognitive appetite as the atten
tiveness that is provoked by the world. The modern age began, not 
indeed as the epoch of the death of God, but as the epoch of the 

. hidden God, the deus absconditus-and a hidden God is pragmatically 
as good as dead. The nominalist theology induces a human relation 
to the world whose implicit content could have been formulated in 
the postulate that man had to behave as though God were dead. This 
induces a restless taking stock of the world, which can be designated 
as the motive power of the age of science. 

It is characteristic of such situations that every defense of the existing 
state of affairs goes in the Wrong direction; that is, it grows independent 
in its function and ceases to serve the intended purpose. The second 
half of the thirteenth century had as a conservative front -line defense 
the rejection of the Aristotelian philosophy of nature. The high point 
of this futile exertion was the condemnation of 219 Aristotelian prop
ositions by Tempier, the bishop of Paris, in 1277. For the 'trial' of 
theoretical curiosity, it is decisive that this index of the prohibited 
actually functioned as the source and documentation of the license 
not to identifY the traditionally received knowledge about the cosmos 
with the plan of creation. What was intended as a defense of theology 
against physics became in its turn an authority for what was not well 
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established, an authority to which a new physics could, appeal in defense 
of its right to 'play through' constructive hypotheses and thus to criticize 
a world model that had served High Scholasticism as the incontestable 
key to its rational theology. The diversion of interest from a world 
whose perspicuity was supposed to become doubtful, the intended 
radicalization of reliance on salvation, miscarried profoundly. The first 
sentence of Aristode's Metaphysics could have been modified so as to 
say that man has to strive for koowledge, not indeed 'by nature,' but 
as the being who is exposed to this uncertain world, whose ground 
plan is hidden from him. 

William of Ockham (ca. 1300-1349) takes it as an elementary stip
ulation that reason is hardly sufficient to provide what is needed for 
salvation.' That could easily be reinterpreted as implying that the 
theological impotence of reason by no means excludes its theoretical 
potency when directed at the world. Raising theology to its maximal 
pretension over against reason had the unintended result of reducing 
theology's role in expJaining the world to a minimum, and thus of 
preparing the competence of reason as the organ of a new kind of 
science that would liberate itself from the tradition. 

Of course this science could no longer claim to penetrate into the 
thoughts of the hidden God and pose the question of the divine con
ception of the world It had to restrict itself to explaining the phenomena 
by means of hypotheses and to give up any claim to the ideal of 
precise adequacy in its concepts and standards of measurement. Along 
with· the Aristotelian cosmology, the absolute cogoitive pretension of 
the Aristotelian theory of koowledge-the natural coordination of 
subject and object-had to be surrendered. But from the difference 
between a pretension to rational deduction and an admission of em
pirical provisionality and withdrawal into the hypothetical there 
emerged a new freedom from restriction for man's cogoitive will. The 
problematic of the legitimacy of theory resolved itself on the level of 
a reduced pretension, which included from the outset the continual 
revisability of its results. But the implementation of this logic still lay 
far in the future; the loosening of the structure and widening of the 
margin of variation were not yet sufficient to put in question the 
Scholastic system in its totality, to make the reoccupation of its central 
positions unavoidable. After all, the Middle Ages did not come to an 
end in the fourteenth century. 
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The inunediate fiuitfulness of norninaJisn? for natural science may 
be appraised as slight in comparison to the positive findings that were 
to be realized in the time between Copernicus and Newton; indirecdy, 

. though, the scientific progress of the early modern age is based on 
the destruction of the Aristotelian dogmas, on the one hand, and the 
new legitimation of interest in nature, on the other-'-both of which 
had been substantially accomplished by nominalism. The reproach 
that in spite of ali its productivity in the philosophy of nature, Ockham's 
school did not accomplish what it could have accomplished with the 
means it developed closely touches the subject of ·curiositos. To what 
extent did the demolition-motivated by the nominalist premises
of the barrier that was constituted by the notion of curiositos succeed 
in fact? I would like to discuss this in relation to the very involved 
question of why it was that nominalism did not employ the methods 
for the quantitative definition of objects, which it had developed in 
such widely circulated books as Bradwardine's Tractatus proportWnum 
(written before 1349) and Swineshead's Liber calculationum (ca. 1350), 
in the measurement and description of physical phenomena. 

There was a "sort of logical and physical casuistry," in which ex
tremely complicated and subde processes were constructed, but the 
magnitudes inserted into these processes were always of purely spec-

. ulative and nonempirical derivation.5 The ontological replacement of 
the category of substance by the category of quantity had indeed 
established the ideal of handling ali possible problems by calculation; 
but in the generality of this groundwork, those intermediate methodical 
and technical steps had not yet been taken that could lead to the 
indirect determination of measurements. This concrete incapacity could 
have discredited a premature beginning very quickly, and one might 
almost be inclined to believe in a sort of self-protection on the part 
of the anticipation -pregnant with the future-of possibilities that had 
become conceivable in principle. But the Ockhamistic 'physicists' of 
the fourteenth century "carried out no measurements even where 
they could have done so without finther ado."· Here a theologically 
motivated lack of courage was involved, which based itself on, of ali 
things, the biblical saying that is so readily cited for the opposite 
purpose in the context of the Platonic tradition: Omnia in mensura, et 
numero, et pondere disposuisti [You have arranged everything by measure, 
number, and weightl. On the assumptions of nominalism, according 
to which human thought is not capable of penetrating into God's 
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sovereign dispositions and there can no longer be Idealities possessing 
transcendent authority, this ancient cosmic formula itself deprives man 
of all pretension to equivalence. The nominalistic cognitive means 
could and should only be heterogeneous with respect to the unknown 
constitutive principles of the world. The entire nominalistic theory of 
knowledge and concept formation was based on this assumption and 
everywhere opposed human economy to divine abundance. The cal
culationes [calculations] too, being intellectual operations produced by 
man, had to have this same capricious character. 

The example of the dictum cited from the Wisdom of Solomon 
illustrates clearly all the awkwardness and complexity of the historical 
relation between theology and the establishment of an autonomous 
theoretical consciousness: A saying derived from and based on Hel
lenistic thought that had found its way into a collection of sayings that 
was in. any case perceived by the Christian tradition as out of place 
within the biblical canon, and was therefore readily cited by Platonizing 
metaphysiCs as evidence of the Christian suitability of the ancient 
conception of the cosmos, becomes on nominalistic assumptions an 
authority for the radically opposed position, for the essential hiddenness 
of the divine order of measure vis-a.-vis human theory. God has indeed 
ordered the world according to measure, number, and weight; but 
this must now be read with a possessive pronoun: according to His 
measure, according to magnitudes reserved to Hinl and related to His 
intellect alone. 

The sentence from the Wisdom of Solomon defined a theological, 
no longer rationally penetrable mystery; it put human reason, insofar 
as the latter considered itself capable of drawing conclusions from 
that sentence for its pretension to knowledge, at a distance from 
curiosita,s, in the sense (which now becomes significant) of the attempt 
to make objective theoretical sense of assertions imputed only to faith 
and withheld from all verification. To Augustine, the exact measure
ment and mathematical prediction of astronomical data had appeared 
as an example of an astonishing human achievement, which, however, 
precisely on account of its security, seduces man into impia superbia 
[impious pride] by making him forget its dependence on the partici
pation in cosmic rationality that God bestows on man. The barrier of 
sinful curiositas that Augustine thought he had erected against the 
activation of this capacity was composed of moral and religious self
restriction, not resignation enforced by the subject matter itsel£ The 
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nominalistic theology shifted the hiatus between the regions of faith 
and knowledge, which had become more clearly demarcated during 
the centuries of Scholasticism; it no longer needed, like Augnstine, to 
be convinced of the productivity of astronomy in contrast to cos
mological speculation, since in the outgoing Middle Ages the disap
pointments of the supposed exactitude of astronomy had become 
palpable even ineveJYday life owing to the increasingly scandalous 
lack of a reliable calendar. 

There is a position that in effect makes a dogma of the pre
Copernican situation. It found expression in the doctrine of the in
commensurability of the movements of the heavens, for which Nicole 
of Oresme' s treatise De commensurabilitate vel incommensurabilitate motuum 
cadi (written before 1382) is the most important document. It is char
acteristic of the phenomenon of 'physics without measurement' that 
once Oresme has discussed the two antithetical possibilities of the 
problem as he poses it, he avoids any decision and denies man in 
principle the capacity to decide between them. In a poetic fiction he 
recounts how, when he was still brooding and absorbed in the problem, 
Apollo appeared to him in a dream, in the company of the Muses 
and the Sciences, and reproached him with troubling himself about 
a question whose solution exceeded man's powers and ,vith which he 
had plunged himself into an affliction of the spirit and interminable 
trouble.' Since he nevertheless begs the god for an answer, Apollo 
commands the Muses and the Sciences to fulfill this request. Thereupon 
a disputation ensues between Arithmetic, who stands up for the thesis 
of commensurability, and Geometry, who defends the incommen
surability of the movements of the heavens. But before Apollo, who 
appears in the role of the magister-the arbiter in the Scholastic dis
putation-has given his determinatio [determination of the result], the 
dreamer awakes, and the problem remains unsolved. 

Oresme inclines, as can be seen in his Traiti du del et du monde, 
toward the hypothesis that at least some of the components of the 
mC?tion of the spheres of the heavens stand to one another in an 
irrational proportion of their speeds of rotation. This has the sulijective 
consequence that ratio per numeros [reasoning with nmnbers] is nec
essarily futile; hence Apollo's reprimand: Pessima est tua occupatio, ajJlictio 
spiritus est et labor interminabilis. No less important is the olijective con
sequence: Each irrational proportion is a violation of the cyclical re
currence of a total cosmic constellation, the abolition of th~ finitude 
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of a greatest world period, and thus of the Aristotelian assumption of 
a symmetry between the beginning and the end of time-an as
sumption that had been used by the Averroistic Aristotelians to argue 
against the world's having a beginning, and whose refutation was used 
by Oresme to argue against its having a physically necessary end. 
Nature no longer provides history with an unambiguous periodization; 
the absolutely new and unrepeated has become possible; it can come 
from man as his signature imprinted on each moment of time in its 
singularity. This concept of a world time that is not already structured, 
in which each point contains every opportunity for surpassing every
thing that has come before it, is one of the fundamental preconditions 
of the self-consciousness of the modern age. 

The fourteenth century was dominated by the ideal of quantification. 
It possessed a logic of definition that was no longer intended to give 
substantial definitions of objects but rather to make it possible to give 
directions for their quantitative description. It possessed to a latge 
extent'the mathematical methods and instruments with whose help 
the seventeenth century was to accomplish the awakening of science. 
But it lacked an interpretation of the human spirit and the legitimacy 
of its theoretical pretensions that could have made possible then and 
there the realization-independently of the transcendence possessed 
by the Creator's knowledge of the world and independently of insight 
into the 'natural measures' given to n~ture-of a knowledge of nature 
that did not aspire to compete with the divine spirit in the domain 
of theory but only set itself the goal of man's mastery of his objects. 
Although the conventionality of units 'of measure was familiar in daily 
life, there continued to be an obstruction to the analogy that would 
permit one to rest content with arbitrarily chosen units of measure 
and approximate measurements in the knowledge of nature as well. 
The idea of what science should be was still under the spell of the 
ideal accuracy of the Aristotelian knowledge of essences. This re
quirement did not allow one to content oneself with an inaccuracy 
that was as accurate as possible. "Calculation with vague measures, 
that is, approximate values, with margins of error and negligible mag
nitudes, .such as became a matter of course for physics later on, would 
have appeared to the Scholastic philosopher as a grave offense against 
the digoity of science. So they remained standing on the threshold of 
a genuine, measuring physics, without crossing it-in the last analysis, 
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because they could not make up their minds to renounce exactitude, 
a renunciation that alone makes possible an exact science of nature."8 

The pretension to exactitude conjured up visions of a collision with 
the theological index of the impossible and gave any application of 
the speculative calculations the character of curiositas; renunciation of 
exactitude, which could have stylized and justified itself as humilitas 
[humility], presupposed a break with the generally accepted ideal of 
science. From this point of view, what still had to happen between 
the fourteenth and the seventeenth centuries-in order to lay the foun
dation for the formation of the modern age (this teleological mode of 
expression should be taken purely heuristically!) does not look like an 
intensification, or even an exaggeration, of the supposedly 'modest' 
cognitive pretensions of the Middle Ages-as it has readily been per
ceived, to the detriment of the integrity of the modern idea of science. 
Rather it looks like a very decisive renunciation, a resignation -which, 
while it was not skeptical, was still directed at the center of what had 
gone before-from continuing to measure oneself (in one's theoretical 
relation to nature) against the norm of knowing -the Creation from 
the angle of vision and with the categories of the Creator. The sentence 
about the measuredness and measurability of the world remained 
sterile for Scholasticism as a whole because it considered no measure 
to be applicable other than God's own, and at the same time, on 
account of the assumptions embodied in its concept of God, it could 
not believe itself capable, or did not think it should believe itself 
capable, of ever knowing this measure, still less of making use of it. 
Consequendy there could not be any igniting contact between the 
sphere of calculationes, with their speculatively fixed and only sym
bolically intended magnitudes, and practical experience of nature. 

Robert Grosseteste (I 175-1253) had already def.ned the actual 
infinite as a magnitude determinable in principle, as a cerlus numerus 
[fixed number], but had declared it to be unknowable by man.9 What 
for God was countable certissime et jinitissime [most certainly and finitely] 
was inaccessible to man's computational operations. Walter Burleigh 
(who died about 1343), in his Commentary on the Physics, was the first 
to draw from this assumption of the transcendence of real quantifiability 
the conclusion that man could make use of a system of measure 
created by himself and artificially institutionalized, based on a minima 
mensura secundum institution em [institutionalized minimum unit], but the 
problem raised by this, that of conventional stipulation and imple-
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mentation, appeared to him to be insurmountable: "Circa istarn in
stitutionem potest esse error" [In that instjitution there can be an error]. 
This is at bottom the metrological solution of the modern age-a 
program of rational expediency, which is opposed to viewing reality 
as transcendent and renounces the cognitive ideal of adequacy [ade
quatiol-but this renunciation appeared impracticable to the doctor planus 
et perspicuus [plain and evident teacher] because it required the Scholastic 
system no longer to accept transcendence but rather to compensate 
for it with an artificial universality of human convention. Only the 
idea, rising toward articulation by Descartes, of , method' as the trans
ferable form of the process of knowledge made compx:ehensible the 
constitution of an over¥cbing identity of inquiring individuals as a 
subject extending across space and time, an identity that might also 
be consolidated under conventions. The: great idea in the Wisdom of 
Solomon of the God Who counts and measures, and the Platonism 
of absolute geometry, which together had helped and driven the process 
so far forward, had now admittedly become hindrances; the Cusan's 
doubts about divine mathematics, which were intended as an inten
sification of transcendence and a strengthenlng of human authenticity, 
could have removed a blockage here. 

It cannot be maintained that the relation between claim [Anspruchl 
and renunciation in the foundation of the early modern idea of science 
came about through insight into the necessity of renunciation for the 
sake of satisfYing an-admittedly newly formulated-claim. The re
nunciation, which is the recognition of the essentially insurmountable 
'inaccuracy' of the theoretical approach, made its appearance as res
ignation with regard to the cognitive ideal that was authoritative for 
Scholasticism. And it did so in the twin fimctions of, on the one hand, 
a constituent part of the reawakened anti-Aristotelian, Platonizing me
taphysics, with its definition of natural appearances by the transcend
ence of the Ideality imprinted in them, and, on the other hand, an 
element of a form of piety tuined againstl Scholasticism that was spread 
by the Devotw moderna, b with its emphatic confession of the provisional 
character of human and earthly existence. 

The great architectonic exertion of the Scholastic system to balance 
created nature and redemptive grace and not to allow them to be 
played off against one another was shattered by the internal logical 
inconsistency of the structure and by the disruptive force of the in
creasing absolutism of its theological components: The great attempts 
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made in the fifteenth century to withstand the tensions of the medieval 
systematic stnlcture and to save the whole make that especially evident. . 

At the beginning of the fifteenth century, Jean Gerson (I363-1429), 
one of the controlling figures at the Conncil of Constance and distin
guished by the honorary tide of doctor chrlstianissimus [most Christian 
teacher], made it his business to oppose futile curiosity; 10 and for him, 
curiosity about the world and theological hairsplitting of the late
Scholastic type permeate one another in such a way that they constitute 
a single homogeneously motivated syndrome. This is a noteworthy 
point because in the theological speculation, many questions were 
developed, still in medieval guise, that were inunediately to show 
themselves to be approachable by physics, for example, in the hy
pertrophic docirine of the angels and their fimction in the divine 
guidance of the world. Here again the motive of curiosity is the Au
gustinian superbia [pride], the striving for self-validation, the flight from 
submission, and an element of the fantastic presumption of being 
initiated into God's sovereign reserve. H The ideals that are opposed 
to the Scholastic appetite for knowledge and passion for originality 
(singularitas) are humility and submission as the roots of faith. 

But this argumentation alone no longer seems sufliciendy convincing; 
curiosity has its immanent futility and punishes itself by diversion from 
. what is useful, attainable, and provides man with security.12 Scholas
ticism's drive to~ard system as an end in itself takes on the appearance 
of progress, in spite of the fact that firm limits are set to human 
knowledge, whose transgression by investigating nature must result 
in the loss of the helpful light, and thus in error." But the philosophers 
wanted more from nature than its testimony to God's existence, for 
which it was intended and illuminated. It is significant how Gerson 
characterizes this ',more,' namely, as the desire for dependable reg
ularities in spite of, or in view of, God's freest possible disposition over 
nature. 14 

Hidden in this text's admonition to submit humbly to the nnknown 
will of God is the great contradiction that is the point of departure 
for the modern age's elementary theoretical claim: the lawfulness of 
nature, and then also of society and the state, as protections against 
arbitrariness and accident, against the fact that man's fate is not totally 
at his disposition. What prominence natural philosophy already seemed 
to the contemporary admonisher to have gained can be seen from 
his taking it as his model for the rejection of theological curiosity. 

l 
I 
I 
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Theological curiosity also surrenders to the illusion of possible progress, 
of reaching out for what is as yet unknown and untested, of conjecture 
and invention. The price of this surrender is the loss of orientation, 
the accumulation of problems arising from supposed solutions, and 
finally the collapse into skepticism. 15 The content of these admonitions 
and apprehensions is familiar; what is new is the sharper definition 
of the opposing position, the direction of the defensive gesture at a 
tendency that stands out more clearly. 

The Middle Ages-ifl may be permitted this hypostatization-are 
beginning to feel threatened. The fifteenth century stands under the 
sign of the increasing concretization of this threat around the key 
concept of curiositas and the reaction agaiost it. Piety itself finds its 
anti-Scholastic formulas in the Devotil) moderna. Gerson rendered such 
formulas pithily: "Credite evangelio et suflicit" [Believe in the Gospel 
and it is enough]: "Esto contentus ... sorte tua et materias sine Logica 
aut Philosophia intelligibiles apprehende" [Be content with ... your 
lot and understand what is intelligible without the help of logic or 
philosophyl. The Aristotelian appeal to nature and to the cognitive 
drive it established became questionable because this motive could 
not be tied down to boundaries or restraioed by the reservation of 
mysteries and the reproach of iosatiability for the new, whereas man's 
problem of salvation had remaioed the same old one ever since the 
beginning. The nature of which Aristode had spoken is now supposed 
to be the corrupted nature of sinful man, contaioiog a cognitive drive 
on which he who is in need of salvation may no longer rely." 

The static concept of knowledge, the stabilization of the will to truth 
by the standard of tradition, was not the last word spoken in the 
fifteenth century in the attempt to save the Middle Ages. Nicholas of 
Cusa (I 41 0 -1464) was to make the most important attempt to combine 
recognition of the human craviog for knowledge, in its unrestrictable 
dynamics, with the huntility of finitude that was specifi.c to the Middle 
Ages. The tendency of this attempt was to turn Aristotelian Scholas
ticism's concept of reason and nature against itself, it is true, but not 
for purposes of destruction-which it had long since shown itself to 
be capable of providing for itself-but rather as iounanent criticism 
directed at the dill"erence between motive and system, between function 
and tradition. In the formulation of ontological "imprecision" as the 
essence of "knowing ignorance," the CusaIi seems to be able once 
agaio to force together the tendencies of the late Middle Ages· that 
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press toward divergence. The spirit's insatiability finds its correlate in 
nature's inexhaustibility, and indeed not just;':' the dimension of change 
and the novelty of objects but rather (which is much more to the point) 
in the intensifiability of every item of objective knowledge as such, 
insofar as in every object there is hidden the unattainable transcendence 
of its Hprecision." 

In the preface dedicating bis Docta ignorantia [OJ Learned Ignorancel 
to Cardinal Julian, Nicholas does not hesitate to appeal to the ad
dressee's appetite for knowledge and to claim for bis work the primary 
attraction of unusualness, indeed of monstrosity: "Rara quidem, et si 
m<;mstra sint, nos movere solent" [In fact unusual things, even if they 
are monstrous, usually excite usl. Tbis is certainly also a gesture of 
modesty, but it is no accident that he chooses this one in particular. 
For the freedom with which reason surrenders itself to the 'natural' 
principle of its own completion and believes itself capable of finding 
rest only in the attainment ofits cognitive goal no longer needs to be 
kept away from the neighborhood of animalistic metaphor. Tbis very 
'instinctiveness' is now the root of familiarity with the unattalnable 
that makes itself present, as the image of infinity, only in the act of 
inquiry itself The insatiability of the inqttisitive instinct is no longer 
suspect, as it was in the patristic polemic against Gnosticism, as the 

. desire neither to recognize the boundaries prescribed to our nature 
nor to obey the command to accept the proffered faith; it is rather 
the very opening of the unconstralnt in which truth's continual tran
scendence of man's capacity for comprehension is represented and 
each item of acquired knowledge becomes an instance of "knowing 
ignorance," a surpassable degree of accuracy. 

The justification of the inqttisitive instinct now is precisely not that 
the authority of nature stands, so to speak, behind it, and a teleologically 
coordinated and guaranteed objectivity before it, but rather that its 
own nature first begins to dawn on it, in the difference between 
pretension and the impossibility of complete realization, only when it 
does not resist this nature, does not set for it the limits that the 
discrimination agalnst curiositas had wanted to erect. The paradox of 
the docta ignorantia lies in the fact that the knowledge to which the 
spirit gives itselfin a loving embrace has always already been suspended 
[aufgehobenl in a knowledge about knowledge, which prohibits all de
finitiveness-and not only in relation to eschatological reservations. 
The inexhaustibility of the desire for knowledge in any stage of re-
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alization that it can ever arrive at is the reason why we can achieve 
something more than knowledge, namely, wisdom, the knowledge of 
what knowledge still does not know." "Since everything of which we 
have knowledge can be known better and more competely, nothing 
is known as it could be known. God's existence is indeed the reason 
why there is knowledge of the existence of all objects, but God's reality, 
which cannot be exhausted in His knowability, is also the reason why 
the reality of all things is not known as it could be known."" But it 
is not only this reflection of the infinite internal dimension of divinity 
in the objects of the world and the world itself that dominates the 
Cusan's thinking but also and still more the imitation of divine self
reflexiveness in the way in which the subject is thrown back from its 
objects onto itself: "The more deeply the spirit knows itself in the 
world that is unfolded from it, the richer the fertilization it undergoes, 
its goal being after all the infinite reason, in which alone it will behold 
itself in its Being, as the sole measure of all reason, to which we 
become the better adapted the more deeply we become absorbed in 
our own spirit, whose single, life-bestowing center is that infinite spirit. 
And that is also the' reason why our nature passionately desires 
perfection of knowledge. "19 

Counting, measuring, and weighing are the specific instruments of 
human knowledge of nature precisely because in their efficiency they 
simultaneously make evident the inaccuracy by whose means the spirit 
becomes conscious of the heterogeneity, in relation to its objects, of 
the parameters that it produces. Arithmetic and geometry leave an 
unrealized remainder in every application to real objects. The ideal 
construction and the real datum are not reducible to one another 
without remainder; however, the difference between· them is not the 
difference between pregiven ideality and given reality but rather be
tween the pretension of the knowing spirit and the knowledge attainable 
by it at any given time. When the Cusan criticizes Plato precisely for 
not distinguishing between the ideas that are given to us and that we 
can only assimilate and those that we ourselves produce and conse
quently fully understand, the conflict of possible truths that can be 
postulated here is decided in favor of the humanly authentic ideas 
because "our spirit, which creates the mathematical world, has in itself 
more of the truth and reality of what it can create than exists outside 
it. "20 
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The late Scholastic blockage of the appliCi'tion of measurement to 
a world that had been created according to measure, number, and 
weight, which not only conformed to the theological reservation but 
also continued obedient to the Aristotelian idea of science, falls into 
the critical clutches of a new conception of the truth of arithmetic =d 
geometry, which, precisely because it is constructed by strict analogy 
with the veritas ontolog;ca [ontological truth] of Scholasticism, explodes 
the Scholastic system in which all truth depends on pregivenness. The 
axiom that the author of a thing could alone be the possessor of its 
complete truth had been applicable only to God, and this principle 
that solus leit qui fecit excluded man, as the being who even in regard 
to his productivity was confined within the horizon of the imitation 
of nature, from the truth in its strictest definition. In that sense the 
concept of creation emerged as a radicalized Platonism, apart from 
the fact that it drew all the pregiven realities together, as it were, in 
a single hand-which did not make much difference for man. 

The Cusan righdy goes back to Plato and charges him with the 
error of having made the purely geometrical figure into something 
similar to what is visible, of having provided it with. a quasi
perceptibility, like its replica in the world of things. But that the concept 
of a circle or of number is truer and more real in reason than anything 

. else in nature that corresponds to it just is not due to a sort of gift of 
direct intuition of the Ideas according to which the world was made 
but rather to the fact that the human spirit itself produces them 
(mathematicalia fabricat), that we ourselves are the authors of this pure 
thought structure." 

At least in the one exemplary treatise on The Experiments with the 
Balance, the Cusan descnbed how for him measurement gains legitimacy 
as a means of access to the specific indicators of the nature of physical 
objects precisely because in the measured values the constant pro
portions of the essential characteristics do indeed come to light, but 
not those characteristics themselves. Thus the l.lliverse of divine creation 
is simultaneously made accessible and covered up by the universe of 
human conception. But this was just what the Cusan had defined at 
the end of the second book of the Docta ignorantia as the meaning of 
the human relation to the world: To the extent that we admire, devote 
ourselves to and draw near to the world, the world in turn is withdrawn 
from us.22 There is no longer any need to put a taboo on theoretical 
curiosity, or to put moral restrictions on it, because the process 'of 

l 
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theory itself continually destroys the illusion of its finite realizability. 
The same thing holds for the art of investigating nature with mea
surement that is said of every art, in a modified version of the Ar
istotelian formula: It imitates nature as far as it is able but can never 
penetrate to nature's.precision.23 

This is especially true for astronomy; but it is no longer due to the 
elemental special nature of the heavenly bodies, as it had been for 
Aristode and the Scholastics, but rather is taken up and retracted into 
the definition of the inner lawfulness of the theoretical process: "Caeli 
etiam dispositio ... praecise sClbilis non est" [The arrangement of the 
heavens is not precisely knowable]. Thus imprecision is assigned a 
higher metaphysical value as an index of all objectivity-referring us 
to the praecisa aequalitas [precise uniformity] of the absolute and to the 
heterogeneity of the parameters we produce-and at the same time 
it is made methodically· admissible. Knowledge of nature does not 
succceed in fulfilling the Augustinian requirement of an inquiry mindful 
ofits absolute definition-the requirement of religiose quaerere [to inquire 
piouslyl-merely by means of an additional, special act of reflection. 
This character is always already co thematic in its relation to its object. 
It finds confirmation and ratification of its achievement only by re
nouncing the claim of 'adequate' objectification, of mastery with no 
allowance for error. 

For Scholasticism, the progress of theory through the cosmos had 
always had only the provisional function of gaining passage to the 
world cause by a finite number of steps. The justification of this 
procedure lay in its result; the motion of theory was legitimized by 
its point of rest. Any achievement of autonomy on the part of what 
was preparatory to this telos [end, purposel was a functional failure, 
was, precisely, curiositas. The eusan's Docta ignorantia made the path, 
the process, that which as the 'method' was to become the key word 
of the begiuning of the modern age, itself the essence of the theoretical 
function, and indeed precisely in what the Middle Ages had credited 
it with and expected ofit: its capacity for self-surpassing. The emerging 
thematization of method was to aClualize once again the difference 
between finitude and infinitude for human consciousness, and thus at 
first to remain within the horizon of that difference's medieval serv
iceability for theology; but the way is at least being prepared for this 
point of view to be rendered autonomous as theoretical immanence 
and thus as a positivization of curiositas. In his dialogne On the Mind, 
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the Cusan makes the philosopher say to the layman, playing on the 
common etymology of mens and mensura [mind and measure], "I am 
surprised that the mind, which you say derives its name from mea
surement, proceeds with such eagerness to apply measures to things." 
And the layman answers, "The meaning of this is that it wants to 
find the measure of itsel£ For the mind is a living standard of mea
surement, which becomes aware of its power of comprehension by 
applying its measure to other things. For it does everything in order 
to know itseI£ ... "24-

Translator's Note. 

a. " ... dass die innere Konzentration auf das dem Menscben Notwendige auch seine Not ru 
wenden . . . vennochte," a play on words. that cannot be rendered in English. 

h. Devatio moderna: a IDQvem.ent of 'lay' spiritual revival that originated in Holland in the late 
fourteenth century and spread to parts of Germany, France, and Italy. Its classic expression 
was Thomas a Kempis's ImitatUm rffChrist. 
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Interest in Invisible Things 
within the World 

The century of the Copernican reform of astronomy manifests not 
only a sudden change in the evaluation and justification of theoretical 
curiosity with respect to its object, which had been accentuated by 
the discrimination against it, but also the self-confirmation of theory's 
claim to precisely what, on the premises of the ancient physics and 
cosmology, was supposed to be naturally withheld from the reach of 
knowledge. To that extent, the fate of Aristotelian physics gets mixed 
up with that of the Augustinian and Scholastic morality of theoretical 
humility and self-restraint. 

Copernicus became the protagonist of the new idea of science not 
so much because he replaced one world model with another, and thus 
showed by example what radical incisions into the substance of the 
tradition were possible, as because he established a new and absolutely 
universal claim to truth. Within the world there was no longer to be 
any botmdary to attainable knowledge, and thus to the will to knowl
edge. The meaning of the Copernican claim to truth was admittedly 
only to appear and to be confirmed when Galileo and Newton, bringing 
mechanics to the aid of the anticipatory innovations in cosmology, 
sent Aristotelian physics into retirement. 

None of the psychological attraction of penetrating into the region 
of the forbidden and the reserved, which characterizes the magical/ 
Faustian tmderground current of the century, is noticeable in Co
pernicus. The opportunity to measure and to test himself against a 
theoretical task that until then had been considered insoluble may· 
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have had some signilicance for him, but it could not penetrate the 
restrained style of his 'humanistic' mode of communication. Never
theless one can discern that the achievement of theory maintains for 
him its relation to the self-determination of man's position in the 
world. But it is no longer the objective structure of the universe and 
man's localization within it that is evidential, as geocentrism had been 
for the Stoics; rather, the accomplishment of the cognitive task confirms 
for man that the world has been founded with consideration for his 
need for rationality. To' be sure, this is no longer self-knowledge as 
recognition of a finite role in contrast to an infinite task; each step 
taken by theory becomes a self-confirmation, securing the possibility 
of the next one. 

There is even a passage in the fourth chapter of the first book of 
the Revolutiones in which it looks as though Copernicus wants. to rec
ommend his cosmological solution as superior in the very language 
of the critique of curiositas. There he suggests that the attnbution of 
heavenly phenomena to movements of the earth does not pretend to 
knowledge of the highest and most distant objects themselves but 
rather holds to what is nearest at hand and accessible-namely, the 
constellations of the earth with respect to the stars-and thus, so to 
speak, 'brings the problem down' from the zone where there is danger 
.of curiositas to that of theoretical admissibility, transforming the task 
from a heavenly to an earthly one.' But from the point of view of the 
traditional astronomical conception of truth, this was a formula more 
of theoretical insurance than of moral diffidence, a suggestion to the 
Aristotelians that they should come to terms with the new, even from 
the point of view of their own dogmatics. 

Tactical and economical 'understatement' rules the early history of 
modern science, whose documents consequently seldom provide uS 
with the formulas that we expect. In his preface to Pope Paul III, 
Copernicus lets it be known that he is prepared for opposition and 
ready to discuss it. The thoughts of the man who is philosophically 
inclined are withheld from the judgment of the multitude because his 
efforts are toward the truth in all things, insofar-and this restriction 
forestalls the reproach of curiositas, as though it were utterly irrelevant 
to everything that followed - as such is permitted to human reason 
by God: quatenus id a deo rationi humanae permissum est. The sole concern 
following this restriction conceded in passing is the maxim that one 
should not pursue one's own opinion too far away from what is correct. 
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That the science practiced here is good, that it turns away from the 
vices and guides the human spirit toward what is better, is stated 
without restriction in the prooemium [introduction] to the first book and 
placed with pagan candor alongside the "unbelievable pleasure of the· 
spirit" that this activity furnishes in abundance.' 

The space in which the epoch pursues its curiosity about the world 
has its dimensions, its expanding width, height, and depth. Alongside 
the expansion of the classical oikumene [inhabited world] into the breadth 
of the oceans and the new land masses, and beside the fascination of . 
the starry heavens, there is also a new int~est in the depths, a desire 
to know what lies beneath the earth's surface. The mundus subterraneus 
[subterranean world] becomes a realm of fantasy, but also of empirical 
inquiry, which becomes conscious of its headstrong inquisitiveness with 
a shiver. 

On the threshold of this century, an exemplary figure of the daring 
interest in what is remote, out of the way, unexamined, or traditionally 
prohibited was Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519). His interest in the 
playfully varying nature that neither conunits itself to its forms nor 
exhausts them, an interest in what had hitherto remained invisible to 
the onlooker at the world spectacle, in what was hidden deep in the 
sea and distant in time in a world that was growing older, and in the 
realm of the unrealized possibilities of nature and of human invention
all this is pure, as though crystallized, curWsitas, which enjoys itself 
even when it stops short of its object at the last moment and leaves 
it alone. A characteristic example is given by the fragment on the 
investigation of a cave, which remained fragmentary not only by 
accident-in its form-but also by virtue of its outcome: 

Unable to resist my eager desire (eUrato dalla mia bramose voglia) and 
wanting to see the great profusion of the various and strange shapes 
made by formative nature, and having wandered some distance among 
gloomy rocks, I came to the entrance of a great cavern, in front of 
which I stood some time, astonished and unaware of such a thing. 
Bending my back into an arch I rested my left hand on my knee and 
held my right hand over my down-cast and contracted eye brows: 
often bending first one way and then the other, to see whether I could 
discover anything inside, and this being forbidden by the deep darkness 
within, and after having remained there some time, two contrary 
emotions arose in me, fear and desire-fear of the threatening dark 
cavern, desire to see whether there ~ere any marvellous thing within 
it ... /'3 
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One must lay this fragment alongside Petrarch's letter on the ascent 
of Mont Ventoux in order to perceive the indeperidence and matter
of-course quality that curiosity has acquired and the way in which its 
reservations and its hesitation have been humanized and to recognize 
that Leonatdo'sMadonna iftke Rocks no longer has anything in common 
with Petrarch's falling back on Augustine's Confessions.' On the other 
side one might add George Berkeley's (1685-1753) description of the 
Cave of Dunmore, in which curiosity ("the curiosity to see it") is only 
an introductory flourish and readily combines with the description
free of all terror-of the object as "this wonderful! place.'" 

The darkness confronting Leonardo at the entrance to the cave as 
an index of natural concealment, which, however, is no longer respected 
as something intended by nature; and elemental clifference in kind 
such as was ascribed to the stars by the traditional cosmology-these 
remain for the sixteenth century the basic forms of the limit set for 
theory, whose transgression constituted the nature and the problematic 
of theoretical curiosity. What still scarcely enters the horizon of pos
sibility is a limitation on the range of theory as a contingent result of 
the limits of the human organ of vision -the threshold of visibility in 
both the macrocosm and the earthly micronature. It is not only that 
the optical auxiliaries, the telescope and the microscope, had not yet 
been invented and that their power was still unsuspected but even 
more that a realm of objects invisible on account of their distance or 
smallness was not considered at all possible or relevant even in 
speculation. 

As long as the universe was represented as limited and closed by 
the outermost sphere of the fixed stars, the totality of the stars appearing 
above the horizon was considered to· be surveyable with a single glance 
and exhausted by the stock already catalogued by Hipparchus. The 
geocentric system favored the unquestioned validity of this assumption 
by granting man visual conditions that were the same in all directions 
and constant. The supplementary teleological assumption that invisible 
things in nature would contradict the meaning of creation was current 
at least in the humanistic tradition and gave astronomy's postulate of 
visibility a more than methodical/economic foundation, namely, a 
metaphysical one. That the world could contain things withdrawn and 
inaccessible to man's natural optical capacity, not only at times and 
provisionally but definitively, was an idea unknown to the ancient 
world and the Middle Ages and also, by their philosophical assumptions, 
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an impossible one. The enrolhnent of curiositas in the catalog of vices 
was based on the moral self-restriction of human theory vis-a.-vis 
constituents of nature that were certainly given in the phenomena, 
even if explanatory access to them rnight be difficult. It is true that 
it would have been. quite consistent with the nominalist system, in 
which nature was no longer related to man's point of view, to assume 
the existence also of phenomenally concealed and unseen things in 
nature, indeed to presuppose that only a small or a vanishingly minute 
segment of reality was accessible to the human sense organs; but this 
conclusion was not immediately drawn. 

Of course this state of affairs has remained incomprehensible to 
the subsequent age, with its mythified picture of the genesis of modern 
natural science; and, in the time-honored manner, it has tried to 
provide, by means of a new myth formation, what it felt was missing. 
In the third volume of Alexander von Humboldt's colossal picture 
(itself part of world literature) of the world of science, his Kosmos 
(J 845-1862), there is a litde-noticed passage regarding Copernicus that 
registers doubt regarding the statement that Copernicus foresaw the 
future discovery of the phases of VenllS as inevitable and predictable. 
Humboldt ascribes this statement to the Optics of Robert Smith (pub
lished in 1738) and also mentions the check carried out by De Morgan 
in 1847, which turned up no evidence relating to this in Copernicus's 
works. Behind this skeptical note, which does not betray any urgent 
interest in itself settling the question, there stands a clever anecdote, 
whose dissemination and origin deserved investigation.' 

The earliest instance of the anecdote appears to be in John Keill's 
Introduction to the True Astronomy. 6 There mention is made of an objection 
to Copernicus's doctrine, to which he himself had replied; specifically 
it had been held against him that on his assumptions Venus would 
have to exlubit the same alterations and phases as the moon. Copernicus 
had replied to this that perhaps the astronomers of subsequent ages 
actually would establish that Venus underwent such alterations-and 
this prophecy of Copernicus had been fulfilled by Galileo, who while 
observing Venus through the telescope had found the appearances, 
analogous to those of the moon, that Copernicus had predicted. In 
the later travels of Keill'sanecdote, the prophetic trait ascribed to 
Copernicus became more articulate: The French astronomer Bailly, 
who presumably knew the French translation of Keill's book, makes 
Copernicus venture the declaration that if our eye possessed sufficient 
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power of vision to see the two planets nearest the sun exacdy as it 
sees the moon, it would perceive the same sort of alterations in them 
as in the moon. 7 But] an Czynski, a Pole living in France, in his study 
of Copernicus of 1847 - that is, the same year in which De Morgan's 
search for appropriate documentation in Copernicus proved fruidess
was the first to invent the imaginary dialogue in which Copernicus 
replies to his opponents' objection on the grounds of the unconfirmable 
phases of V enus that one would see precisely these phases if one could 
find the means to perfect man's visual faculty.' Camille Flammarion 
canonized the anecdote almost word for word in this form in his widely 
read biography of Copernicus, which was so influential for the nine
teenth century's picture of the asttonomical refonner.9 Thus Coper
nicus's prophetic proclamation of the telescope-scarcely even cryptic 
any longer-definitively entered the literature." 

The ready audience that the anecdote found fits only too well in 
the picture of a historiography of science for which its epoch-making 
heroes seemed occasionally to possess too litde self-consciousness. But 
it was only when Galileo's discoveries with the telescope had become 
known that his one-time student Benedetto Castelli could inquire of 
him by letter in December 1610 whether perhaps he had confirmed 
by observation Venus's suspected phases. Galileo answers him in the 
same month, saying that he had in fact reached certainty about the 
alterations in Venus's shape a quarter of a year earlier; and this con
firmation of the Copernican system by the telescope is accordingly 
brought into play in the "Third Day" of the Dialogue on the World 
Systems. 

The root, in Copernicus's works, of the anecdotal anticipation of 
the invisible being made visible lies in a passage in which he does in 
fact speak of the phases of Venus, not, however, in connection with 
the difference between his own system and the traditional one but 
rather in connection with the differences within the astronomical tra
dition itself regarding the position of Mercury and Venus, the two 
innermost planets. In the tenth chapter of the first book, which must 
have been the point of departure for the construction of the apocryphal 
anecdote, Copernicus deals with the sequence of the heavenly bodies 
of the solar system from outermost to innerinost and discusses in the 
process the various opinions about Mercury and Venus, whose orbits 
Plato had placed outside that of the sun, but Ptolemy and many recent 
authors had placed within. According to which construction one chooses 
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and which explanation of the derivation of the planets' light one 
accepts, varyillg consequences result for the apparent phenomena. If 
the planets receive their light from the sun, then events similar to the 
phases of the moon should affect Mercury and Venus, and they should 
even undergo occasional transits through the sun's disk, if one wanted 
to fix their paths beneath the sun's path. But such phenomena had 
not been observed, and this had led this group of astronomers to place 
the paths of Mercury and Venus outside that of the sun. The adherents 
of Ptolemy, on the other hand, had good constructive grounds for 
posting Venus and Mercury in the space, which seemed to them too 
large and empty, between the moon's orbit and the sun's, and they 
defended themselves against the cited objections with the assumption 
that the planets are either self-illuntinating bodies or of such trans
parency that the sunlight can stream through them. Thus this whole 
discussion operates exclusively on the basis of the geocentric system 
that Copernicus rejects. It has as yet nothing to do with the questions 
regarding the confirmation of Copernicus's own model. The statement 
that the observable proofs of Ptolemy's thesis that were to be expected 
were missing does not yet imply that Copernicus predicted such proofs 
for his own thesis, although his own system does likewise imply the 
appearance of phases in Mercury and Venus. 

However, the anecdote does touch upon a central point of the 
Copernican achievement and its connection with the importance that 
the optical 'making visible of the invisible' was to acquire in the history 
of Copernicanism. There are clues in Copernicus's RevoluUones, un
noticed before now, that point to the hypothesis that the new conception 
of the solar system began with a partial constructive solution for the 
system of the sun, Mercury, and Venus and then generalized the 
schema arrived at in that cormection. Within the Ptolemaic system, 
there were great difficulties in accommodating the imaginary spheres 
of the two planets that travel as though 'synchronized' with the sun; 
Copernicus mentions the enormous size of the secondary circle of 
Venus's orbit {ingens ille Veneris epicyclus)-that is, Venus's deviation 
from its primary orbit around the central body-and the characteristic 
that distinguishes the movements of the moon and the other planets 
from those of V enus and Mercury, namely, their independence of the 
movement of the sun. Here the very natural solution was to make 
not the earth but the sun the center of the orbits of Mercury and 
Venus and tq introduce in this manner a partial heliocentrism in order 
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to save the ardo orbium [order of the spheres): ''Then one of two al
ternatives will have to be true. Either the earth is· not the center to 
which the order of the planets and spheres is referred, or there really 
is no principle of arrangement .... "11 Here then lay lhe first decision 
regarding the possible rationality of the world system. Copernicus 
formulates it as a general dilemma, although his considerations in this 
passage limit themselves stricdy to the arrangement of the orbits of 
these three heavenly bodies. Only the subsequent paragraph undertakes 
the extension and begins with a formula that is highly instructive in 
regard to the genesis o£ the system: "1£ anyone seizes this opportunity 
to link Saturn, Jupiter and Mars also to that center, provided he 
understands their spheres to be so large that together with Venus and 
Mercury the earth too is enclosed inside and encircled, he will not be 
mistaken, as is shown by the regular pattern of their motions." The 
discussion concludes with another reference to the transference of the 
partial construction that had been discovered first: ''These facts are 
enough to show that their center [that of the outer planets) belongs 
more to the sun, and is identical with the center around which Venus 
and Mercury likewise execute their revolutions." 

This excursus into one of the Copernican system's genetic char
acteristics that we have been able to l.lllcover was necessary in order 
to correct a false element of consistency in the history of the interest 
in the invisible. At the same time, it was meant to give at least an 
example of how the history of the early modem intellect is deformed 
by the endeavor to ascribe essential tendencies of the epoch to the 
daring and the anticipatory genius of its supposed protagonists. It was 
not by accident that the French Encyclopidie laid emphasis, in the article 
"Copernic" in its fourth volume (I 754), on precisely this supposedly 
prophetic trait of Copernicus in regard to the phases of Mercury and 
Venus: "fl predit qu'on les decouvriroit un jour, et les telescopes ant 
verifie sa prediction" [He predicted that they would be discovered 
some day, and the telescopes have verified his prediction]. It had to 
be shown, in contrast, that Copernicus could not base any hope for 
a definitive confirmation of his system on the future discovery of 
phases in Venus and Mercury. Thus the anecdote projects back onto 
Copernicus the expectations and pretensions that Galileo, with the 
telescope and the optical accessibility newly opened up by it, both 
awakened and fulfilled. For Copernicus the postulate of visibility con
tinued in unbroken validity: If phases were not observable in Venus 
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and Mercury, then he had in n:tind an explanation of their physical 
nature that made such phenomena unnecessary for the new system 
too. 

Thus there was no Copernican necessity for the telescope to be 
invented and no point of departure for a rational prophecy of that 
event. Theoretical curiosity did not hurry on ahead of the stock of 
the available possibilities of satis£y'ing it by means of man's natural 
organs. It was precisely for that reason that GaliIeo's application of 
the new optical apparatus to astronomy induced such an original and 
surprising turning of man's interest and his assessment of its scope. a 

GaliIeo's use of the telescope marks a historical moment whose un
suspected result, the discovery of unseen realities in the universe, was 
to have radical consequences for the understanding of man's position 
in and toward nature. The most important consequence was that (so 
to speak) 'curiosity is rewarded' -the weighty significance of what had 
hitherto been withheld from man is confirmed, and thus the morality 
of self-restriction is disabused and put in the wrong, and jts aban
donment is a logical consequence. The sixteenth century as yet knows 
nothing of all this, even if it does see the emergence of the first timid 
speculative relaxation of the postulate of visibility precisely in the 
reception of the Copernican reform. 

Copernicus had held to the bodily reality of the heavenly spheres 
not only for the planets but also for the vaulted heaven of the fixed 
stars, although he no longer had any need at all to assume the solidity 
of this structure once he had replaced the rotation of the sphere of 
the fixed stars by the daily rotation of the earth. The first chapter of 
the first book of the Revolutiones holds explicidy to the spherical form 
of the world body as the forma perftctissima [most perfect forml. It 
represents complete totality (Iota integritas), to which one can add nothing 
and from which one can take nothing away, and at the same time 
the most capacious form (capacissima jigurarum), which is best suited 
to containing and preserving everything. The chapter closes with the 
lapidary statement that no one will dispute that this is the form ap
propriate to the divinity of the heavenly bodies. Giordano Bruno was 
not the first to deduce from Copernicus the consequence of the dis
solution of the finite system of spheres-this was already done in 1576 
by the Englishman Thomas Digges, with his broadening of the Co
pernican principle that the appearances of astronomical phenomena 
are conditioned by the standpoint of the observer. 

- -_..._------------
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Digges was the first to account for the finitude of the world as a 
mere appearance resulting from the limited visibility of the fixed stars 
that are disposed freely in space beyond the outermost planetary 
sphere and stand at different distances from the earth. This assumption 
would still not require one explicidy and positively to assert the un
limitedness of the world; that is 'somewhat more' than the logical 
Copernican result. Digges arrives at the assertion, which is liable to 
cause dismay in relation to the postulate of visibility, that "the greatest 
part [of the heaveuly bodies] rest by reason of their wonderfull distance 
invisible to us. "12 This idea, in its time monstrous, destroys for the 
first time the anthropocentric teleology that Copernicus had wanted 
to save. Digges's text is, admittedly, contradictory, vacillating between 
two positions: At first he assures us that we could never sufficiendy 
admire this world, which God intended, as His work, for our senses; IS 

but ultimately he revels in vindicating the overwhehning .invisible re
gions as the glorious court of divinity itself, to whose unlimited power 
and majesty ouly infinite space is appropriate, while man possesses 
his litde visible share of the world not to see and to enjoy but rather 
to extrapolate by conjecture into the invisible.14 The infinity of the 
world, which in Giordano Bruno was to signify a pagan rebellion, is 
here still something like man's pious resignation from his full partic

. ipation in the world. But from whatever motive and however contra
dictory it may be, it is a leap of the anticipatory expansion of reality 
in which as yet there is no trace of a suspicion that man's auxiliary 
equipment could ever imitate this expansion even to the extent of 
making visible a single previously invisible star. 

One cannot define Copernicanism so narrowly that one sees in it 
ouly the exchange between the sun and the earth of the central position 
in the system of planets and then adds to this the new speculation 
about unbounded space and the plurality of worlds as something 
entirely separate from that, something that set thought and imagination 
in motion independendy." In Digges, it is plainly evident that the 
impetus-however welcome it may have been just then for other 
reasOns-came from Copenlicus, even if here as elsewhere the Py
thagoreans are always named in the same breath. But conjecture 
regarding the invisible background of what is visible has as yet no 
virulence as a stimulus to curiosity. In the absence of 'prospects' lies 
the reservation of divinity; optical and metaphysical transcendence 
have one and the same threshold. But in this single step beyond 
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Copernicus, visibility has become a contingent fact. In the process, 
the ambivalence that characterizes such a subject in this no-man's
land between the epochs has become clearly recognizable: The theo
logical function assigned to a cognitive step, in accordance with which 
that step once again negates man's certainty of the world, makes 
ready beforehand its human counterfunction. Theology destroys itself 
by staking its claim on the finality of a consciousness of finitude. By 
emphasizing the inconsiderateness and relendessness of absolute power 
with respect to man, it makes it impossible for the progress of theory 
to be neutral, for technical accomplishment to be a matter of indif
ference, in this historical zone. By laying clalln to supposed boundaries 
and impossibilities, theology exposes itself fatally, as it had done and 
was to do with the proof of God's existence and with theodicy. 

The synchrony of events and ideas is so incredIbly concentrated by 
the assiduity of inquiry in the second half of the sixteenth century 
and the growing motivation and the technical equipment of theoretical 
curiosity have drawn so close together in time as seen from our distant 
vantage point that sequential relations occasionally seem to become 
reversible. It was almost inevitable that Thomas Digges's dissolution 
of the sphere of the fixed stars should be seen as not the pure and 
immanent consequence of the Copernican idea but rather the earliest 
result of the use of the telescope, which already haunted these decades. 
In Digges's Pantometria of 1571, there is found, both in the preface 
and in the twenty-first chapter of the first book, a description of the 
optical apparatus that his father Leonard Digges had invented and 
produced and with whose help distant objects could be observed. 
Before 1580 such instruments were already the object of widespread 
interest in England, and the technique of their production was thor
oughly familiar. However, it is testimony to the unquestioned authority 
of the astronomical postulate of visibility that we possess no docu
mentary basis for the assumption that any of these 'perspective glasses,' 
which already played their role as conveyers of new sights on the 
seafarers' voyages of discovery, had ever been trained on an astro
nomical object. 

The fact that as early as in the opus maius of Roger Bacon-the 
thirteenth-century doctor mirabilis [marvelous teacher] and Faust figure, 
accused of heresy, who had set himself the goal of entirely exhausting 
the limits of the knowable" - an indication of a system of lenses could 
be found by whose means one could fetch the sun, the moon, and 
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the stars down to earth was no doubt, in its fonnulation alone, too 
suspect of magical motivation to allow one to appeal to or be motivated 
by it. The distance between the theoretical ideal of astronomy, as one 
of the seven artes liberales [liberal arts], and the artes mechanicae [me
chanical arts] as the product of which the new instrument was intro
duced was still too great, in the prevalent conceptions of order, to 
allow the tool and the object to be brought together. The serviceability 
of technique for theory, the positively symbolic role of the telescope 
in the self-confirmation of theoretical enriosity, required an intellectual 
breakthrough of the boldness of the proclamation that Galileo was to 
make in March of 16 IO with his Sidereus NunciUs. 

Only a year before, inJune 1609, in England, Thomas Hamot had 
demonstrably begun telescopic observation of the heavens and in the 
winter of 1609/16 IO had already involved some of his friends and 
students in such observations and equipped them with instruments of 
their own. However, it was not only that the Englishmen appear to 
have restricted their observations to the moon that prevented the great 
breakthrough of astronomical enriosity from emanating from England. 
They evidendy lacked not only Galileo's ingenious and considered use 
of optics but also his ability to make the ldnd of concentrated literary 
proclamation that first made the result into an event. 

Galileo not only described what he saw; he grasped the relevance 
of what he had seen for a new interpretation of and attitude to the 
world and fonnulated it into a conscious provocation to the tradition. 
In this phase of the history of the scientific attitude, the manner of 
literary proclamation is still inseparably bound up with the potential 
efficacy of the theoretical result itsel£ Galileo's contemporaries and 
fellow members of the learned fraternity who refused to look through 
the telescope should not be understood in this attitude only as fearing 
confirmations of Copernicus; there one readily projects too much from 
Galileo's later conflicts into the early situation following the publication 
of the Sidereus Nuncius. Galileo must have deceived himself, they 
thought, not only because he claimed to see things that seemed to 
contradict a particular cosmological theory-it was to emerge later 
how litde the evidential strength of those Copernican analogies actually 
was-but because he claimed to see more by means of a device from 
the realm of lowly mechanical skills than was naturally accessible to 
man's eyes. 
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The telescope could not be abolished or banished as an instnnnent 
of theoretical impertinence. It became a factor in the legitimation of 
theoretical curiosity precisely because, unlike any experimental in
tervention in the objects of nature, it could be adapted to the classical 
ideal of the contemplation of nature. The phenomena newly revealed 
by the telescope nourished and gave wings to the imagination, which 
sought to provide itself, by means of the 'plurality' of worlds, with 
continualiy self-surpassing limit conceptions of what was as yet 
undisclosed. 

Still more important than this history of the effects of the telescope 
is that of its incotporation into the instnnnentation of human theory, 
its vindication as part of the system of human attitudes and accom
plishments. Through the telescope, the contemplation of the heavens 
acquires a historical character: In a situation in which the cosmic 
horizon of experience _ had been constant since primeval times, the 
discovery of the telescope signifies a caesura, beyond which a continuous 
increase in the accessible reality could be anticipated. Even Galileo 
did not dare to ground this epochal caesura on the mere contingency 
of an idea happening to occur to human reason. In the "Third Day" 
of the Dialogue on the World Systems, he puts in Salviati's mouth a 
carefully weighed formula: At this time in particular it had pleased 
God to grant to human intelligence such a marvelous invention." If 
Copernicus had not yet been able to cite the differences in the apparent 
sizes of the planets, and the phases of Venus, in support of his theory, 
then the natural imperfection of the faculty of vision must be held 
responsible for this, the faculty whose objects had only been brought 
to full presence (visibilissimi) by the telescope. The imperfection of the 
human organic equipment even for the noblest activity, that of ob
serving the heavens, is the ineluctable admission that man's technical/ 
inventive self-extension justifies. 

Kepler, who seems not to have hesitated a moment in accepting 
and finding credible the news of the new discoveries in the heavens, 
sees in the telescope the sigo of the domination granted to man over 
the earth. l

' And the Jesuit Christoph Scheiner, who was engaged in 
a violent feud with Galileo, even attempts in his great work on the 
sunspots, Rosa Ursina (I630), to domesticate the telescope for Scholas
ticism by classifYing it as an almost matter-of-course constituent part 
of the true and sure philosophical method, which after ali has done 
nothing other than, and needs to do nothing but, go back from the 
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effect lying before our eyes to the unknown causes. In the case of the 
phenomena of the heavens, however, this is not possible for unequipped 
sense perception-solely on account of the all too great distance-so 
that the telescope, as a divine favor, has given us both access and the 
right of access to the reahn of those hidden causes." . 

Another historical classification of the telescope is given by Joseph 
Glanvill in The Vanity of Dogmatizing (1661): Adam before the fall had 
not yet needed "Galileo's tube" in order to contemplate the "Celestial 
magnificence and bravery," since the whole of nature stood open to 
him and his unaided eye, so that he was even able to see the influence 
of magnetism. On this theological assumption, in his fir"t balance sheet 
of scientific and technical progress, Plus ultra (1668), Glanvill could 
praise the telescope as the most excellent invention t,.:ver made, which 
had extended the heavens for us and helped us to achieve nobler and 
better-grounded theories." 

Barthold Heinrich Brockes, in his Irdisc/"s Vergniigen in Gatt 
(1721-1748), classified the optical reahn of the telescope as a third, 
independent revelation of God alongside the two others, that of the 
nature visible to the unaided eye and that of biblical revelation: "Die 
dritte zeiget offenbar in den Vergrosserungsgllisern sich/Und in den 
Telescopiis zum Ruhm des Schopfers sichtbarlich;/Indem, wenn man 

. in der Natur verborgene Gross' und Kleinheit steiget,/Bei einem heiligen 
Erstaunen der Schopfer mehr als sonst sich zeiget. "Zl [The third makes 
itself evident visibly in magnifying glasses/And in telescopes, to the 
glory of the Creator;/Since, when one aScends into the greatness and 
smallness that are hidden in nature,lThe Creator shows Himself more 
than He does elsewhere, in a holy wonderment.] In the eleventh of 
the critical letters that Lessing appended to the first edition of his 
writings (in 1753), he discusses in detail an early and "extensive poem 
on the plurality of worlds," in whose first canto he had spoken "of 
the deception of the senses"; here the relation between sensual ap
pearance and rational judgment is compared to the difference between 
natural and technical optics: 

Deswegen gab dir Gott des Geistes schlirferes Auge, 
Dass es das leibliche dir zu verbessern tauge. 
Wann du mit deisem siehst, zieh jenes auch zu Rat, 
Durch beides siehst du recht, wann eines Mangel hat. 
Wie in dem Zauberrohr, wodurch man in der Ferne 
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Gleich als im Nahen sieht, wodurch man Mond und Sten>e 
Aus ihrer Hohen Kluft, ohn Segen, ohne Geist, 
Und ohne Talisma, zu uns hernieder reisst. 
Des Kiinsders weise Hand ein doppelt Glas vereinet, 
Und nur der Gegenstand durch beide !darer scheinet; 
Da eines nie vor sich der Neugier Auge starkt 
Das statt der Deutlichkeit in ibm nur Nebel merkt. 22 

[Consequendy God gave you the spirit's keener eye,!So that it would 
serve to improve your bodily one.!When you see with the latter, call 
on the former also for counsel;/You see accurately through both to
gether even if one of them has flaws.! As in the magical tube, through 
which one sees in the distance/Just as one does near at hand, through 
which one brings moon and stars/From the abyss of their heights, 
without blessing, without spiritual intervention,/ And without a talisman, 
down to us here below.!The artisan's wise hand unites a doubled 
glass,! And only through both does the object appear clearer;/Since 
one of them alone does not strengthen curiosity's eye,/Which instead 
of clarity sees only fog in it.] 

The fact that the talk here is, quite unabashedly, of strengthening 
"curiosity's eye" with the artificial system of lenses indicates in the 
clearest possible way the end of the process of justifYing the telescope, 
to which Goethe did indeed oppose a new and final doubt whether 
it did not confuse "real human understanding," without this having 
anything to do with its original questionableness as an instrument of 
curiosity. 

Translator's Note 

a. The author discusses this turning in his introduction ("Das Fernrohr und die Ohnmacht der 
Wahrheit") to a German translation of Galileo's sidereus Nundus. Nadzricht von neuen Stemen 
(Frankfurt: Insel, 1965) and in part III, chapter 6 (pp. 453-502), ofhisDie Genesi.s de7 kapemiJw:nJscJum 
Welt (Frankfurt:: Suhrkamp, 1975). 
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Justifications of Curiosity as 
Preparation for the 
Enlightemnent 

The modern age has understood itself as the age ill which reason, 
and thus man's natural vocation, definitively prevailed. The difficulty 
created by this self-illterpretation was to explain the delayed ap
pearance in history of the form of existence that, as a result of its 
identity with the nature of man, should have been ubiquitous and 
taken for granted throughout history. The conceptions of the historical 
process that try to overcome this problem can be categorized according 
to whether they describe the prehistory of the age of reason as the 
natural impotence or the forcible suppression of the power of rationality. 
Like many metaphors, those of the organic growth of rationality or 
the corning of the light of day after the long night ofits absence have 
an illitial but not a lasting plausibility. The idea of a continuous upward 
progress of rationality contradicted the fundamental idea of the radical, 
revolutionary self-empowerment of reason as an event of epoch
malting, unexpected suddenness. The idea of reason liberating itself 
from its medieval servitude made it impossible to understand how 
such a servitude could ever have been inflicted upon the constitutive 
power of the human spirit and could have continued ill force for 
centuries. Another dangerous implication of this explanation was that 
it was bound to inject doubt into the self-consciousness of reason's 
definitive victory and the impossibility of a repetition of its subjugation. 
Thus the picture of its own origin and possibility ill history that the 
epoch of rationality made for itself remalned peculiarly irrational. In 
the Enlightenment's understanding of history, the relation between 
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the Middle Ages and the modern age is characteristically dualistic, 
and this is expressed more than anywhere else in the conception 
formulated by Descartes of an absolute, radical new beginning, whose 
only prerequisites lay in the rational subject's making sure of itself, 
and for which history could become a unity only under the dominance 
of 'method.' 

One could say that historical understanding and the historical attitude 
were formed precisely to the extent that this dualism, presupposed 
by the modem age's pretension to spontaneity, was overcome and 
the Middle Ages were brought into a unified conception of history. 
But this result was achieved through the effacement of the epochal 
threshold by the demonstration that elements of what was supposedly 
new could be traced back to factors that could be shown to be 'already' 
present in the makeup of the Middle Ages. The transformation of the 
Middle Ages into a 'Renaissance' extending itself further and further 
back into history was the logical result of this historiographical dis
solution of the dualism of the Enlightenment; it can be understood as 
the rationalisation of the irrational element in rationality's self
understanding, and thus as a logical result of the Enlightenment itseI£ 
But the consequence was that the modern age seemed to lose its 
definition as an epoch, and thus also the legitimacy of its claim to 
have led man into a new and final phase of self-possession and self
realization. 

An attempt to comprehend the structure of the change of epoch 
with rational categories was not made by the Enlightenment and up 
to the present has remained stuck fast in the dilemma of nominalism 
versus realism in interpreting the validity of the concept of an epoch. 
W6!fHin's resigned attitude in his Kunstgeschichtliche GrundbegnJfe of 
1915 is characteristic of the state of theory: "Transition is everything, 
and it is difficult to contradict one who regards history as an endless 
flow. For us, intellectual survival requires that we arrange the unlim
itedness of events according to a few points of reference." A return 
to the self-interpretation of the Enlightenment, or merely to taking 
seriously the uniqueness of the character of the modern age as an 
epoch, as implied in that self-interpretation, is apparently impossible 
so long as even a vestige of this overwhehning 'historicity' is operative 
in our attitude to the interpretation of history. But must the validity 
of the epochal category and the rationality of historiographical object 
definition be in conflict with one another? The answer is plainly yes, 
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so long as the logic of continuity takes as its only alternative the 
constancy of what 'was there all along' or prefonnation extending as 
far back as documentation is possible . 

. The illsight that all logic, both historically and systemal;ically, is 
based on structures of dialogue has not yet been brought to bear in 
the construction of historical categories. If the modem age was not 
the monologue, beginning at point zero, of the absolute subject-as 
it pictures itself-but rather the system of efforts to answer in a new 
context questions that were posed to man in the Middle Ages, then 
this would entail new standards for interpreting what does in fact 
function as an answer to a question but does not represent itself as 
such an answer and may even conceal the fact that that is what it is. 
Every occurrence [Ereignis], in the widest sense of the term, is char
acterized by 'correspondence'; it responds to a question, a challenge, 
a discomfort; it bridges over an inconsistency, relaxes a tension, or 
occupies a vacant position. In a cartoon by Jean Eifel in L'Express, De 
Gaulle was pictured opening a press conference with the remark, 
"Gendemen! Now will you please give me the questions to my an
swers!" Something along those lines would serve to describe the pro
cedure that would bave to be employed in interpreting the logic of a 
historical epoch in relation to the one preceding it. Nietzsche understood 
the modem age as the result of the intellectual pressure under which 
man had formerly lived, not at all, however, as the mere Cartesian 
"jetter par terre" [throwing down] of everything inherited, which was 
supposed to make possible the planned new construction, but rather 
as a specific correlate precisely focused on the prior demand and 
challenge. It is not difficult to eliminate the biologism of the idea of 
"training" from what Nietzsche says in Beyond Good and Evil: "The 
long unfreedom of the spirit, the mistrustful constraint· in the com
municability of thoughts, the discipline thinkers imposed on themselves 
to think within the directions laid down by a church or court, or under 
Aristotelian presuppositions, the long spiritual will to interpret all events 
under a Christian schema and to rediscover and justifY the Christian 
God in every accident-all this, however forced, capricious, hard, 
gruesome, and anti-rational, has shown itself to be the means through 
which the European spirit has been trained to strength, ruthless cur
iosity, ·and subde mobility .... '" If one translates character here into 
function and "strength" into argumentation, one arrives at a schema 
for a historiographical relation in which the Middle Ages have lost 
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the historiographical contingency vis-a.-vis the modern age that they 
had in the Enlightenment's conception of history; their arbitrariness 
as an annoying episode of confusion and obscurity in the text of 
history, and in which they gain their historiographical relevance pre
cisely from their being able to provide the key to the sum of the 
reqnirements, as the implicit satisfaction of which (whether the supposed 
or the actual satisfaction is of no concern) the modern age organized 
itself. 

It is not an accident that Nietzsche names "ruthless curiosity" as 
one of the epochal characteristics of the modern age that can only be 
understood in its specificity and energy by reference to the passage 
through the Middle Ages. The 'theoretical attitude' may be a constant 
of European history since the awakening of the Ionians' interest in 
nature-a presupposition that Edmund Husser! made basic to his 
conception of a teleology of this history-but this attitude could only 
take on the explicitness of insistence on the will and the right to 
theoretical curiosity after contradiction, restriction, competition, and 
the exclusiveness of other essential human interests had been set up 
in opposition to it. After the Middle Ages, theory could no longer be 
a simple continuation of the theoretical ideal of antiquity, as if a mere 
disturbance of some centuries in length had intervened. Not only did 
·pent-up energy have to be let out through curiosity once it was re
habilitated, a kind of energy that deprived the ancient ideal's contem
plative repose of the qualities precisely of repose and calm; the medieval 
reservations had also defined and given direction to a concentration 
of the will to knowledge and of interest in specific realms of objects. 
To understand this concentration as a continuation of antiquity is to 
participate in a misunderstanding suggested by the unavoidable 
employment of traditional terminology and sanctioning formulas. 

Among Goethe's aphorisms and fragments on the history of science, 
there is a sketch that attempts to display the epochs of the sciences 
systematically according to the spiritual powers of man engaged in 
them: Sensuality and imagination are the basis of a first, childish phase 
of the cognitive interest, which expresses itself in the form of poetic 
and superstitwus views; in the second phase, sensuality and understanding 
are the basis of an empirical world interpretation, which is typified 
by curious and inquiring individuals; dogmatism and pedantry are the 
characteristics of a third epoch, in which understanding and reason 
combine for purposes that are predominandy didactic; in the fourth 
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and last epoch, reason and imagination enter into a constellation of 
the ideal, whose opposing poles are designated as methodical and mystical. 2 

In this schema, the attributes of the individual epochs, which are 
equipped with polarizing signs, arise entirely from the changing in
terplay of human faculties. The tensions lie in the modes of expression 
of the epochs themselves; but there is no visible logic leading from 
tension to intensification, that is, for example, from the childish polarity 
between poetry and superstition in viewing the world to the empirical 
opening up of access to the world in the field between the negative 
pole of the curious and the positive pole of the inquiring attitude to 
the world. (The assignment of plus and minus signs is Goethe's.) The 
peculiarly unhistorical character of the anthropologically compart
mentalized schema conceals the historical logic in which attitudes of 
faith and superstition arrive at their own stages of dogmatic pedantry 
and, by meaus of the appearance of systematic completion and stability, 
block the view of what could~ endanger the system.' But curiosity, the 
instinct of inquiry, empirical openness are awakened precisely by the 
tabooing coercion of the dogmatic system, which not only must deprive 
its adherents of certain questions and pretensions but grounds this 
renunciation on a particular appropriateness and serviceability of the 
system. The extent to which the impossibility of the system's failing 
to answer questions loses self-evidence and to which the meritoriousness 
of renunciation or the viciousness of boundary infringement require 
argument is not only an index of the remaining unsatisfied curiosity 
or of the turning tide of awakening dissatisfaction but also reacts on 
this in a stimulating, accentuating, tendency-promoting fashion. The 
still 'medieval' concessions and restrictions -with which the seventeenth 
century wants to secure a path and legitimacy for the cognitive appetite 
always operate at the same time as reflections on what still remained 
to be set free. 

At the turn of the seventeenth century, theoretical curiosity gains 
typification, definition as a figure, wealth of gesture. In the poetic 
figure of Doctor Faustus there is created a bearer of its trausformations 
and of the progress in its vindication. The original figure of Faust, in 
Johann Spies's Historia of 1587, still embodies terror at the sinful 
cognitive appetite, which "took for itself eagle's wings and wanted to 
investigate all the foundations of heaven and earth." The English 
trauslator already moderated the epithets of moral reprehensibility, 
and Christopher Marlowe transformed the baseness of the cognitive 
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drive that is ready to risk anything into tragic greatness. Damnation 
still remains the ultimate consequence, but doubt has set in whether 
the spirit, when it surrenders itself entirely to its most characteristic 
motive, can be sinful. The chorus closes the tragedy with the moral 
that one should contemplate Faust's downfall so as to be warned. by 
his fate not "to wonder at uulawful things.! Whose' deepness doth 
entice such forward wits/ To practice more than heaveuly power 
permits" [in the Gennan translation: "Zu tun, was hie lUld da der 
Seele wenig nutz," to do what sometimes is not good for the soul]. 
Lessing's Faust was to be the first to find salvation; Goethe's Faust 
also found it-but did salvation resolve the question that gave the 
figure its epochal significance? 

In his preface to Wilhelm Millier's translation of Marlowe's Faust 
(l817), Achim von Arnim "reclaimed the freedom of the world, as it 
matures, to rework this material" and grounded his assUTIlption that 
"not enough Fausts have yet been written" on the "enonnous arrogance 
of which the sciences of our time in their ingenious development are 
guilty," without meaning to cast doubt on the effective power of 
Goethe's version: ''The further the lust for science spreads, the higher 
grows the arrogance of the individuals who think they have accom
plished something and then deify themselves, the more renunciation 

. science demands. the more the taste for science spreads-the deeper 
will the earnest truth of Goethe's Faust be felt .... " 

When in 1940 Paul Valery availed himself, in what was perhaps a 
final, insurpassable instance, of the right to render the story incarnate 
again, to assign to Faust and Mephistopheles their metamorphoses as 
instruments de l' esprit universel [instruments of the universal spiritl in 
history, to recognize in them the hurrianity and inhumanity of the 
altered world-the result was a comedy with magic tricks. Why so? 
Because it was no longer Faust who needed to be tempted but his 
tempter: The process of knowledge itself had surpassed everything 
that could make magic enticing. The great gesture of curiosity has 
lost its scope when pointers indicate the instant at which to press a 
button. 

As Christopher Marlowe wrote his Faust, in 1588, Giordano Bruno 
had already begun to pursue to the end his path of triumphant defiance 
on behalf of curiositas. At least in what he believes man capable of 
knowing about the world, he is the real Faust figure of the century, 
in distance from the Middle Ages far in advance of his poetic colleague. 
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In the first dialogue of the Ash Wednesday Supper, he celebrates the 
work of knowledge, his knowledge, as the penetration of heaven and 
overstepping the bounds of the world, as the opening of the prison 
where truth was held in custody and the exposure of concealed nature
in other words, as the coup de main of the cognitive driv~ against its 
medieval enclosure and limitation. Augustine's suspicion that behind 
astronomy stands the striving to elevate oneself to heaven by one's 
own power seems to be confirmed in Bnmo: "Non alt:riInente calcarno 
la stella, e siamo compresi· noi dal cielo, che essi loro" {Just as we 
tread our star and are contained in our heaven, so are they], declares 
the introduction to his dialogues on the infinite universe. Knowledge 
of nature and possession of happiness are identical; but the Aristotelian 
formula regarding man's cognitive drive, which Giordano Bruno places 
at the beginning of his interpretation of Aristode's physics, is now 
directed precisely against the closed universe of Aristode and the 
Middle Ages; it has become a formula of liberation rather than jus
tification. This liberating cognitive striving is no longer the common 
nature of all men-otherwise Bruno would not feel the loneliness and 
forlornness of his fate-but rather the business of the few whom he 
can pull along with him and draw into the ecstatic flight of curiosity: 
"0 curiosi ingegni,/Peregrinate il mando,/ Cercate tutti i numerosi 
regni!" [Oh curious spirits,lTravel around the world,/Investigate all 
the numerous kingdoms!] 

Francis Bacon defends theoretical curiosity entirely differendy, more 
indolendy, with juristic tricks and shtewd twists of hallowed arguments. 
Just as he treats the process of nature in juristic categories "exactly 
like a civil or criminal matter" (as Liebig observed'), so also for him 
man's relation to nature, in the entire range-whose breadth he was 
the first to perceive-over which theoretical and technical mastery 
can be achieved, emerged as a question oflegal rights. The distinction, 
which is usually understood as merely a result of shifting terminology, 
between eternal laws of nature (leges aetemae) and their usual course 
(cursus communis) is established in strict accordance with the distinction 
between codified law and common law and serves precisely to delimit 
the possibilities of human intervention in nature. A parallel distinction 

. appears in the roles assigued to metaphysics and physics: The former 
has as its object the unalterable law beyond man's influence; the latter 
comprises all knowledge of the operative and material causes that 
man can transpose in order to influence given states of affairs.15 Thus 
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Bacon recognizes no thoroughgoing lawful d,etennination of nature, 
and I doubt whether today one still correctly understands his famous 
proposition that nature can only be tnaStered if one obeys her in the 
way one immediately assumes one can understand it, that is, by relating 
obedience and mastery to one and the same aspect of law. 

The idea of an essential human right to knowledge, a right that 
has to be recovered, dominates Bacon's Ncroum organum (1620). The 
preface deals with the stagnant condition of the contemporary sciences 
and promises to open a new and hitherto unknown path for the human 
spirit and to provide it with resources so that it can "exercise its right 
v,rith respect to nature."6 Mankind's pretension to science is grounded 
in a divinely bestowed legal tide, whose full power should now be 
exercised to the extent pennitted by reason and "sound religion. "7 

Bacon sees the satisfaction of the human appetite for knowledge with 
the achievements of the ancient world as a result not of conscious 
self-restriction in view of supposed limit settings but rather of an 
illusionary underestimation of one's own powers and means, which 
at the same time can be described as an overestimation of what has 
been achieved. The pillars of Hercules, which are presented on the 
tide page of the Instauralio magna as already being transcended by 
shipping traffic, are indeed a fateful boundary {columnae jatalesl-but 

, rather than representing a divine warning against hubris they represent 
the discouragement of desire and hope by myth. 

Bacon avoids burdening the medieval sanction of the traditional 
world frame with the responsibility for man having allowed his pos
sibilities to remain unexploited; as I will show, he must keep the 
theological premises unburdened so as to be able to derive from them 
a new legitimacy. Thus it is not religious humility and theological 
taboo that have brought about the great stagnation but rather man's 
error regarding the scope of his potential power; imagined riches are 
one of the main, causes of poverty: "Opinio copiae inter maximas 
causas inopiae." False trust in the world in the present makes one 
neglect the available sources of assistance for the future. False trust 
in the world-that is the dominant concern in Bacon's momentous 
exclusion of the teleological view of nature. But it is no longer the 
hidden and incomprehensibly sovereign God of nature Who denies 
man insight and intervention in nature but rather the historical in
dolence of man himself, who fails to recognize the goals ofhis interaction 
with nature and prematurely blocks the path of progress for himself 
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by his faith in a special favor accorded to him by nature. The positions 
of hubris and an appropriate assessment of one's worth are inter
changed in Bacon's system; men's carelessness and indolence (socordia 
et .inertia) made them accept and treat as an agreeable authority the 
self-confidence and presumption of an !arrogant. spirit (of Aristotle), 
qualities that saved them the trouble of further investigations.' 

This picture of the human spirit's historical indolence and unwill
ingness to progress presupposes of course an altered concept of theory 
itself, which no longer is the reposeful and bliss-conferring contem
plation of things that present themselves-as the ancient world had 
regarded it-but rather is understood as work and a test of strength. 
It is no longer sufficient to draw the individual object into the focus 
of observation and, so to speak, expect it to give evidence about itself; 
only efforts to alter reality contribute to its!explanation, and the patience 
of reposeful contemplation is useless.9 Here also, without any notice 
being taken of the telescope and the microscope, the relevance of the 
invisible is brought into play, not, however, as the relevance of what 
is too small or too distant but rather as the way in which nature's 
constitutive elements and powers are hidden belrind the self-presen
tation of its surface. 

The novelty of the method of induction is the way in which it directs 
one's attention primarily away from the object of interest itself. Reason 
left to itself, the intellectus sibi permissus, is impotent because it is con
sumed in the momentariness of supposed evidence that Bacon calls 
anticipatio. This evidence penetrates the intellect in the moment and 
fills up the imagination, whereas reason that is equipped with and 
controlled by method is directed at a factual material that has not yet 
been organized, a material that does not constitute a pregiven coherent 
context but must frrst be brought into one and whose interpretation 
only becomes possible in such a context. lO The critical side of this 
concept of knowledge is directed against the concept of reality as 
evidence in the present, and the new scheme rests entirely on the 
concept of reality as experimental consistency,' in which the true 
nature of things-like that of the citizen in the state-shows itself only 
when they are withdrawn from their natural condition and exposed 
to, as it were, artificial disorder: cum quis in pcrturbatione ponitur. ll Here 
the turning is descnbed, from which Galileo extracted greater con
sequences than Bacon, when he turned his back on 'natural' nature 
and out of curiosity had himself shown the arsenal of Venice, where 
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the 'artificial' nature embodied in the mechanisms of the instruments 
of war gave up its secrets. Bacon's ideal of knowledge still stands closer 
to the medieval undercurrent of magic than is the case with Galileo's 
physics. On the other hand, Galileo's confidence in the demonstrative 
power of optically strengthened observation, by means of the telescope, 
is more ancient in its concept of reality than our mythicized version 
of the scene makes it appear. Bacon's concept of indirect experience 
indicates the new path more explicitly here. The magic habitus [manner, 
dress] is also in large part stylization, intoxication with metaphor
and not least of all an attempt to give color and concreteness to the 
paradisaic status of Adam as the typification of man's relation to 
nature, which, while admittediy lost, guarantees his title of right in 
history. The restitution of paradise, as the goal of history, was supposed 
to promise magical facility. Bacon's rejection of mathematics as the 
medium in which to formulate the knowledge of nature is connected 
with his definition of the paradisaic condition as mastery by means 
of the word." 

Bacon wrote down the clearest oudine of his justification of human 
curiosity by rearranging the biblical paradise as a utopian goal of 
human history as early as 1603 in the fragment entitled Valerius terminus, 
which, however, was only published posthumously in 1734. It is the 
earliest form of the projected systematics of his major works. The first 
chapter of the fragment carries the heading "Of the Limits" and End 
of Knowledge. " This problem is immediately traced back to two anal
ogous events of theological prehistory: the fall of the angels and the 
fall of man. The relation between the two events lies in the interchang~ 
of the motivations appropriate to the behavior of each species, mo
tivations that thereby become culpable: The angels, destined for the 
pure contemplation of the divine tIuth, aspired to power; men, 
equipped in their paradisaic condition with power over nature, aspired 
to the pure and hidden knowledge." 

At the same time, the relation between knowledge and power is 
prefigured in this mythical reversal. The angel of light, endowed with 
pure " knowledge but destined to serve the highest power, reaches for 
the highest power itself, man, equipped with power over everything 
created, but not partaking of the deepest secrets of the divinity, confined 
as spirit in the body, succumbs to the temptation of the light and the 
liberty of knowledge. 14 Now he is endangered by both things, the lost 
sovereignty over reality and the longing for purity of knowledge, which 
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for this being is as dangerous as stumbling upon a spring whose 
torrents of water gush forth without any prepared course. But the 
sacrilegiously arrogated knowledge is not that of things and nature; 
rather it is "moral knowledge," the ability to distinguish between good 
and evil. This alone is God's secret, which He wanted to reveal but 
not to expose to an autonomous grasp. By talting the biblical "tree 
of knowledge" literally, Bacon reserves the realm of morality for religion 
but gains nature as the harmless object of an inquiry that wants to 
and may regain for man his lost paradisaic dominion. 

There is no hint of any doubt whether the regaining of the paradisaic 
power is compatible with the divine reservation in favor of revelation 
when the latter remains restricted to morality, since after all the lost 
paradise evidendy had no need of morality and its discovery imme
diately entailed banishment. Bacon is not concerned with such incon
sistency; it is enough for him that knowledge of nature was not the 
temptation that brought man to his fall." If God appeared to have 
His secrets in nature as well, then that meant no prohibition but rather 
something like the divine majesty's delight in hiding His works, in the 
manner of innocent children's games, in order to let them ultimately 
be discovered nonetheless.'· For Bacon, the great world hide-and-seek 
of the hidden God of late-medieval nominalism, which Descartes in
tensified into the suspicion of the universal deception of aDieu trompeur 
[deceiving God] and sought to break through by grounding all certainty 
on absolute subjectivity, has exacdy the innocence of a game laid out 
with the goal of eventual discovery and solution and free of any 
suggestion of jealousy of man's insight into the secret of the creation. 

The idea is foreign to Bacon that human knowledge might be an 
auxiliary construction in place of what is unknown, might be hypothesis 
and mere probability-a consideration that the seventeenth century 
used over and over again to conceal its cognitive pretension. For Bacon, 
the human spirit is a mirror capable of containing the image of the . 
universe. 11 The representation of this universe is detennmed by the 
idea of natural law ("law of nature"). The interpretation of this expres
sion is still entirely bound to its metaphorical substratum, to the analogy 
of political law. This confines the idea within the horizon of the political 
thought of the time: The citizen does not enjoy insight into every 
aspect of the will of the ruler, but events and changes enable him to 
infer the reason that underlies the whole." 
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Bacon loves still another set of metaphors, those of organic growth. 
Here as elsewhere they have the function of justifYing the continuation 
of a formative process, once begun, toward a totality. Knowledge is 
"a plant of God's own planting," and its development to blossom and 
fruit, laid out in its inner principle, is "appointed to this autumn of 
the world," the harvesttime that Bacon believes has arrived in his 
century, as the time when his philosophy is 'due,' and which announces 
itself in the opening of the world by seafaring and trade and in the 
awakening of knowledge. Religion, so he argues, should support and 
promote the knowledge of nature, since its neglect is an offense to 
God's majesty, as though, perhaps, one were to judge the accom
plishments of an outstanding jeweler only by what he lays out in his 
show window. But in everything the lost paradise remains the regulative 
idea of cognition; knowledge continues to be functionalized for power, 
for "the benefit and relief of the state and society of man"; otherwise 
it degenerates and "maketh the mind of man to swelL" Here "the 
pleasure of curiosity" appears once more in its medieval signification; 
but the expression describes not a particular variety and objective 
reference of knowledge itself but rather a standstill in the pursuit of 
knowledge, a forgetfulness of its original purpose, a refusal of its 
potential for the recovery of paradise. I. Knowledge that only satisfies 
it.self fails to serve its organic purpose and takes on the characteristics 
of a sexual vice that produces no offspring.2O 

The voyage beyond the Pillars of Hercules has lost its adventurousness 
and no longer aims only into the enticing indefiniteness of the ocean; 
the certaioty of fIDding terra incognita on the other side of the ocean 

. justifies the departure; indeed it renders it criminal to linger in the 
land-locked sea of what is known. The extent to which we are certain 
that we do not yet know and rule nature, that we are not yet near 
the lost paradise again, guarantees the future of new discoveries. The 
increment to the known world that had already come about in Bacon's 
time contracts, in the great framework of this speculative picture of 
history, into a mere beginning, a symptom of possibilities." Pure 
knowledge, whose idea coincides for Bacon with the ancient idea of 
theory, appears to him as an attitude of inescapable resigoation because 
it has no motive for its progress but rather dwells persistently on each 
of its phenomena and loses itself in admiration of it. 22 Curiositas has 
become a worldly 'sin,' the indolence of theory in theory itself, a 
failure·in the extensiveness of the cognitive pretension as a result of 
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its intensiveness. The premature assertion, in the tradition, of bound
aries to knowledge and capability was for Bacon the result of tills 
ideal of pure theory.23 

This position of Bacon's entails a leveling off and homogenization 
of the world of objects. There are nG preferred and no unworthy 
objects of theory. The teleological interpretation of knowledge itself 
excludes any teleological interpretation of its objects: What an object 
'imports' first emerges ouly when it functions as a source ,,[evidence 
to be assimilated by method, that is, 'lot in what it is but in wha:t it 
makes possible. Here a new concept of the 'purity' of theory is forming 
itself, one that no longer has anything to do with the ancient ideal 
but rather_ points to what we nowadays call 'basic research,' where 
we exclude only predefined purposes, but we certainly do assume that 
theoretical results themselves give rise to possible goals, open up the 
path to applications. The general goal of the reattaimnent of paradise 
cannot be made specific in the form of fixed goals for the individual 
component processes. Here also the image of the contemporary voyages 
of discovery dominates Bacon's thought. No assumption of an unknown 
goal guides the ship's voyage; rather the compass enables one to hold 
to a path on which, in the field of the unknown, new land will eventually 
appear. Which goals are attainable is something that emerges from 
and along the paths that are found; method is the unspecific potentiality 
of knowledge, the security of holding to the chosen direction and the 
clarification of the possibilities inherent in it. 

The systematic topography of the paths guarantees that the accidents 
of things coming to light ultimately lead to a universal acquaintance 
with the world. The discovery of the compass enables one to imagine 
a net of coordinates laid over reality and independent of its structures, 
in which the unsuspected can be sought and arranged. So much had 
remained concealed from the human spirit throughout many centuries 
and was discovered neither by philosophy nor by the faculty of reason 
but rather by accident and favorable opportunity, because it was all 
too different and -distant from what was familiar, so that no precon
ception (praenotio aliqua) could lead one to it. Thus one may hope that 
nature -conceals in its womb still more, of greater importance, which 
lies entirely outside the familiar paths of the power of imagination 
(extra vias phantasiae) and which one can only be sure of finding through 
the systematization of accident." The tendency of Bacon's method is 
to set the human mind in controlled motion. Where nothing is un-
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dertaken, nothing can be achieved; and to expect representations of 
the goal where imagination and conception fail is to be misled, with 
standstill as a result. Paths must be entered upon and their "directions" 
held to in order to find what is new. 

The mythical construction of the fall of the angels and men and of 
the immanent restoration of paradise, which serves Bacon as a jus
tification of human curiosity with respect to nature, presupposes a 
'politomorphic' conception of the world, that is, a conception in which 
natural laws are interpreted as decreed by divine volition and the role 
of created things is defined in the plan of creation in terms of service 
and power. What lies open and what remains hidden, what results in 
good or evil, is determined by this quasi-political state. Conunandment 
and law, which were promulgated over nature verbally and are carried 
out according to the word, also have the word as their appropriate 
medium of knowledge. The determined antithesis of this position is 
constituted by the metaphysics of the mathematization of natural sci
ence. It proceeds from the impossibility in principle of secrecy in 
nature and things withheld from knowledge, to the extent that math
ematical regularities are implemented in nature. 

The mathematically comprehensible law of nature is not a decree 
of divine volition but rather the essence of necessity, in which divine 
and human spirit possess the same evidence, which as such excludes 
the withholding that makes things inaccessible. Kepler and Galileo 
gave the most compelling. expression to this idea, more compelling 
than Descartes, because Descartes had to take the indirect path of 
securing certainty by means of the divine guarantee even for math
ematics. The human spirit will correctly assess its powers, Kepler writes 
to Mastlin on April 19, 1597, only when it understands "that God, 
Who founded everything in the world according to the norm of quantity, 
also gave man a mind that can grasp these norms. For like the eye 
for color, the ear for sounds, so man's mind is not meant for the 
knowledge of whatever arbitrarily chosen things, but for that of mag
nitudes; it understands something the more correctly, the more it 
approaches pure quantities, as the origin of the thing." 

The basic nominalist idea of mathematics as a constructive makeshift 
of knowledge over against the pure heterogeneousness of the world 
is thus given up and a form of justification for curiosity is found, which 
at bottom is the absence of any need for justification. Though Kepler 
may still give the idea the pious form of a derivation from man's 
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creation in God's image, this is nevertheless inessential for the stringency 
of the argument; that we "gain a share in his own thoughts," as Kepler 
writes to Herwart on Aprll9110, 1599, depends on the essential 'open
ness' [Offentlichkeit] of these thoughts themselves in their mathematical 
structure. In the knowledge of numbers and magnitudes, Kepler goes 
on, "our knowing, if piety permits or:te to say so, is of the same species 
as the divine knowing, at least insofar as we are able to grasp something 
of the latter in this mortal life. Only fools fear that we thereby make 
man into a god; for God's decrees are unfathomableL but not His 
corporeal works." Kepler bas not yet loosed this idea from its medieval 
embedding in the idea of the preference given to man by providence; 
Leibniz was to be the first to accomplish this, by making the principle 
of sufficient reason into the criterion by whicb to verifY the divine 
plan of creation objectively and basing on this the impossibility that 
the nature of the mathesis dtoina [divine mathematizing] should be 
arcane. 25 

This is no 'secularization' of man's having been created in God's 
image. The function of the thought emerges naked and undisguised 
and makes its historical derivation a matter of indifference: Knowledge 
has no need of justification; it justifies itself; it does not owe thanks 
for itself to God; it no longer bas any tinge of illumination or graciously 
permitted participation but rests in its own evidence, from whicb God 
and man cannot escape. The Middle Ages of High Scholasticism had 
seen man's relation to reality as a triangular relation mediated by the 
divinity. Cognitive certainty was possible because God guaranteed 
man's participation in His creative rationality when He brought him 
into the fellowship of His world idea and wanted to furnish him, 
according to the measure of His grace, with insight into the conception 
of nature. Any autonomous step beyond this conception strained the 
relation of dependence and the debt of thanks. This triangular relation 
is now dissolved; human knowledge is commensurable with divine 
knowledge, on the basis, in fact, of the object itself and its necessity. 
Reality has its authentic, obligatory rationality and no longer has need 
of a guarantee of its adequate accessibility. The problematic of theo
retical curiosity, which had depended on the idea of the world as a 
demonstration of divine power, and of human stupor as the corre
sponding effect, is paralyzed by the idea that knowledge is not a 
pretension to what is unfathomable but rather the laying open of 
necessity. 
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From the point of view of the stage that the. argument was to reach 
with Leibruz, the position that Galileo occupies in' developing it, and 
the burden that he bad to bear in opposing the theological position, 
becomes clearer. At the end of the "First Day" of the Dialogue on the 
World Systems, the question of the e:ristence of living beings on the 
moon is discussed. The human power of imagination, Salviati decides, 
is incapable of imagining such beings, since the riches of nature and 
the omnipotence of the Creator lead one to e:xpect that they would 
be utterly different from the ones known to us. Sagredo agrees with 
him that it would be the highest audacity (estrema temerita) to make 
the hUmah power of imagination the criterion of what can e:rist in 
nature. Only a complete lack of all knowledge would lead to the vain 
presumption (vana presunzione) of wanting to understand the whole. 
Docla ignorantia Ueamed ignorance! the Socratic knowledge ofignorance, 
is praised as the effect of true cognition; no state of knowledge attainable 
in fact could diminish the difference between human knowledge and 
divine knowledge in its infinity: "n saper divino esser infinite volte 
infinito" [Divine knowledge is infinitely times infinite]. So far this could 
have been taken from a medieval treatise. 

Galileo's artful dialectic, however, consists in the fact that he puts 
in the mouth of the conservative figure of the Scholas1ic in his dialogue, 
Simplicio, the remark that gives the argumentation its turning. If this 
were how things lay with regard to human knowledge, Simplicio says, 
one would have to admit that even nature had not understood how 
to produce an intellect that understands.26 Salviati praises the acuteness 
of the otherwise dull mind, and this always means that he can catch 
'the Middle Ages' in an inconsistency. As a matter of fact everything 
that one had heretofore admitted to be a weakness of the human 
spirit had been related to the extent of knowledge. But if one considered 
its intensity, that is to say,' the degree of certainty of an individual 
proposition, then one would have to admit that the human intellect 
can grasp some truths just as perfecdy, and possess certainty regarding 
them just as uncondi1ional, as any that nature itself could possess.27 

It is true that the divine spirit can grasp infinitely many more math
ema1ical truths than the human spirit, namely, all of them, but knowl
edge of the few is eqruvalent in objec1ive certainty (certezza obiettiva) 
to divine knowledge, even if the species of the cogni1ive act may be 
different. 
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And now follows the crucial sentence, which brings the whole train 
of thought into relief against the background of what was still medievally 
thinkable: The human knowledge of mathematical truths conceives 
them in their necessity, beyond which there can be no higher level 
of certainty.28 These statements are common property and free from 
the suspicion of presumptuousness or daring (iontane da ogni ombra di 
temerita 0 d'ardire). The dialogue has traversed the obligatory stretch 
of humility and earned its license to enhance the diguity and accom
plishment of the human spirit. That nullity is not so null as to prevent 
the "First Day" of the dialogue from ending with a lauiUztw [eulogy] 
of the human spirit's acuity and discoveries.29 

When Galileo had completed the Dialogue on the World Systems, he 
was once again, and forcibly, confronted with the question of the 
legitimacy of the coguitive will. The Roman censor imposed on him 
the stipulation that the theses of the work-especially the explanation 
of the tides by the movement of the earth, in the "Fourth Day," a 
movement that is the physical and realistic correlate of the Coper
nicanism that was permitted only as an astronomical hypothesis
should be put under the proviso of the infinite possibilities open to 
omnipotence. One could say that this proviso of sovereignty forced 
upon Galileo did not affect the core of his epistemology because to 
all intents and purposes the whole dialogue made no use of the tech
nique of mathematical astronomy; that is, it did not even touch that 
highest intensive diguity of the intellect, for which Galileo had postulated 
an evidence common to God and man. The irony of the situation lies 
in the fact that the Pope had informed Galileo, through the inquisitor 
of Florence, that the mathematical presentation of the Copernican 
doctrine remained entirely open to him. But Galileo gathers together 
all the materials that he himself, according to his classification, would 
have to ascribe to the extensive accomplishment of knowledge and thus 
render suspect of the weakness that is proper to knowledge wherever 
it does not become mathematical. 

Admittedly, where the Copernican matter is concerned, Galileo's 
own criteria leave him in the lurch. The formula that Galileo had to 
work into the text does not contain, as has been asserted, something 
like Urban VIII's personal countertheory to Galileo's explanation of 
the tides; rather it is an 'antitheory' altogether, opposed to physical 
theory of any kind. In it the difference between the thought of the 
spent Middle Ages and the new pretension of the scientific explanation 
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of nature comes undisguisedly to light. Offense .was to be taken at the 
fact that Galileo placed this vexatious fonnula in the mouth of Sirnplicio, 
that is, of the figure in the dialogue who is the loser in the end. There 
is, he says, always present in his mind a teaching that Was once given 
him by a highly learned and highly placed person and that he regards 
as unshakeably well established, namely, that God can 3ls0 produce 
a phenomenon in nature in a different way than is made to appear 
plausible by a particular explanation. Consequently it would be in
athmssible daring (woerchia arditezzo.) to want to narrow down and 
commit divine power and wisdom to a particular idea by asserting 
that single explanation to be true. 

This general proviso throws man back, as far as he is concerned 
with theoretical truth, to a hopeless position. For him the world would 
continue to have an unperspicuous structure, whose laws had to remain 
unknown to him and for which any theoretical exertion would stand 
under the threat of the revocation of the condition of its possibility. 
Of course for the theologian Maffeo Barberini, who sat upon the papal 
chair, God could be an uncertainty factor in knowledge, since at the 
same time He offered man His revelation as the sole salvation-bringing 
certainty and had the right not to allow its uniqueness to be leveled 
off or supplanted by other supposed certainties . 

. It is evident that what Galileo had to deal with here was the charge
which had now reached the stage of 'taking measures' -embodied in 
the verdict against curiosUas. The discipline with which Galileo makes 
Salviati answer. that this is an athnirable and truly angelic doctrine 
allows him a new bit of dialectic: It is perfectly in harmony with this 
to award us permission to investigate the construction of the world, 
even if we may not pretend fully to understand the work, as it comes 
forth from the divine hands, since otherwise the activity of the human 
spirit might perhaps grow weak and be exhausted.'o Theoretical cur
iosity, it seems to be argued here, has its economy between the futility 
to which the omnipotence proviso means to relegate it and the de
finitiveness in which belief in the completed possession of knowledge 
would fix it. Galileo's resistance to the omnipotence proviso suggests 
that it is only and especially the movement of the intellect, as progress 
in its understanding and its fonnulation of problems, that guarantees 
consciouSness of the finitude of knowledge over against the infinitude 
of what, though it is never irreducible, is nevertheless kept in reserve 
at any given time, whereas the mere appeal to the infinitude of the 
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intrinsically noncontradictory possibilities open to omnipotence destroys 
any consciousness of a relation between what is already known and 
what is still to be known and thrusts reason back into the indifference 
of resignation. The project of infinite progress does indeed direct itself 
against reason's theological resignation but not against reflection on 
its finitude, which can only be experienced precisely in the accom
plishment of its possibilities. 

The role that the progress of knowledge begins to play in the jus
tification of curiosity stands out in the negative at the close of the 
Didlogo: It is not what the progress of knowledge has already yielded 
and is yielding now that legitimates the cognitive drive that keeps it 
in motion but rather the function for consciousness of what lies before 
it at any given time, which gives everything that has been achieved 
the mark of finitude and provisionality. "Sit, my science is still greedy 
for knowledge!" says BertoIt Brecht's Galileo in bargaining with the 
curator of the University of Padua, who would like to divert his wish 
for income to the more lucrative provision of private tuition. The 
declaration that Brecht puts in Galileo's mouth here objectivizes curiosity 
and makes it into a mark of the imperfe<:t status of his science; this 
corresponds to the objectivity of the conflict of systems in which Galileo 
and Urban VIII are the exponents. But Brecht does not stick consistendy 
to this objectivization of curiosity. He writes in his Notes on the "Life of 
Galileo," "The inquisitive drive, a social phenomenon scarcely less 
lustful or dictatorial than the procreative drive, directs Galileo into 
this dangerous territory, drives him into painful conflict with his intense 
wishes for other satisfactions. He lifts the telescope to the stars and 
delivers himself over to torture. In the end, he practices his science 
like a vice, secredy, probably with pangs of conscience. In view of 
such a situation, one can scarcely be beat on either only praising 
Galileo or only damning him."31 

Such a late reintroduction of theoretical curiOSity into the catalog 
of vices has, of course, its new premises: Where it c,?nverts itself, as 
motive power, into science, it gives this science an imprint of 'p~ty' 
and apragmatic desregard for consequences that makes it appear just 
as questionable from the humane or social point of view as it was 

. under the primacy of the exclusiveness assigned to the question of 
salvation by theology. Galileo, writes Brecht, "eoriched astronomy 
and physics by simultaneously robbing these sciences of the greater 
part of theit social meaning .... Galileo's crime can be regarded as 
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the 'original sin' of the modern natural sciences. ~rom the new as
tronomy, which deeply interested a new class, the bourgeoisie, since 
it afforded assistance to the revolutionary social currents of the time, 
he made a sharply circumscribed specialized science, which of course 
precisely on account of its 'purity,' that is, its indifferenc~ to the mode 
of production, could develop with relative· freedom from disturbance. 
The atom bomb, as both a technical and a social phenomenon, is the 
classical end product of his scientific accomplishment and his social 
failure." The difference between the two statements about Galileo
the one io the play and the one io the notes on the play-gives us a 
key to the new shape of the problem of theoretical curiosity io the 
seventeenth century. In my opinion, the most precise comprehension 
of the actual state of affairs is extracted io the short statement to the 
Paduan curator: Curiosity is not only no longer able to be one of the 
vices of the iodividual io need of redemption; it has already separated 
itself from the structure of personality, from the psychic motive forces, 
and has become the mark of the hectic unrest of the scientific process 
itself. 

Admittedly this corresponds neither to the picture that Galileo made 
for himself of his own type of mental eagerness nor to what his 
contemporaries saw io him. The digressiveness that domioates the 
style of both of his great dialogues and is so distant from the linear 
methodology that Descartes was to project for the new idea of science 
iodulges, with emphatic unconcern for system, io the psychological 
attraction of each new curiosfta [curiosityl as almost an isolated quality 
of the objects themselves. New truths are found off the side of the 
direct path of what method anticipates, by seiziog accidental oppor
tunities, by beiog ready to drop the thread of priociples already es
tablished.32 The opposite type is represented by the people who could 
not be curious enough to look through the telescope because they 
believed themselves to know too accurately already what one could 
not see with it. When io the "Third Day" of the Dialogue on the World 
Systems the discussion comes to William Gilbert's theory of magnetism, 
Galileo makes Salviati say that agaiost the authority of the inherited 
conceptions, only a curiosity comparable to his own (una curiosita simile 
alia mia) and the suspicion of an infinite reserve of tmknown thiogs 
in natureSg could maintain inner freedom and openness toward what 
is new. Martin Horky, the pamphleteer agaiost the moons of Jupiter 
who was put forward by Magini, already placed Galileo's eye trouble, 
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which was ultimately to lead to blindness, in an infamous relation 
with his curiosity: H ••• optici nervi, quia nimis curiose et pampose 
scrupula circa Jovem observavit, rupti ... " [ ... optical nerves, which 
have observed Jupiter with too much curious and ostentatious scrutiny, 
broken ... ]. And Galileo's first biographer, Vincenzio Viviani, made 
jilosofica curiosita [philosophical curiosity] the key term in his character
ization of his teacher. 

But the crucial objection -precisely because it was no longer 
medieval-against curiosity as the power !fat was definitive for Galileo's 
style of inquiry was first raised and could only have been raised by 
Descartes, who for his part gave the new science not indeed its aims 
and contents but certainly its form and agenda. He writes regarding 
Galileo to Mersenne, "His error is that he continually disgresses and 
never stops to expound his material thoroughly, which shows that he 
never examined it in an orderly fashion and that without considering 
the primary causes of nature, he merely sought the causes of some 
particular effects, so that he built without a foundation."" The motor 
quality of theoretical curiosity appears in Descartes to be threatened 
by objective irritations, to which it all too easily succumbs, by being 
made to forget the basic and presuppositional questions, the foundations 
and critical reinforcements, to which a thinker of the Cartesian type 
devotes himself entirely. Here there arises a sort of intrascientific 
morality, a rigorism of systematic logic, to which the unbridled appetite 
for knowledge is bound to be suspect. 

With decisiveness equal to that with which. he excluded teleology 
from the canon of possible questions directed at nature, Descartes 
gave human knowledge the teleological character of a strenuous ex
ertion, united by the Method, toward the attainment of the definitive 
morality, which as the epitome of materially appropriate behavior in 
the world presupposes the perfection of factual knowledge. The em
ployment of the terms curiosite and curieux [curiosity and curious person] 
in Descartes has neither pathos nor specificity; the rational goal of 
knowledge excludes any other justification of the energies that must 
be expended for its achievement. The curieux takes on the professional 
quality of the scholar, who is characterized more by the methodically 
secured or attalnable possession of knowledge than by the elemental 
need for knowledge, even if something of the infamy of the sciences 
curieuses [curious sciences] may still adhere to the disciplines, such as 
anatomy or chemistry, that are now entering the orderly ranks of 
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scholarship." The predicate formerly attached to the solitary daring 
of individuals is made harmless as the designation of an interested 
public and as the characterization of the equally harmless activities of 
the collector and thearnateur, which are carried along with the great 
train of scientific progress and protected by it. 36 Part of the process 
of the legitimation of theoretical curiosity is its effort: to rediscover 
itself, or a preformation of itself, in the region where something new 
would in any case look for evidence to demonstrate that it is nothing 
new, before a consciousness that novelty is pertnissible had stabilized 
itself in history-namely, in antiquity. 

The early historiography of philosophy-represented in its most 
lasting form by the widely read Jakob Brucker, who defined the picture 
of the philosophical tradition for, for example, Kant-already poses 
the question of what was special about the conditions under which 
something like 'philosophy' could arise among the Greeks as the epit
ome of theoretical procedure-a question that was to be approached 
in mauy ways, for instance, that of expounding the disposition of the 
Greek language for the development of philosophical modes of thought. 
Here one must recognize to. what an extent the beginnings of the 
historiography of philosophy depend directly on the testimony of the 
sources themselves, since the critical thinning out of the tradition, 
which begins with Bayle, affects the anecdotal material more than the 
study of doctrine; but it affects the latter even more than it does the 
statements, withdrawn from verification, about the origio and the 
motives of the theoretical attitude. 

In the nominally short, actually seven-volume long Kurtze Fragen 
awl der Philosophischen Historic [Short Questions from the History of Philoso
phyJ,whose first volume was published in Ulm in 1731, Brucker too 
asiJ the question (formulated in the manner of a Scholastic quaestio): 
"What was the begioning of philosophy like, with. the Greeks?" Brucker 
regularly answers such questions initially with a single, and therefore 
usually not very informative, sentence, as in this case: "Rather scanty, 
and very obscure as well."37 "Wide-awake" Greeks had gone to the 
Orient, and there had seen the "establishm.ents" of people "who were 
considered learn.ed"; and in the reverse direction, foreigners had settled 
in Greece and given instruction. The philosophy of the barbarians is 
characterized as philosophia traditiva [traditional philosophy], as a canon 
ofleamed answers, handed down unthinkingly, to established questions. 
The Greeks, however, were moved to reflection by this teaching. This 
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version of the relation is important because it does not adopt the 
dogma that philosophy was an inheritance from the East but rather 
defines a new beginning in relation to this inheritance, and not even 
as a result of WlITlediated wonder at nature and pressure from the 
questions that it poses. It is remarkable how litde use is made here 
of Greek philosophy's interpretation of itself, whether it be the des
ignation of wonder as its original affect or the discovery of the supposed 
allegorical hidden meaning of mythology. 

For Brucker, neither immediacy nor tradition can be the reason for 
this beginning. What is important for him is "the curiosity of the 
Greek nation." This is in hatmony with the manner of speaking that 
prevailed in his century. Fontenelle will still insert this characterization 
of the Greeks into his Cartesian schema of the difference between 
raison [reason] and esprii [wit, intelligence], thus attributing to the origin 
of philosophy the quality that was supposed to have prevented it, until 
Descartes, from performing its plain function: "Les Grecs en general 
avoient extremement de l' esprit, mais its etoient fort legers, curieux, 
inquiets, incapable de se moderer sur rien; et pour dire tout ce que 
j' en pense, ils avoient tant d' esprit, que leur raison en soufroit un 
peu."" [The Greeks in general had a great deal of wit, but they were 
very fickle, curious, agitated, incapable of restraining themselves in 
any area; and, to be frank, they had so much wit that their reason 
suffered somewhat as a result.] Brucker does not see the quality of 
curiosity in terms of the antithesis between intellectual excitement and 
controlled rationality. Philosophy seems to him to be the result of a 
setting free of energies over against traditional doctrine. Consequendy 
it is important that the motive of curiosity appears here in what was 
an unusual, ifnot a unique association for the_ time: in association with 
favorable political circumstances. Under a "fann of government in 
which anyone could think, say, and teach whatever he wanted to," 
the impulse of curiosity develops into science. Allegorical interpretation 
and esoteric doctrine become mere residues of the earlier traditional 
form of philosophy, "vestiges of the secret type of teaching." 

So as to make more evident the contrast between Brucker's analysis 
of the origin of curiosity and the traditional harnessing together of 
the immediate impact of nature with theoretical excitation, I want to 
quote the very conventional formulations from J. G. Sulzer's Gedanken 
iiber den Ursprung und die verschiedenen Bestimmungen der Wissenschajten 
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und sclWnen Kunste [Thoughts on the Origin and the Different Purposes '!f 
the Sciences and the Fine Arts] (I 757) on the beginlling of the sciences: 

... an innocent curiosity and the desire to gain a complete acquaintance 
with the phenomena of nature provided the occasion for their genesis; 
and no doubt this occurred later than the birth of the arts. Nature is· 
a vast theater that presents amazing objects and events on all sides. 
Could men, once they were free of their initial struggle for sustenance 
and had gained some free time, for long regard this magnificent edifice 
of the world without thinking of the unseen power thaI: brought forth 
such a thing and the dexterous hand that organized the parts into a 
whole? Could the old inhabitants of these fortunate regions, where a 
pure and peaceful air always leaves the heavens unobscured, for long 
view this marvellous vault in which so many stars sparkle, of which 
anyone would be sufficient to fix our gaze, without asking themselves 
what all these lights may be?" 

Nevertheless, for Sulzer too the disposition to such immediate ad
miration of nature is not present in everyone: ~'There are entire peoples 
in whom one finds not a trace of this curiosity, which is a mother of 
science. The stupid Hottentot and the miserable native of Greenland 
regard the wonders of nature with an amazing indifference." 

When Brucker comes back to this topic in the second volume of 
his work, in the "Additions and Improvements, "4-0 the connection 
between curiosity and democracy becomes clearer: It destroys the 
form of the phUosophia traditiva [traditional philosophy] as a wisdom 
guarded by priests, which conveys only dicta but not "the cause, the 
cormection of the reasons with the conclusions .... And just as soon 
as the ancient Greeks had laid aside bestiality and the savage state, 
they themselves began to reflect. ... " In this process, the politician 
took the place of the priest: ''The investigation of truth got away from 
the priestS, and soon politiki [statesmen] applied themselves to it .... " 
This is very remarkable because it reverses, historically, the direction 
of the relation of foundation between philosophy and politics in the 
metaphysical tradition. This tradition had always seen the theoretical 
attitude as depending on leisure. Theoretical curiosity did not require 
any other public conditions than the negative one of freedom from 
the pressure of need; it did not require the possibility of satisfaction 
of the cognitive interest by virtue of the competence of everyone to 
inquire into everything. 
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Translator's Note 

a. For further discussion of these contrasting "concepts of reality-:' see the author's "Wirk
lichkeitsbegriff und Moglichkeit des Romans,» in Nackahmung und Illusion (Poetik und Hermeneutik 
l);ed. H. R. Jams (2nd ed., Munich: W. Fink. 1969},'p. 10-13. 
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Curiosity and. the Claim to 
Happiness: Voltaire to .Kant 

The problematic of theoretical· curiosity seemed to Descartes to be 
exhausted. The superior power of the logic with which the idea of 
science forces its way is such that it can afford to ignore the splinter 
and reflex effects of its epochal interest. But in view of the connection 
taken for granted as existing between knowledge and usefulness in 
life, a question remains unposed that at first sight appears to bring 
forward ancient concerns again-no longer, to be sure, the question 
of the identity of theory and eudemonia, but rather the question of 
the dependence of man's happiness on knowledge, or even, taken a 
step firtther, the question whether man's happiness is not endangered 
by knowledge. 

The objectivization of theoretical curiosity, its disappearance into 
the logic of the methodical process of scientific cognition, is implied 
in both of the basic demands of the Cartesian philosophy: the postulate 
of the radically new foundation of cognitive certainty and the project 
of the regulated procedure of all cognitive acts. The elementary concern 
for the possibility of any secure knowledge at all made the traditional 
rank orderings of its objects utterly irrelevant for the realization of 
knowledge. Henceforth the theoretical dignity uf the object and its 
position in the cognitive process depend entirely on the extent to 
which man assures himself of his results in each case. The firnction 
that both the individual and his object have in the context of the 
process is regulated by reference to the idea of the whole-and Des
cartes still held to the perfectability of the totality of knowledge. 
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This model of a process transcending individuals in respect to both 
their lifetimes and their vital interests transfers the motivation of the 
movement of knowledge into the process itself and rationalizes not 
only the latter's methodology and choice of objects but also the subjects 
as its functionaries; while they do provide for the happiness of a 
mankind that is to be brought to its definitive morality, they can never 
lay claim for themselves, or for the time in which they live, to fulfilhnent 
of life through knowledge. The equality of men is postulated as not 
the equality of their claim to justice and happiness but the reduction 
of both individual motives and individual prospects to their functional 
share in the overarching process. In this way inquiry takes on the 
characteristics of a professional office, the character of work, which 
is also always a form of justification as long as the suspicion of mere 
enjoyment does not fit into the picture of an obligation to serve a 
higher purpose. 

Truth is not only, as Bacon had said, the daughter of time. This 
could still involve the fundamental idea of organic growth and maturing, 
or the experience of the astronomers that very small changes in the 
heavens become observable only over very great lengths of time. Truth 
has become the result of a renunciation for the modem age also, a 
renunciation that lies in the separation between cognitive achievement 
and the production of happiness. This separation could be accepted 
as a temporary one as long as the integration of theoretical accom
plishments still seemed attainable or indeed insofar as one considered 
one's own present situation to be quite near to the summit of the 
ascent. But this separati_on also begins-with increasing doubt about 
the convergence of knowledge and happiness-to be set up as an 
ideal: Lack of consideration for happiness becomes the stigma of truth 
itself, a homage to its absolutism. Nietzsche was to try out the category 
of 'secularization,' without using this tenn, on this very characteristk 
of modem science; scientific truth appeared to him to be a concealed 
form of the 'ascetic ideal,' a late form of the renuncia.tions, inimical 
to life, that Platonism and Christianity had demanded of man. But 
the question of the compatability of scientific truth with humanity, of 
the legitimacy of theoretical curiosity as a 'reckless' effort, was already 
posed at the high point of the Enlightenment and its scientific optimism, 

Here curiosity appears split into two roles: It is both the original 
driving power in the unlimited proceedings that manlcind conducts, 
without consideration of the individual, toward the illumination and 
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mastery of reality, and also the agent that disnrrbs and diverges from 
this process, that makes the individual insist on access to the truth 
that will guarantee his happiness. This antithesis is the basis of not 
only what one could describe as the Enlightenment's predominantly 
indulgent dealings with the remnants of the Middle Ages but also the 
unmediated coexistence of new science and old metaphysics, or the 
continual conversion of theoretical world models into world pictures 
useful for life.' The continuing absence of convergence between the . 
total representation of nature, on the one hand, and the determinate 
purpose of the totality of knowledge of nanrre, on the other, enforced 
translations and transfonnations; the universe of modern physics, as 
completed in the first instance by Newton, yielded for the eighteenth 
century a conclusive schema of leading ideas for everything from 
political theory to moral philosophy. 

What Voltaire (1694-1778) accomplished with the philosophical 
paradigmatization of Newton is more than the popular distribution of 
esoteric scientific goods. But the same Newton who used the unan
swerability of the question regarding the cause of the direction of the 
planets' orbits around the sun as a point at which to admit theological 
voluntarism into his system of nanrre becomes for Voltaire the anecdotal 
prototype of an economical skepticism that is meant to reduce the 
luxury of theoretical curiosity to the magnitude serviceable for life.' 

Curiosity is the mark of a finite being with infinite pretensions; its 
absurdity is demonstrated in the cosmic projection of the philosophical 
novel Micromegas. The astronaut from Sirius learns from the secretary 
of the Saturn Academy that the people on this planet have seventy
two senses and still complain daily that they possess so few. "We 
imagine more needs than we have, and with our seventy-two senses, 
our Satwn ring. and our five moons, we feel far too confined, since 
in spite of our curiosity and the numerous passions that result from 
our seventy-two senses, we still have plenty of time to get bored.'" 
The traveler from Sirius replies that in his homeland, where one has 
almost a thousand senses, it is no different and there, also, there 
remains an undefined yearning and unrest: 'je ne s~ais quel desir 
vague, je ne s~ quelleinquietude" [1 know not what vague desire, 
what disquietl. When, at the end, the Satumian wants to continue the 
journey with his friend from Sirius, his mistress, who has got wind of 
his deparnrre, assails him with a passionate complaint, culminating in 
these words: " ... va, tu n' es qu'un curieux, tu n'a jamais eu 
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d'amour ... " [ .. . go on, you are nothing but a curiosity seeker; you 
have never experienced love]. That, expressed in one of the typical 
scenes of the Contes philosoph;ques, is the antithesis between curiosity 
and happiness in life. 

The magnified scale of the cosmic anecdote shows that in the context 
of the infinite, approximation is impossible, and that the same problems 
repeat themselves on each level in the same proportions. The instability 
of this situation is due not to a drive to transgress lintits with respect 
to a tabooed transcendence; it consists rather ill the turn toward dog
matization of what has supposedly been attained; the intolerability of 
unrest produces scholastics, leads to intolerance.' If F ontenelle had 
still said, in the Discourse on the Plurality ofworlds (1686), that the whole 
of philosophy rests on two things: the curiosity of the spirit and the 
shortsightedness of the eyes, then Voltaire's thesis is that even a thou
sand eyes, and eyes that were a thousand times better, would not 
improve the prospects for satisfying the unrest of the cognitive will. 
Curiosity alienates man from his true basic problem, which is a problem 
of behavior, not of knowledge: "0 homme! ce Dieu t' a donne l' en
tendement pour te bien conduire, et non pour penetrer dans l' essence 
des choses qu'il a creees" [Oh man! this Gcid gave you understanding 
so that you should behave well, and not to enable you to penetrate 
into the essence of the things He created]. 5 Allowing for a small, but 
crucial alteration, which is not 'secularization,' this could have been 
taken from a medieval treatise reminding us of the priority of salvation 
over knowledge. 

The abbe Galiani, in a letter t6 Mme. de Epinay dated August 31, 
1771, urged in opposition to Voltaire's article on "Curiosite" that the 
feeling of happiness did not indeed result from the satisfaction of 
curiosity, but rather, conversely, curiosity is the surest symptom of 
happiness. The happier a nation, the more curious it is, and a curious 
people is a good testimonial for its government. ConsequendyParis 
is the capital city of curiosity. It is a litde theory of the origin of culture 
from ·the anthropological characteristic of curiosity, which distinguishes 
man from beast: The curious man is more a man than others are. 
The whole antithesis to Voltaire becomes clear when this· anthropology 
o£ curiosity opens into the aesthetic situation of the spectator in a 
theater, which is defined by his position's invulnerability to the danger 
and confusion of the action that he watches running its course on the 
stage. This comfortable private box, which is reached by neither rain 
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nor sun, this artificial maximum of the distance between reality and 
the standpoint of the spectator, for whom his inaction and the absence 
of any need for him to act are the conditions of his feeling happy, 
this Archimedean point is not available to man as Voltaire sees him. 
Hence for Voltaire aesthetics cannot be exemplary for man's relation 
to the world. Even Galiani's theater is not really the world theater, 
even when he makes Newton investigate the causes of the moon's 
motion and of the tides out of pure curiosity and concludes in summary 
that "almost all sciences are only curiosities, and the key to the whole 
is that from the beginning the curious being must be secure and in 
a comfortable condition." Mme. de Epinay, one may note in passing, 
gave this letter the ample answer that her dog was also curious.6 

Pierre Louis Moreau de Maupertuis, who accomplished Newton's 
triumph in France less through literature (in the manner of Voltaire) 
than by means of painstaking labor and organizational skill, embodied 
curiosite as the energy of his century in a manner that is unique because 
in him it becomes both a capacity to imagine problems and also a 
political appeal to the powerful people of his time, and not least of 
all because he proposed a theory of its unappeased and unappeasable 
excitability and unrest. 

He himself stylizes the prototypical role of the functionary and hero 
of curiosite for himself when he portrays the terrible hardships that he 
had to withstand during the meridian measurements in Lapland, by 
means of which he wanted to furnish the definitive proof of the ob
lateness of the earth spheroid, and thus the definitive proof of the 
truth of Newton's physics. This modern martyrdom of curiosity, which 
forces the perceptual demonstration of the truth, reads as follows: 
"Moving through the snow, which was two feet deep, laden with the 
heavy measuring rods, which had continually to be laid down and 
picked up again, in a cold in which tongues and lips immediately froze 
to the cup and could only be torn away bleeding, when one wanted 
to drink brandy, which was the only fluid that remained fluid enough 
to be drinkable. . . . While our limbs were benumbed, the exertion 
made us sweat."1 

Maupertuis had an eye for the hitherto entirely untried type of 
research problem that required collective and international cooperation 
extending across territories and oceans, and thus required a certain 
political substructure: France, he wrote, had made the greatest con
tribution that had ever been made to the sciences when it sent out 
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troops of experts to detennine the shape of· the globe; in the same 
manner it should bring about a detennination of the parallax of the 
moon by means of observations from distant points on the earth, and 
thus lay the foundation for an exact measurement of the universe; it 
should set in motion a systematic search for parallaxes of fixed stars, 
by means, in fact, of an international division of the heavens into zones 
to be observed by a great number of participating astronomers. 8 On 
the basis of what for him is the obviously fundamental human attitude 
of curiosity, he believed he had only to offer such tasks to the nations 
and the princes of his time in order to set in motion the instruments 
of a routine that had become sluggish. He reproaches even the pha
raohs, whom he assesses, like the princes ofhis own times, as naturally 
Hcurious," with having squandered the immense quantities of labor 
that went into erecting the pyramids, which they should rather have 
put to work in excavating and investigating the interior of the earth. 
For this notion, too, Voltaire will ridicule him terribly in his satire on 
"Dr. Akakia." Part of the consciousness of the Enlightenment is that 
for the first time it has become aware of the fact that man lives 'only 
on the surface of [i.e., "superficially" onl the earth' and that this is 
perhaps an indication that in general he exists on and orients himself 
to what is only the surface of a hidden reality. I need only mention 
. the importance that this idea has for Lichtenberg. This suspicion is 
the impulse to accelerate the convenience of inquiry, to gather together 
forces, to develop parameters, methods, and modes of organization 
for pressing forward into the depths of the unknown. The pyramids 
too, which were apostrophized as useless, are only a model of this 
situation: " ... what a small part of such an edifice is the part that 
has been discovered! Is it not probable that many other things are 
shut up in there?'" A "Calife curieux" had already had a pyramid 
opened once. That was in the ninth century. But now it would be 
possible to unveil the entire mystery: "L'usage de Ia poudre rendroit 
aujourd'hui facile Ie bouleversement total d'une de ces pyramides ... 
[Today the use of gunpowder would make it easy to overthrow one 
of these pyramids entirelyL Here, perhaps for the frrst time, the use 
of gunpowder for theory is recommended, as a means oflaying open 
a path to the unknown within; and the political conditions ,are not 
forgotten-they are favorable: " ... Ie Grand-Seigneur les abandon
neroit sans peine a la moindre curiosite d'un Roi de France" [ ... the 
Sultan would abandon them without any difficulty to the least curiosity 
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of a King of France]. Curiosity has become expansive, grandiose, and 
occasionally violent. 

Hardly anyone has drawn up such a complete catalog of conjectures 
that could stimulate curiosity as Maupertuis did in this "Letter on the 
Progress of the Sciences." Coniectura [coI).jecture] and curiositas converge 
here in projects sketched in the grand style. This curiosity still continues 
to promise the astonishment produced by what is simply monstrous, 
the nature that departs from every postulate of homogeneity: unknown 
materials in the deepest interior of the earth; hitherto unseen stars 
unveiled by new telescopes; 10 and in Patagonia things that are entirely 
dilferent from elsewhere, to suspect which does not make one guilty 
of curiosite ridicule [ridiculous curiosityl11 just as the interior of Africa, 
which already offers us such wonderful things in the marginal regions 
that we are acquainted with, would without doubt be bien digne de 
notre curiosite [well deserving of our curiosity].'2 

Human curiosity still finds itself quite at the edge of reality-again 
and again this same basic idea! -in regard to the conditions that arise 
in temperatures that are higher than those accessible to our experience 
on earth. 

With our wood, our charcoal, all our most combustible materials, we 
cannot augment the effects of fire beyond a certain degree, which is 
not much compared to the degree of! heat that the earth seems to 
have undergone or that certain comets undergo in their closest ap
proaches to the sun. The most powerful fires of our chemists may be 
too feeble as agents to form and to decompose bodies. And this may 
have the result that we take for the most intimate union or the most 
complete decomposition what may be nothing but an imperfect mixture 
or a gross separation of certain parts. The discovery of the mirror of 
Archimedes, which Monsieur de Busson has made, shows us that one 
could construct burning towers, or amphitheaters filled with mirrors, 
that would produce a fire whose violence would, so to speak, have 
no limits but those that the sun itself has. " 

The earth, which as our most immediate realm of experience is known 
to us only superficially and marginally, is in its turn only a marginal 
phenomenon in the cosmos in regard to the conditions it offers for 
observation that is not technically enhanced and equipped. 

Finally man himself, in the form in which he is most immediately 
open to study-as the civilized being of the European type-is in his 
turn only a marginal phenomenon of the total reality called man. The 
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experience-which had such a lasting influence on the Enlightenment
of exotic men, of the noble savage, the original antitype of human 
possibilities before and outside of one's own cultural matrix, is proposed 
by Mauperruis as an experience that could be consolidated organi
zationally. The president of the Berlin Akademie would like to see an 
inventory of everything possessed by man in a sort of academy of 
exotic sciences. HA college where one would find assembled men of 
these nations, well instructed in the sciences of their countries, and 
whom one could instruct in the language of our country, would un
doubtedly be a fme institution, and should not be. too difficult to 
establish. Perhaps one should not exclude from it the most savage 
nations. "I< It is consistent with Mauperruis's (still to be discussed) theory 
of curiosi!, that curiosity concern itself especially intensely with phe
nomena of transition, of intervening stages, where these can still be 
found in nature. Beyond the horizon of the experience of other human 
beings that is to be expanded into a balance sheet of humanity, there 
emerges the preliminary stage of man, for on islands in the southern 
oceans there are still supposed to be "shaggy men, with long tails, an 
intermediate species between us and the apes. I would rather have 
an hour of conversation with them than with the cleverest intellect in 
Europe. "l.5-

This desired conversation with the ape-man stands, in Mauperruis's 
thought, on the border between learning directly from what is present 
and experimenting with induced effects, and thereby marks a 
problematic of curiosi!, that presents itself here, probably for the first 
time, with the offensiveness of crass formulations. To mark this tran
sition more clearly; In the section entided "Experiences metaphysiques" 
[metaphysical experimentsl Mauperruis calls for an experimental theory 
oflanguage and knowledge, which should put an end to all the current 
speculations in this field. It is the old experiment of [the pharoahl 
Psannnetichus, which is reported as early as Herodotus;· Isolated so
cieties of children of various nationalities should be brought up without 
the slightest interaction with other people, so as to see how they invent 
a language, and what languages they invent, and to compare them 
with those that are already known. The extension of this experiment 
to numerous groups of children of nationalities differing extremely in 
language would be necessary because there is no pure case of lan
guagelessness, no pure prelinguistic condition, since "birth is already 
a sort of education. .. . The value of this experiment would not be 
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limited to its instructing us regarding the origin of languages; it could 
teach us many other things, even about the origin of ideas and about 
the fundamental notions in the human mind. We have listened long 
enough to philosophers, whose science is nothing but a use and a 
certain bending of the mind, without having become any cleverer .... "" 
Experiments on living people here appear as the logical consequence 
of a curiositi that posits itself as absolute. 

The curiosity that is no, longer a revolt against a reservation-unless 
it is against the reservation constituted by human indolence vis-a.-vis 
what has not been investigated, the excess of what is supposedly 
inaccessible, or against princely reluctance to finance the necessary 
large-scale organized attack on what are now becoming the 'public' 
tasks of theory-this curiosity cannot produce from itself any criterion 
for its restriction. In Maupertuis it becomes evident that curiosity 
understands even the limits of its pretension at any given time as only 
'factual' [that is, not necessaryl conditioned perhaps by historical cir
cumstances not yet understood. Thus Maupertuis projects experiments 
with living subjects. The curiosite that developed out of the later Re
naissance's enjoyment of the 'curiosity cabinet' presupposed that nature 
performs experiments, as it were, for man and in his place; think. of 
Bacon's rule that one should register monstra [monstrosities] as indi
cations of nature's scope for variation, of the difference between its 
positive law (lex naturae) and common law (cursus communis). The results 
of such =perimentation are gathered together in the museum, which 
now becomes important; and man himself does nothing more than 
to exercise care in housing and increasing this stock. 

Maupertuis calls for experiments with animals." The traditional 
biolovcal morphology offers nothing more than "pictures that are 
pleasant to look at." If natural history is to become a "tIue science," 
it cannot accept as given the forms of the organisms that are present 
but must rather uncover "the general proceedings of nature in their 
production and conservation." And again the appeal to the princes: 
Hitherto they had constructed menageries for amusement, now they 
had only to entrust "expert naturalists" with cartying out the correct 
experiments on these collections. And "experimentsH (experiences) here 
means the breeding of the kind of curiosities that previously were 
only collected -intentional, methodical, artful breeding, by means of 
"artificial unions" (for example, of the bull with the she-ass, of which 
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it is said that it happens even in nature, if only the space at the watering 
place is narrow enough). 

Curiositas is no longer only the interest in discoverable curiosa [cu
riosities]; it generates them itself That is what is new. "ruen ne seroit 
plus curieux que ces experiences: cependent la negligence sur cela .est 
si grande ... " [Nothing would be more curious than these experiments, 
though the negligence in these matters is so great ... J. The appeal 
to princely munificence is strengthened by the flattering prospect of 
being able to exhibit "monstrous beasts" as unica and rarissima hmique 
speciesJ, as long as that diligence and skill are at work, creating occasions 
for mating, nor shrinking from "forced procreations." 

What license does the program of curiasiJ;e, as the motor of the 
progress of the sciences, give itself? Maupertuis proposes experiments 
not only with living men but on a living man. He appeals to the penal 
theory ofhis century, which sees the "good of society" as the pmpose 
of the punishment of criminals; this goal can be achieved to an even 
greater degree if the convict contnbutes to the progress of the sciences. 
The risk, which, to be sure, he does not freely choose, should bring 
about the pardon of the convict who survives it. For what pmpose? 
For the testing of "the possibility or impossibility of various operations 
that Art does not dare to undertake" -in other words, a elear break 

. with the traditional ethos of medicine. Maupertuis will listen to no 
objections; what passes itself off as humanity is only the professional 
indolence of the establisbed art: "On aime mieux croire l' Art parfait, 
que de travailler a Ie perfectionner" [People would rather consider 
their art to be perfect than work to perfect itJ." What is not in the 
books should be possible; but in medicine too, as already in experi
mental zoology, nature must be forced if it is to submit. In this con
nection, in spite of this violence, the teleological background 
characteristic of Maupertuis still shows through-a teleology, admit
tediy, that no longer seems to function 'of itself for man's benefit but 
must, as it were, be set free by· him: "La Nature par des moyens qu'ils 
ignorent travaillera toujours de concert avec eux." [Nature, by means 
unknown to them, will always work in concert with themJ. In these 
circumstances curiasite appears as the very power that drives through 
the barriers to setting free the shared activity of nature and man. 

This universal promise, which is held out to suell uninhibited ex
perimentation, is made precise by mention of the most audacious 
problem that could be posed, and perhaps solved, ill this· connection. 
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This most extreme object that medical curiosity could hope to hit 
upon here would be~believe it or not-the clarification of the con
nections between body and soul, "if one dared to seek these bonds 
in .the brain of a living man." He who shrinks from this proposal 
succumbs to the mere "appearance of cruelty." This humanity permits 
itself a high degree of abstraction; mankind justifies· putting a man's 
life in the balance: "Un homme n' est rien, compare a r espece humainej 
un criminel est encore moins que rien" [A man is nothing, compared 
to the human species; a criminal is even less than nothing]. We rightly 
made fun, says Maupertuis at the end of this section, of some peoples 
who, out of a misconceived respect for humanity, denied themselves 
the knowledge they could have arrived at through the dissection of 
cadavers; but we ourselves are perhaps even less reasonable when we 
do not turn to account a punishment from which the public could 
draw great >p!,nefit and that could prove advantageous even to him 
who has to und<:rgo it. 

Having read this, one is amazed at the title of the &oal section of 
the "Letter on the Progress of the Sciences," the "Recherches a in
terdire" [investigations that should be prohibited]. What could possibly 
remain to be prohibited? It is startling to &od that Maupertuis wishes 
three problems to be excluded from this point onward because he 
considers it certain that they are "chimeras of the sciences'~: the phi
losopher's stone, the squaring of the circle, and perpetual motion; The 
reason for having such comparatively hannIess hobbies prohibited lies 
in the squandering of energy and funds that could be devoted to other 
undertakings that are deemed deserving; this holds especially for those 
who, while they do not chase after such illusions themselves, do lose 
their time in examining the supposed results of those illusions. One 
final time: It is the princes to whom such economy is supposed to 
appear useful. What a remnant of the judgment against curiositas, a 
judgment whose tradition seems comparatively noble in comparison 
to this! 

If one now keeps in mind what Maupertuis's "Letter on the Progress 
of the Sciences" really contains, one is struck by the superficiality of 
Voltaire's argument with the ideas of this self-same letter in his Diairibe 
du Docteur Akakia. One becomes inclined to agree with the interpretation 
according to which this feud with the president of the Berlin Academy 
was only a convenient means for Voltaire to extort pennission to 
depart from Berlin or, as the case might be, to make it unnecessary 
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by provoking the king three times in succession. 19 Whatever the issue 
was that was being decided, nothing was 'setded in relation to the 
subject of the dispute. Voltaire was not able to define the point at 
whicb Maupertuis's faculty of projecting problems goes too far, the 
point where it begins to threaten humanity. Instead he sticks to su
perficial effects, like the dimensions of the hole by whicb his opponent
now reduced to the level of a cbarlatan -wanted to gain access to the 
inside of the earth. 

The focus of Voltaire's ridicule, however, was above all on the Essai 
de Cosmologie that Maupertuis had published in Berlin in 1750. This 
treatise also contains Maupertuis's distinctive theory of curipsite. Toward 
the end of the third part, he discusses a state of affairs that one could 
describe as the 'ruined condition' of nature in the present day. Leibniz's 
thesis of the continuum of beings stands in the background, combined 
here with a sort of catastrophe theory. Productive nature seeks to 
produce every kind of being, but the actual or changing conditions 
of existence mercilessly separate out the forms that cannot stand up 
to them. What we see before us today in nature is already the result 
of sucb breacbes in the cbain of beings, a cbain that exhibits gaps 
and interruptions everywhere. This theory of nature's infinite capacity 
for variation and of the selective effect of actual and cbanging external 
conditions, as a theory, need not concetn us. further here.20 But the 
conclusion that follows, for the possibility and the urgency of knowledge, 
from this actual state of nature as it presents itself to us, has a decisive 
effect on the concept of curiosite. 

If nature were complete, present to us in the totality of its productions 
and transitions, it would at the same time be a nature that is intelligible 
through perception. Insofar as reason is the faculty of representing a 
totality in space and time, a reality that has become fragmentary 
through a process of selection must lack inunediacy of access for 
reason but must at ,the same time stimulate it to undertake the re
construction that sums up the process of a kind of knowledge that in 
any case is still possible. Our curiosity is the measure of our back
wardness vis-a.-vis the ideal of a knowledge that, in relation to a nature 
that had not yet become fragmentary, would have to adopt an un
mediated and intuitive/perceptual approacb-the form of knowledge 
of paradise, so to speak. One can observe the shock effect of the early 
findings of biology, which had uncovered the "marques incontestables 
des changemens anives a notre planete .... Ces terres fracassees, ces 
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lits de cliffe-rentes sortes de matieres interrompus et sans ordre ... " 
[incontestable marks of changes that have affected our planet. .. . 
These shattered soils, tbese layers of different types of material, in
terrupted and witbout order ... l." Tbe isolated forms, as reIt\Pallts 
of the continuum of nature, can neither delight us nor convey knowl
edge of what has been lost. A building struck by lightning nb longer 
offers us tbe aspect of anything but a ruin, in which one can recognize 
neitber tbe symmetry of tbe parts nor tbe architect's plan. Monstrosity, 
which attracted tbe curiosity of early modern times, is no longer tbe 
rare and sensational special case in nature; rather it is the stigma of 
tbe entire actual stock of remnants of nature: " ... la plupart des etres 
ne nous paroissent que comme des monstres, et nous ne trouvons 
qu'obscurite dans nos connoissances" [ ... tbe majority of beings appear 
to us as nothing but monsters, and we find nothing but obscurity in 
our knowledge of thingsl. 

But it is not only tbe objects of our knowledge of nature tbat are 
isolated and broken loose from tbeir original context; tbe subject of 
this knowledge is also isolated and pushed out into unconnectedness. 
Leibniz's world, after its destruction, becomes a sphere of unappeasable 
curiosity. "Between the beings that we are still able to perceive, there 
are interruptions that deprive us of most of tbe ald tbey could have 
afforded us. For tbe interval between us and tbe last beings below us 
is no less an invincible obstacle for our knowledge tban is tbe distance 
tbat separates us from beings superior to us." What holds for tbe 
spatial order of simultaneously existing kinds holds also for man's 
orientation and position in time. At tbe beginning of tbe infamous 
Venus phYSique (1745), Maupertuis discussed this position of curiosite in 
time as well. The de facto finite temporal extent of tbe life of tbe 
individual does not induce man to fill this period in tbe best way he 
can but ratber to extend his will to knowledge over tbe time periods 
in which he did not yet exist or will no longer exiSt: H ••• r amour 
propre et la curiosite veulent y suppleer, en nous appropriant les temps 
qui viendront lorsque nous ne serons plus, et ceux qui s' ecouloient 
lorsque nous n' ctions pas encore" [ ... self-love and curiosity want to 
supplement it, by appropriating for us tbe times to come, when we 
will no longer exist, and the past tiInes when we were not present 
eitber]. 22 Curiosity is tbe constitutional condition of a being tbat is no 
longer able to see its original connections, tbat collides witb its de 
facto locatedness in space and time. It is tbe stigma of a nature tbat 
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no longer fulfills the requirements of harmony, whose history is a 
function precisely of this "no longer." Maupertuis ·summed up in a 
single sentence the elements of his theory of theoretical cmiosity as 
. the will to restore a genetic totality: "When I consider the narrow 
limits within which our knowledge is confined, the extreme desire 
that we have for knowledge, and our incapacity to instruct ourselves, 
I couId be tempted to believe that this disproportion, which exists 
today between our knowledge and our cmiosity, couId be the resuIt 
of a corresponding disordering [event]."23 

If Voltaire had agreed with Pascal that man was made for infinity 
("qui n'est produit que pour l'infinite") but had drawn from this the 
opposite conclusion-namely, that this was his weakness, not his clignity 
and opportunity-then Rousseau (1712-1778) denies that there was 
in man an original tension with his given state of nature, that he got 
onto the track of the progress of the arts and sciences as a resuIt of 
his essence and genuine need. He praises the happy ignorance (theureuse 
ignorance) in which an eternal wisdom submerged men and out of 
which only ambitious violence (efforts orgueilleux) made them emerge. 
Nature wanted to protect man from science, as a mother protects her 
child from the misuse of a dangerous weapon. The obscmity with 
which she keeps her secrets hidden is not to be ascribed to jealousy 
of man's shared knowledge of them but rather was meant as a warning 
of the fruitlessness of the exertion of theory.24 

The picture that Rousseau gives of man's original state is charac
terized by the idyllic absence of tension -and by concealed teleological 
implications. The original man is not tempted to alter his state and 
to take in hand the conditions of his situation; nor has he the means 
to do so. His existence is restricted to proximity and innnediacy, and 
the satisfaction of his needs to the zone of the accessible. He does not 
wonder at what is present, and for what is not present he lacks the 
power of imagination. Forethought and cmiosity are foreign to him 
because they already presuppose the quantity of knowledge necessary 
for producing the questions corresponding to further cognitive steps: 
" ... nor is it in his mind that we can expect to find that philosophy 
man needs, if he is to know how to notice for once what he sees every 
day. His souI, which nothing disturbs, is wholly wrapped up in the 
feeling of its present existence, without any idea of the future, however 
near at hand .... "" The logical circle implicit in the idea that the 
cognitive will already presupposes knowledge, that curiosity arises only 
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out of curiosity, can of course only be broken by the assertion of a 
unique mythical act of aberration. But the critical principle that Rous
seau gains trom his picture of the beginnirig of human history becomes 
ineffective as a criterion for all subsequent steps because it assigns all 
the responsibility to the mysterious first step; his indictment of culture 
finds no guilty parties who would have to ascribe it to themselves. It 
is a philosophy trom which no conSequences can be derived. 

So much the more logically does Rousseau establish the principle 
of the irreversibility of history, and thus of the inapplicability of his 
critique to the social conditions of the time; and ultimately he finds 
hlruself again with the postulate of the total execution of the law that 
is operative in the process of culture. Replying to his critic, Diderot, 
he calls for' not the return to nature that is ascnbed to him but the 
consistent and thorough execution of the turning away trom nature 
that determines human socialization, the perfection of technicity: 
HMontrons-lui, dans I'art perfectionne, la reparation des maux que 
I' art commence fit a la nature ... " [Let us make amends, in the 
perfection of art, for the wrongs that art in the beginnirig did to 
nature]." Here becomes evident a conception of history that combines 
insight into the irreversibility of history with cultural and social criticism 
but through this combination can only confirm, and thereby intensifY, 
the dynamics of the inner tendencies of the modem age. For the agent 
of its scientific aspect, for theoretical curiosity, this means that each 
of its results strengthens its motivating power, that each situation 
conditioned by science can only be compensated, in its deficiency, by 
more science, that history finally remains possible only as the contin
uation of what it already is. The same schema holds for the process 
of technicization: The problems posed by technology at any given 
time, and the dangers that it brings with it, can only be parried by a 
higher degree of technicization. The truth about history is a matter of 
indifference foT history-and this is only a partial working out of the 
implications of doubt about the essentiality of the human need for 
truth. 

Rousseau sees man as bent over the edge of a well, in which-in 
an image originating in Democritus-the truth has withdrawn. 
"Sommes-nous done faits pour mourir attaches sur les bords du puit 
ou la verite s'est retiree?"-[Were we made, then, to live and to die 
on the brink of that well at the bottom of which truth lies hid?] This 
consideration alone, he thinks, should be enough to discourage any 
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man who seriously endeavors to insttuct himself by the study of phi
losophy. According to an old tradition that the Greeks had trom the 
Egyptians, the inventor of the sciences was a god whose intention was 
hostile to man's repose ("un dieu ennemi du repas des hornmes"). 
And that is only an allegory for the principle that the sciences arose 
from man's vices: astronomy from superstition; rhetoric'from ambition, 
hatred, flattery, and lying; geometry from avarice; physics from idle 
curiosity (Hla physique d'un vain curiosite"); and even ethics from 
human ambition. He who seeks the ttuth is obviously at a disadvantage, 
since what is false can be combined in an infinite number of ways, 
whereas the ttuth is present in only one way. The path of knowledge 
leads through an abundance of error, whose damage the ttuth cannot 
make up for by its usefulness. 21 In that case, can one believe that 
anyone seriously seeks it? And finally: On the assumption that by a 
lucky accident we do frnd it, which one of us will be able to make 
proper use of it? Rousseau's pragmatic version of the simile of the 
ttuth in the well is, briefly, that we should let it stay there. But he 
himself, for his own ttuth, did not want to abide by this advice. 

For the German Enlightenment, the earthquake at Lisbon (1755) 
was distant and Leibniz was nearer. The metaphysically guaranteed 
correspondence between curiosity about the world and the sufficient 
.reason for th_e world seemd to exclude any problematic in regard to 
the hUfllan need for happiness. Hermann Samuel Reimarus 
(J 694-17 68)-the author of the Schutzschrfjt jilr die verniinfiigen Verehrer 
Gottes [Apology for the Rational Worshippers of God], the masterpiece of the 
German Enlightenment, which was first printed in full in 1972 and 
from which Lessing drew the explosive material of the Wolfenbilttel 
fragments"-Reimarus wrote, already a year before Rousseau's First 
Discourse, the anticipatory German counter-Rousseau, in which he 
rejects "Lucretius) groundless complaint aJ5ainst nature," that it does 
not offer itself so as to make the satisfaction of man's needs effortless. 
"How badly Lucretius knows human nature, after all! How poorly he 
appreciates the value of work! If every fruit grew in our mouths 
without any effort, then a general laziness and a universal idleness 
would have developed because no one would have had to concern 
himself about his necessities. Such a mode of life would put to sleep 
and stifle all men's nobler powers, so that they would think of no arts 
and sciences because they would not receive even the first impulse in 
that direction from necessity .... "28 In this apology for 'industriousness,' 
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man's natural motives are detached from their points of reference to 
reality and retracted into an irmer economy. Man's powers must be 
activated. 

In the case of curiosity, David Hume had already developed this 
point of view in the Treatise on Human Nature of 1739/1740, in a special 
chapter "Of curiosity, or the Love of Truth." There he compared the 
role of truth to the quarry in the passion for hunting and to winnings 
in the passion for games - that is, to goals that do indeed induce these 
activities but by no means give them their sense and justification: 
"The pleasure of study consists chiefly in the action of the mind .... " 
The structural analogy common to hunting, philosophy, and gam
bling-actions without consequences-is a consequence of a basic 
human situation that no longer is definable in terms of the riches or 
deficiency of the world but rather presents itself as the inner quality 
of "uneasiness." Human life is laid claim to by neither what it needs 
nor what it admires; it can be made happy by neither usefulness nor 
truth; it is monotony and lack of spontaneity, and every inlpulse that 
sets it in motion provides pleasure even, and ·especially, if it involves 
effort. 29 

The German 'Enlightener' Rehnarus puts warkin place of "pleasure" 
and providence in place of the inunemorially melancholy basic situation. 
"If his lively powers do not occupy themselves with anything, then 
he is a burden to binlseJf, then time seems long to hinl, then he 
declines into a dumb ignorance, into a lazy and base voluptuousness. 
and all sorts of other vices. A task, on the other hand, is suitable to 
his natural exertion and gives hinl pleasure if it is successful and useful; 
indeed all the more so, the more difficulties have to be overcome in 
the process and the more art, wit, reflection, foresight, and science 
are applied in it." In Reinlarus, the Stoicizing formulas of world ad
miration enter into a peculiar mixture with the suspicion that pure 
theoretical wonder at the world order could all too readily be accom
panied by idleness. To fit even the world's <kfi.Pency in easily accessible 
goods and enjoyments into a teleology that protects man from be
coming burdensome to binlself and from vice fulfills the highest sys
tematic pretension of this philosophy. 

But truth as the frUit of knowledge itself remains peculiarly unat
tractive in comparison to the work of knowledge. The solid pleasure 
of knowledge, based on work, has its justification in itself, in the 
manner of its acquisition, as it were, and carmot become problematical 
on account of its consequences: " ... who can say of true knowledge 
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that it is too much, that it is immoderate, th~t it is harmful? On the 
contrary it makes us ever more perfect, and never call:ses us to repent 
of our efforts .... The pleasure found in truths and the desire for 
knowledge accompany us until death; indeed they extend far beyond 
the limit of our life and our present capacity. "30 On the basis of this 
position, Reirnarus conducts in the later editions of his philosophy of 
religion his explicit critique of Rousseau, in whose picture of the 'animal
man' he points out a whole catalog of contradictions, among them 
the following: "The original man is supposed to have a freedom above 
all other animals, and yet he has no reason or reflection, which is the 
basis of a free choice .... He is supposed to try to make himself more 
perfect, and yet his circumstances are such that he cannot make himself 
more perfect by any means .... His principal natural gifts are supposed 
to be freedom and perfectability, and these very prerogatives serve 
for nothing else, in his opinion, than to make each person and the 
entire species unhappy. What contradictions!"" 

From this perspective one may be able to insert Lessing's great 
saying, "Wenn Gott in seiner Rechten ... ,"b more intelligibly into the 
Enlightenment context. One should also read the preparatory argument 
that precedes the much quoted passage: "The worth of a man does 
not consist in the truth he possesses but in the sincere effort he has 
applied in order to attain that truth. For his powers are extended not 
through possession but through the search for truth. In this alone his 
ever growing perfection consists. Possession makes him lazy, indolent, 
and proud. "32 The dominant concept in these sentences is not truth 
but the "worth of a man." The extent to which truth should have 
been given to man is not determined by the inner value of this truth 
in itself but by its moving and intensifying function for man's powers 
of self-development and self-realization. The 'work' characteristic of 
truth-the "sincere effort" to be applied to it-is fully apprehended 
here and appropriated, so much so that the process compensates for 
the inaccessibility of the result: "Absolute truth is for thee alone!" 
Lessing makes himself say to God finally in the same passage. 

The problem of the human relation to truth occupied Lessing 
throughout his life. This is already very explicidy declared in the early 
comedy Der Freigeist [The Freethinker] of 1749, in the dialogue between 
Adtastus and ]uJiane. Adtastus defends himself against the reproach 
that he wants to infect other people with his ideas: "If I have often 
defended them loudly and with a certain vehemence, then I did it 
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with the intention of justifYing myself, not of persuading others." In 
libertinism he seeks the taste of the extraordinary, not for the sake 
of the quality of the 'interesting' as such, but rather because he believes 
that the truth simply cannot become a universal possession, and con
cludes from this that where an opinion has become generally accepted, 
one should abandon it and adopt the opposite: 

JULIANE: So you seek only what is strange? 
ADRASTIJS: No, not what is strange, but merely what is true; and there 
is nothing I can do about it if the former characteristic-unfortu
nately! -follows from the latter. It is impossible for me to believe that 
the truth could be common -just as impossible as it is to believe that 
it could be daytime in the whole world at once. That which worms 
its way around among all peoples in the guise of the truth and is 
accepted. even by the most idiotic among them is surely no truth, and 
one need only confidendy lay one's hand upon it to unclothe it, to 
see the most atrocious error stand naked before one. 

JULIANE: How miserable are men and how unjust their Creator if you 
are right, Adrastus! There should either be no truth at all or it should 
be of such a nature that it can be perceived by most, indeed by all, 
at least in essential respects. 

ADRASTUS: It is not the fault of the truth that it canoot be perceived 
thus but rather of man. - We are meant to live happily in the world; 
it is for this that we were created, for this and this alone. Whenever 
the truth is a hindrance to this great final purpose,. one is bound to 
set it aside, for only a few spirits can find their happiness in the truth 
itseI£ ... " 

In the final version of the Education 0/ the Human Race (I 780), this 
controversy has become philosophy of history. But one should not 
allow oneself to be deceived by the tide; the humanity whose paideutic 
process is reduced to theses is not ihe functional unity of the equal 
rational subjects that Descartes had projected in his method. For Less
ing, 'humanity' is an aggregate of diachronic, individual longitudinal 
sections, in which the relation between external divine educational 
aids and the inner logic of the process of reason can reach entirely 
different stages at the same times. This is the basis of the deficiency 
of rational intersubjectivity in history; it is not the case that anyone 
can reach agreement with anyone else about anything at any time. 
If everything depends on the inner soundness of the process itself, 
then philosophy, no differendy from religion, can be only a formal 

.. _ ..... __ .. _---
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auxiliary but cannot itself be the substance of a truth to be 
communicated. 

Missionary and didactic pathos are forbidden to this German 'En
lightener.' He sees himself "placed upon a hill, from which he thinks 
he can sUNey something more than the allotted path of his presl'nt 
day's journey." But he also sees people on their paths and does not 
trust himself to call to them and correct their directions of travel 
according to a unified sense: " ... he does not call away from his path 
any wanderer who in his haste wishes only to reach his night's lodging 
quickly. He does not demand that the view that delights him should 
also delight every other eye." In this diversity of paths and points of 
view, there is no longer any valid general criterion of the boundary 
transgressions of cognition; paths, not regions, determine what befits 
the individual and what, when integrated, can be precisely the "ed
ucation of the human race." The image at the end, of the great, slow 
wheel and the smaller, faster wheels, is meant, even if with some 
unclarity, to illustrate that fact: "The very route by which the species 
reaches its perfection must first be traversed by each individual man 
(this one sooner, that one later)." The man is an enthusiast who looks 
into the future but cannot await this future. The consequence is that 
it is only as an individual process, not as an epochal total breakthrough 
of reason, that enlightenment can be accomplished and the discord 
of the truth that is untimely for an individual be avoided: " ... take 
care that you do not let your weaker fellow students notice what you 
scent or have already begun to see." The point is to awaken impulses 
and powers to that "sincere effort," also to tempt them with the truth 
that is carefully concealed and held back; and here curiosity is reason's 
capacity for stimulation, to which appeal must be made: "What I 
mean by an 'allusion' is something intended merely to excite curiosity 
and give rise to a question .... " 

"Wisdom itself has obtained most of its admirers through ~osity.'; 
Lessing writes to Moses Mendelssohn on December 8, 1755, iI?- con
nection with the news that people at court had become curious to 
make Mendelssohn's acquaintance. Mendelssohn for his part writes 
on the importance of curiosity in the process of education, "Children's 
appetite for knowledge must be excited either by fame or curiosity; 
for the love of truth operates very weakly in youthful minds, and 
knowledge of it still gives them all too little pleasure for them to 
subject themselves to troublesome labor for its sake. One sees from 
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this how little one gains with children when one teaches them easily 
what others have brought out by means of painful investigations. One 
stifles their curiosity by satisfYing it too early .... "" A strong influence 
on Mendelssohn was exercised by Edmund Burke's youthful work of 
1 7 56, A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin if Our Ideas if the Sublime 
and Beautiful (translated into German by Carve in 177 3), in which a 
little study of the psychology of curiosity in children was to be found." 

In the eleventh of his Briefo, die neueste Literatur betreffend [Letters 
Concerning Recent Literature l, Lessing discusses Wieland's programmatic 
work entitled Plan einer Akademie zur Bildung des Verstandes und Herzens 
junger Leute [Plan if an Academy for the Formation if the Understanding 
and Heart if Young Peoplel. Here the subjective form of "sincere effort" 
combines with a formal definition of the object of curiosity in such a 
way that it turns away from Leibniz's principle of sufficient reason as 
summing up the justification of all 'Why?' questioning and approaches 
the 'How?' of the Kantian Crtttques: 

The great mystery of making the human soul perfect through exer
cise ... consists solely in keeping it constantly striving after the truth 
through its own reflection. The motives for this are ambition and 
curiosity; and the reward is the pleasure of knowledge of the truth. 
But if one imparts historical knowledge to youth right away at the 
beginning, then one puts their minds to sleep; curiosity is satisfied 
prematurely, and the path to finding the truth through one's own 
reflection is closed all at once. By nature we are far more desirous to 
know How than Why .... The truths themselves lose in our eyes all 
attraction tmless perhaps we are driven by ourselves, at a more mature 
age, to investigate the causes of the truths we apprehend. 

What is shattered with Lessing is philosophical knowledge's ideal of 
definitiveness, the idea that-of course not here and now, tomorrow 
or the day after, but still potentially-knowledge "exhausts itself with 
the evidence of its objects and the truth is definitively obtained. It is 
the ideal of the absolute truth as a given quality, oriented toward the 
limiting case of divine knowledge. This idea had its basis in the ancient 
concept of reality; but it no longer corresponded to the reality concept 
of the open context, which anticipates reality as the always incomplete 
result of a realization, as dependability constituting itself successively, 
as never definitive and absolutely granted consistency. This concept 
of reality, which legitimizes the quality of the new, of the surprising 
and unfamiliar element, as both a theoretical and an aesthetic quality, 
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for the first time makes intelligible the linguistic preference for Neugierde 
[curiosity; literally: desire for the new] over Wissbegierde [curiosity; lit
erally: desire for knowledge]. 

A confinnation, verging on the anecdotal but no less instructive for 
that reason, of this profound alteration in the basis of the hUl1lan 
relation to reality is given by the peculiar change in the idea of im
mortality, which in the eighteenth century-with clear traces even in 
Kant-once again takes up the mythical schema of the transmigration 
of souls. The repose of the dead in the finality of contemplation of 
the truth, whcih was part of the status gloriae [state of glory] for the 
Middle Ages~ is transformed into 'a continuation of the movement of 
life, a striving from" condition to condition, from star to star. 

Queen Sophie Charlotte of Prussia, who stood in a close spiritual 
relation to Leibniz, died in 1705 with these words: "Do not pity me, 
for I go now to satisfy my curiosity. about things that Leibniz was 
never able to explain to nie, about space, the infinite, being and 
nothingness .... " That is curiosity in its modern. form, in the guise of 
an expectation of finality that is still medieval. 

When Lessing published the Vermischte Schriflen of his friend Chtisdob 
Mylius in 1754, he wrote in the first of the six letters that are attached 
to the preface, 

. It is true that he was interrupted in the middle of a great project but 
not ill such a way that he should have had to give it up entirely. His 
eagerness to become more closely acquainted with the works of om
nipotence drove him from his native country. And this very eagerness 
now conducts his liberated soul from one planet to another, from one 
world structure to another. He gains in his loss, and is perhaps busy 
even now in investigating, with his eyes alight, whether Newton hit 
upon the right idea and whether Bradley measured accurately. An 
instantaneous change has perhaps made him equal to men whom he 
could not admire sufliciendy when he was here. Without doubt he 
already knows more than he could ever have conceived on earth. 

To ~ less of happiness than of "sincere effort" and the inaccessible 
truth and always to wrest more winnings from the lalter's inexhaustible 
reserve is not a prelirninary, merely earthly, suspendable, surpassable 
idea of existential fulfillment. Lessing can conceive no other bliss for 
man than this. In the letter describing Lessing's Faust plan, published 
by the councilor von Blankenburg in 1784, the first scene is depicted 
as a conference of the spirits of hell, in which it is reported to the 
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supreme devil regarding Doctor Faust, "He has only one instinct, only 
one inclination, an unquenchable thlrst for sciences and for experience. 
- Ha! exclaims the supreme devil, then he is mine, and for ever mine 
and more securely mine than with any other passion!" In the trium
phant songs of the hellish hosts in the fifth act, the apparition of an 
angel was supposed to break in and cry, "Do not celebrate your 
triumph, you have not conquered mankind and science; the Divinity 
did not give man the noblest of instincts so as to make him eternally 
unhappy .... " 

The Faustian element became a questionable attribute of curiosity 
of not so much the human as the German stamp. The intervention 
of the deus ex machina in the end releases it from the demonic entan
glement, but fundamentally it answers the question of human existential 
fulfillment in the negative. The salvation of Faust is no solution to the 
questions that the Education of the Human Race had left open. Faust's 
salvation still has the medieval premises of the answerability of curiosity 
before a transcendent authority and of the possibility of an act of 
grace on the part of this authority. If the Faustian grasp at knowledge 
and power by means of magic and a pact with the devil does not 
fulfill the condition of "sincere effort" that Lessing had posed, then 
the heavenly veto against hell's enforcement of its legal tide just is 
not the century's last word on the 'trial' of theoretical curiosity. Friedrich 
Theodor Vischer, whom dissatisfaction with the conclusion of Goethe's 
Faust was to move, in the nineteenth century, to a new unavailing 
effort,' had recourse to another name when in 1832 he spoke of the 
"Lichtenbergian curiosity of a brooding self-consciousness" in char
acterizing the nature common to himself and MCirike.35 

Lichtenberg, in fact, is a figure of reflected curiosity on the threshold 
of an age that was to turn resolutely away from the problem of the 
justification of the pretension to knowledge, in order to be consumed 
entirely in the indifference and unwaveringness of cognitive success. 
Between experiment and diary, he takes up and reexamines what are 
soon to be the matters of course of cognition as it passes into the 
form of industry. The "great moral aim" of all knowledge of nature 
is his subject. Between the necessity of his needs and the excess of 
his pretensions, he sees man. altering the surface of the earth. What 
man brings about in the process still appears small to him in comparison 
with the powers of nature. "We cannot establish volcanoes; we lack 
the power, and if we had the power, we would still lack the under-



standing to put it in obedient operation. (If only we always lacked the 
power, where the understanding is lacking!) If we finally had the power 
and the understanding at once, then we would no longer be the men 
of whom alone we are speaking here and of whom, unhappily, one 
knows that activities in which their power is in step with their un
derstanding simply are not always their favorite pursuitS."" Work, as 
the alteration of nature, is the characteristic mark of a being that does 
not and will not know the purposes into which it may be dovetailed. 
"What then can man do here, where he recognizes so clearly that the 
whole plan does not lie before him? Answer: Nothing more than 
faitbfully and actively work up the part of the plan that he has before 
him. What an idea, to try to assist an unknown plan by means of 
laziness!" To be scientific is to deal with this situation of the hidden 
universe and its unknown total idea. But just this inability to plumb 
the depths - the ability only, after the analogy of "plough, spade, and 
axe," to scratch at the surface-points us to the moral task of syn
chronizing understanding and power." 

It is in this dimension of the surface, measured against the volume 
of nature, that the task of science and its coordination with the "great 
moral aim" must be seen. The cognitive drive as such has the irmocence 
of a biological characteristic; it makes man into the "causal animal": 
"If other animals are equipped only with instincts and powers that 
aim merely at the maintenance and propagation of the species, this 
peculiar creature possesses beyond all that some more, whose real 
aims are not quite so clear. Among these is an instinct to seek out 
relations that it entides causes, and to concern itself with a multitude 
of things that appear not to affect it at all in God's wide world, as 
though perhaps because there are causes there for the causal animal 
to hunt, to which it is continually spurred on by .a sort of spiritual 
hunger, by curiosity."" This state of affairs, the restriction to the 
'surface' of nature that is imposed on man, can be expressed by 
Lichtenberg in the language of the old prohibition of curiositas, but 
with an explicit barring of the inward path-the path of self-knowledge 
and salvation of the soUl-as the alternative: "To us mortals, Nature 
seems as it were to prohibit profound investigations and to draw our 
attention forcibly to this prohibition; for what else could she have 
meant when she formed us in such a way that we do not even know 
whether we possess a soul, except that since it is not even necessary 
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for us to know ourselves, it is much less necessary to know what the 
unreasoning animals, the stones, and the stars are. "39 

The douhle fiuidessness of theoretical exertion-with regard to 
knowledge of nature and with regard to self-knowledge-nowhere 
imprints on Lichtenberg the trait of resignation. The retraction of 
knowledge's forward positions, the return from the depths to the 
snrface, already has for him-even before he encounters Kant-the 
critical function not of dictating boundaries but of discovering them, 
of establishing why it is that we cannot know more. To want to find 
the truth continues for him to be a "source of merit, even if one goes 
astray from the path. "" But Lichtenberg ironically dissolves just this 
idea of the "path" to the truth, and thus deprives "going astray" of 
its contingent status, its correctability: ''That so many people seek the 
truth and do not find it surely follows from the fact that the paths to 
the truth, like those from one place to another in the Nogaic steppes, 
are just as broad as they are long. Likewise on the sea."41 The error 
that in this topography has become the norm of human cognitive 
movement still has its economy, its antidogmatic effect: "Even our 
frequent errors are useful in that in the end they accustom us to 
believing that everything could be otherwise than we conceive it to 
be .... "42 

Doubt about the possibility of arriving at the truth-to the extent 
that we do not remain on that "surface," the environment of the 
"seeker of causes," but instead pose the larger and the largest ques
tions - is due not only to the uncertainty of the paths but also to the 
impossibility of imagining the arrival itseI£ Not even revdation could 
hdp us here because it would have to be accomplished in the language 
of the ideas we have gained from ·the snrface of nature. Lichtenbet:g 
tries this thought experiment: "If one day a higher being told us how 
the world came into existence, I really wonder whether we would be 
in a position to understand it. "" In the case of one of the other great 
questions, that of the origin of motion, Lichtenberg tries to demonstrate 
not only that we know nothing but also why we know nothing; and 
he thinks that "this could be an accurate criterion of where one should 
begin or desist. . .. There is here a more definite boundary than 
elsewhere because it seems to be not so much a lack of experience 
as rather an absolute dividing wall, . or at least a suggestion of where 
that wall should be sought." And the consequence: "It is a shame that 
the best tn.iD.ds venture so eagerly into what is unfathomable and are 
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glad to hear when the crowd is amazed at" their daring, and would 
rather be called daredevils than peaceful cultivators" of a ground whose 
solidity the whole world admits."44 

lichtenberg's metaphor of the "peaceful cultivator," of" cultivation 
of the surface," is, in opposition to Bacon's images of seafaring into 
the uncertain, a metaphor of terra firma, of cultivating labor, with 
the idea of organic growth and spatially restricted economy in the 
background. But also the hunt, by which man keeps active without 
having to reckon up the expense and the return, still belongs to this 
metaphorical world: "Since the middle of the year 1 7 91 something 
has been stirring in my whole thought economy that I cannot describe 
properly yet. I intend only to bring up some of it and in future to 
pay more attention to it. It is an extraordinary mistrust, almost pro
ceeding to literary acts of violence, of all human knowledge, with the 
exception of mathematics. What still binds me to (the) study of physics 
is the hope of discovering something useful to the human species. For 
we must concern ourselves with causes and explanations, becaUse I 
see no other means at all, without this exertion,· of keeping us in 
action. Of course someone can go hunting for weeks at a time and 
shoot nothing; but so much is certain: He would not have shot anything 
at home either, and that with certainty, since after all it is only in the 
field that he has probability on his side, however litde it may be .... "45 

What lies beneath the surface, the hidden depth of nature, is for 
lichtenberg always also man in his role as an enigma to himseJ£ The 
scornful critic of the fashionable physiognomics had arrived by his 
own path at Kant's doctrine of the phenomenality even of inner ex
perience, and here the paradox held for him, just as much as with 
outer experience, that drawing closer to reality can suddenly turn into 
a withdrawal from it. Regarding Sommering's book Uber das Organ der 
Seele [On the Organ if the Soul], he notes in 1796, 

Is it not strange that when, for example, one reads about the organ 
of the soul in Sommering's excellent work, one does not feel more at 
home than one does in a work on the purposes of Saturn's rings. And 
yet if one can speak here of place, that is what lies nearest to us. But 
nearness is no help, since the thing which we can approach is not the 
one that we want to approach. When, while watching the sun go 
down, I take a step in its direction, then I approach it, even if only 
by a litde. In the case of the organ of the soul it is entirely otherwise. 
Indeed it is possible that by an all too close approach, for example, 
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with the microscope, one would remove oneself even from what one 
can approach. For eXalIlple, I see in the distance, on a mountain, a 
strange mass; I come nearer and find that it is a castle; still nearer I 
discover windows; and so forth. That would be enough; if I were 
unfamiliar with the purpose of the whole, and sought still further, 
then I would end up in analysis of the stones, which would lead me 
further away.46 

In sum, "all study of nature" does indeed lead H ••• unnoticed, to a 
great moral end, "41 but this end no longer results from knowledge 
itself, nor is it reached, of its own accord, as a side effect of the striving 
for knowledge; rather it lies precisely, in what knowledge denies to 
man. The world that is no longer made for man's knowledge, and 
the human nature that no longer fulfills itself in its striving for knowl
edge, enter into a new relation, reversing the direction of the claim. 
It is this, the turning of the human interest to itself, that Lichtenberg 
thinks he has learned from Kant: "The world is there not to be known 
by us but rather to form us in it. That is a Kantian idea. "48 

The boundary of knowledge, which knowledge finds and acknowl
edges, had become the object of the appetite for theoretical knowledge 
itself in Kant's 'critique.' The autonomy of reason meant even-indeed 
particularly-here to carry out the restriction of the pretension to 
knowledge as a result of understanding instead of submitting to the 
de facto forbiddenness of boundary transgressions. For Kant, the hy
pertrophy of the appetite for knowledge is the root of all the spiritual 
phenomena whose negation is called "enlightemnent." 'Passive reason,' 
in its instinct to go beyond what has been achieved without regard 
to what can be achieved, must be helplessly inclined toward prejudice 
and superstition. Enlightenment, as not a private but a public postulate, 
one that defines the condition of an age and a society, is more than 
'thinking for oneself'; it is the removal, as it were, of the opportunities 
for the passivity and thus the seduceability of reason. 

In the determination of the "public mode of thought" lies the ne
cessity of the perfected, the irreversible, Enlightenment, but also its 
intrinsic dilliculty. On the relation between the appetite for knowledge 
and enlightenment, Kant made the decisive point in a note to section 
40 of the Critique cf Judgment (1790): 

We readily see that enlightenment, while easy, no doubt, in thesi, in 
hypothesi is dillicult and slow of realization. For not to be passive with 
one's reason, but always to be self-legislative, is doubdess quite an 
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easy matter for a man who only desires to be. adapted to his essential 
end and does not seek to know what is beyond his understanding. 
But as the tendency in the latter direction is hardly avoidable, and 
others are always coming and promising with full assurance that they 
are able to satisfy one's appetite for knowledge, it must be very difficult 
to preserve or restore in the mode of thought (and particularly in the 
public mode of thought) that merely negative attitude (which constitutes 
enlightenment proper). d 

With this annotation to the Critique if Judgment, Kant revises the 
philosophical 'inunediate expectation' of the completion of his critical 
enlightenment, as he had projected it at the end of the Crftique if Pure 
Reason (1781), in the fourth chapter of the "Doctrine of Method," as 
the extrapolation of a "History of Pure Reason." Here he had more 
than suggested to his readers that they draw from his resnlt, that the 
"critical path ... alone is still open," the conclusion of cooperating 
toward the end of "making this footpath into a highway." The problem 
of accomplishing enlightenment does not yet have the weight of having 
to bring about the transformation of the "public mode of thought," 
and thus to withhold from the passivity of reason the conditions con
tributing to an overhasty satisfaction of its appetite for knowledge. 
The judgment ofhis readers seems to him sufficient to achieve "before 
.the end of the present century what many centuries have not been 
able to accomplish, namely, to secure for human reason complete 
satisfaction in regard to that with which its appetite ror knowledge 
has occupied itself at all times, though hitherto in vain." Here the 
appetite for knowledge is still the organ of enlightenment itself, the 
unrest that needs only to be brought onto the correct and sole path 
remaining open in order to find in the near future its adequate and 
definitive fulfillment. There is no apparent suspicion that the appetite 
for knowledge could be an excessive impetus, that it could disturb 
and endanger the critical business of the self-limitation of reason by 
its claims to the solution of the too great questions and to the inaccessible 
certainties - that is, that it could be the agent of reason's seduceability. 

What Kant published in the Berliner Monatsschrifl in 1784, "An Answer 
to the Question: What Is Enlightenment?," is already at a skeptical 
distance from such inunediate expectation of the paTOusia [presence, 
arrival] of critical reason. The conflict between the requirement of a 
transformation of the "public mode of thought" and the requirement 
of obedience to public authority, in his political philosophy, has become 
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noticeable. What he had expected in 1781 from the rapid judgment 
and agreement of the reader to the author's purpose has passed over 
into the resigned conclusion that "a public can only slowly arrive at 
enlightenment" and that this depends in the last analysis on the pre
condition of freedom in the state "to make public use of one's reason 
in every respect." Such public use of reason is defined by the manner 
in which "someone, as a man of learning," exercises it as his calling 
" ... before the whole reading public." But to this publicity in the use 
of reason there is opposed its "private use," such as has to be practiced 
by teachers who are public employees and who, in their paid office, 
represent and disseminate doctrines that, as persons oflearning, they 
would be qualified and entided to criticize. Thus the use of reason in 
the service of public purposes, or in preventing the disruption of those 
purposes, can paradoxically be called a private use.' 

The character of slowness that enlightenment assumes in the force 
field between these two agencies has become a reassuring guarantee 
that excludes the suddenness or even violence of revolution, through 
which "true reform in ways of thinking will never come about," but 

. rather "new prejudices will serve quite as well as the _ old ones as a 
leash to control the great unthinking mass." On the other hand Kant 
convinces himself, equally reassuringly, that the slowing down of en
lightenment cannot pass over into a complete standstill, or better, that 
one factor cannot have any right to slow down or halt the other: "A 
man may for his own person, and even then only for a limited period, 
postpone enlightening himself in matters he· ought to know about. But 
to renounce such enlightenment completely, whether for his own person 
or even more so for later generations, means violating and tram.plirig 
underfoot the sacred rights of manltind." The laborious argument for 
the right to enlightenment has taken the place of the' assurance of its 
early imminence. His contesting the permissibility of a conspiracy to 
perpetuate "self-incurred tutelage" reveals that Kant saw before him 
a more dangerous problematic than that of the cognitive appetite of 
a 'passive reason' and sought to ward it off with the ceremonious 
gesture of appeal to inalienable rights: "One age cannot enter into an 
alliance on oath to put the ·next age in a position where it would be 
impossible for it to extend and correct its knowledge, particularly on 
such iInportant matters, or to make any progress whatsoever in en
lightenment. This would be a crime against human nature, whose 
original destiny lies precisely in such progress. Later generations are 
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thus perfectly entitled to dismiss these agreements as unauthorized 
and criminal. "f . 

In such a projection of the problem into the huge dimensions of 
forces struggling over man, the fact becomes lost from view that the 
Dialectic of the Critique cf Pure Reason had exhibited the endogenous 
pathology of the cognitive appetite of reason itself. <9 Only in the light 
of the idea that reason, as a result of one of its own instinctive elements, 
degenerates, so to speak, and falls into self-loss does it become un
derstandable that reason's critique of itself, as acknowledgment of its 
restriction, does. not become humble r~signation or _ a disillusioned 
tarnishing of its image, but rather can be presented as the final and 
definitive discovery of its own dignity. '0 But Kant conforms more 
accurately to the severity of the historical situation of reason in which 
he intervenes when he speaks of the self-preservation of reason rather 
than its dignity. The platitude of "healthy reason" then acquires a 
precise character: The reason that is capable on its own of preserving 
itself is healthy. 

In the last footnote of the essay of 1786 entitled "Was heisst, sich 
im. Denken orientieren?" [What Does It Mean to Orient Oneself in 
Thought?], Kant formnlates the "Maxims of the Self-Preservation of 
Reason," in accordance, in fact, with the logical structure of the cat
egorical iInperative: "To make use"of one's O'\YIl reason means nothing 
more than to ask oneself, in the case of anything tllat one is· asked 
to assume, whether one would indeed find it practicable to make the 
reason why one assumes something or the rule that folloWs from what 
one assUIUes into the general principle of one's use of reason." If 
enlightenment is nothing other than this very self-preservation of rea
son, then the freedom of cognition that it demands is not an arbitrary 
but a lawful freedom. In this analogy to moral philosophy, with its 
doctrine of the inability of practical reason to move itself to action
in spite of its capacity to determine the action lawfuIIy-theoretical 
curiosity is put in its definitive systematic place. Need sets in motion, 
but it does not orient; it is legitimate, but it does not legitimize. 

Kant's strict separation of theoretical from practical reason did indeed 
lead him to analogies between the two, but not to a morality of theory 
itself-except insofar as the self-criticism of pure reason was supposed 
to make room for morality. The analogy is expressed as follows: 
"Reason does not feel; it understands its lack and produces tlrrough 
the cognitive drive the feeling of need. Here the matter stands as it 
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does with moral feeling, which no moral law brings about (for the 
moral laws arise entirely from reason) but which is nevertheless caused 
and produced by moral laws, and consequendy by reason, since the 
active and yet free will needs definite reasons." The freedom of reason, 
insofar as it does not subject itself to its own law bpt rather surrenders 
itself to its cognitive drive, is anarchic, so that in consequence "it must 
bend under the yoke of the laws that another gives it; for without 
some law or other, nothing, not even the greatest nonsense, can play 
its game for long." The cognitive drive can stand in opposition to the 
interest of reason, can degenerate into "maxims of the independence 
of reason from its own need." 

Here the'" expression "self-incurred tutelage" acqures its political 
coloring; what is meant is not only the comfortableness of being in
competent, the lack of resolution and courage of which Kant had 
spoken at the beginning of the essay "V\{hat Is Enlightenment?," but 
also the provocation that the reason that has become 'noopathic' ex
ercises on the exte~al forces of order. One sees how Kant's char
acteristic concept of the state is systematically entwined with the 
problematic he saw in the cognitive drive and how the regression of 
his faith in the imminence of enlightenment takes political recourse 
to emergency measures into its calculations: "Here the authorities 
enter the game, so that civil concerns themselves do not get into the 
greatest disorder; and since the handiest but also the most vigorous 
means is precisely the best for them, they suspend even the freedom 
to think and subject this, like other trades, to government regulations. 
And thus freedom of thought, if it wants to operate independendy 
even oflaws of reason, finally destroys itsel£" . 

In the same year, 1786, in the concluding sentences of the Metaphysische 
Anfongsgrilnde der Naturwissenschaft [Metaphysical Elements '!f Natural Sci
encel Kant brought the 'trial' of theoretical curiosity to a close that, 
as a systematic explication, was not to be superseded or revised again. 
Augustine, who had provided the motives and the rhetoric for dis
criminating agaiust curiosity, had gone no further than the requirement 
that one renounce the curiosity that turns outward and instead direct 
one's spiritual attentiveness inward. That is, he "had constructed a 
disjunction of self-knowledge and curiosity, a disjunction that was 
largely taken over by the Middle Ages. When the modern age rejected 
the medieval discrimination against the appetite for knowledge, its 
Teedom was limited by these prepared alternatives to the extent that 
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all that it could do was to avail itself of the opposite. Kant now shows 
that these are not alternatives at all but inStead· that the mc;>.tive of 
curiosity itself, consistendy pursued, by reaching for the totalitY of the 
conditions of objectivity finally makes self-knowledge its necessary 
subject. The metaphysical doctrine of bodies that Kant develops in 
the Anfangsgriinde inevitably ends with the subject of empty space, 
and thus with an object as inconceivable as it is unavoidable. The 
discussion shows that the denial of absolute empty space is just as 
hypothetical as its assertion. Reason's effort to grasp the conditioned 
through its conditions, and thus finally to reach the unconditioned, 
ends in an absolute embarrassment: being expected to comprehend 
something that is not subject to the conditions of comprehensibility 
and nevertheless not being able to leave off at some arbitrarily chosen 
earlier stage with an object that, because conditioned, is in fact com
prehensible. Nothing remains for reason "when curiosity calls upon 
it to grasp the absolute totality of all conditions except ... to return 
from the objects to itself, in order to investigate and define, instead 
of the ultimate limits of things, the ultimate limit of its own capacity, 
when left to its own resources." That is no longer Augustine's pre
scription, since it legitimates resolutely carrying out the theoretical 
pretension right up to its final consequence and justifies turning away 
from the objects only through evidence of dialectical indecidability. 

Translator~s Notes 

a. These were selections from Reimarus critical of orthodox Christianity that Lessing published 
as the writings of an "unknown" author, together with his own commentaries, in his ContributUms 
to Literature and History frt.rm the Ducal Library at Wclfenbiittcl (of which he was the librarian), in 
1774 and 1777. They generated a protracted storm of controversy. 

h. "If God held all truth in his right hand and in his left the everlasting striving after truth, 
so that I should always and everlascirigly be mistaken, and said to me, 'Choose,' With humility 
I would pick on the left hand and say, 'Father, grant me that. Absolute truth is for thee alone.' " 
From Elm Duplik (see author's note 82). The passage is translated by Henry Chadwick in 
Lessing's Theolcgical Writings (London: Adam and Charles Black,. 1956), p. 43. 

c. VisCher published a Dritte Tell des Faust [Third Part 0/ Faust]-a sequel to Goethe's tvro parts
in 1862 and a revised version in 1886. 

d. Kant, The Critique 0/ Judgement, trans. 1- C. Meredith {Oxford University Press, 1952), "Part 
I: Critique of Aesthetic Judgement," p. 152. The translation is slightly revised. 
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e. The author requested the substitution of the last two sentences in this paragraph for the 
last sentence in the text as published in Dcr PrQUSS tier theoretischen Neugierde (Frankfurt Suhrkamp, 
1973), p. 249, stating that the same change would be made in future German editions. 

f. «An Answer to the Question: 'What Is Enlightenment?', » in Kant's Political Writings, trans. 
H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), pp. 57, 58. 
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The Integration into 
Anthropology:a Feuerbach and 
Freud 

In the process of the 'trial' through which it was legitimated, the 
concept of theoretical curiosity was concentrated, in terms of its objects, 
on nature, and especially on the areas of nature whose natural in
accessibility and difficulty of objectification had become 'canonical.' 
One of the indications of the fact that this 'trial' was concluded and 
won is the diffusion of the term to other realms, ultimately to any 
realm whatever, a process in which consciousness of the daring" of 
such employment-which after all was the impression that the linguistic 
transfer was originally intended to convey-:-qt]icklY disappears. The 
pluralism of curiosity calls for specifications -in language, for adjectives. 
The plural form of the term, as used quite as a matter of course by 
Paul Valcry to characterize the contemporary age, "curiosites de toute 
espece" [every kind of curiosity], is uncommon.' 

As an extreme case let me mention "military curiosity." Alexander 
von Humboldt used this term in 1848 to criticize the participation of 
the Prussian prince Waldemar in the conflict of the English with the 
Sikhs in 1845, in which enterprise the prince's escort, Hofineister, had 
been killed. The prince's participation in this batde in distant Asia was 
praised as a heroic deed in military circles and at court in Berlin. 
"Humboldt's opinion was different. He called Prince Waldemar's be
havior on this occasion imprudent; to stake one's life out of pure 
military curiosity was no heroism. : . . "2 What the tenn "curiosity" 
means in this context is pointed up when it is compared to a text half 
a century older; it comes from the Abhandlung von dem Einfl:lisse der 
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theoretischen Philosophie in die Gesellschaft [Treatise on the Influence ofTheo
retical Philosophy in Society J of the Gottingen mathematician Abraham 
Gotthelf Kastner, published in 1742: "And if Pliny's manner of life 
seems to us somewhat too tranquil, then think of the duke of Marsigli, 
who gathered the material for his description of the . Danube RiYer 
not by any curious travels but rather in the course of a bloody campaign. 
How often did he exchange the sword for the anatomist's scalpel! 
How often did he venture, in order to observe the circumstances of 
a place or a remarkable natural feature, into regions where the phi
losopher would not have penetrated if he had not been accompanied 
by a hero! How many discoveries did he make that, now that he has 
made them, are still unknown to many a scholar who, in his study, 
considers that he is acquainted with the whole of nature. '" The curiosity 
that is no longer subject to disparagement is indeed permitted to 
undertake any journey, but frivolity is not becoming to it; it does 
better as a form of rigorous work or as the digression of a hero in 
the course of a campaign. 

Delight in monstrosities stands on the threshold of a new form of 
seriousness-even if it is a seriousness of enjoyment-for which it sets 
up an initial aesthetic: "An object of an unknown kind that has some
thing peculiar and unusual about it is therefore new, but only to a 

. modest degree- unless its peculiarity almost turns it into another 
kind of thing, in which case its novelty is very great. A child' born 
with teeth and long hair is an object worthy of our curiosity [Neubegierde 
(eighteenth-century term) ~ Neugierde (contemporary) ~ appetite for 
novelty, curiosity], but still more so is a monster of which one knows 
not whether it is a man or beast and that seems to have an equal 
claim to membership in both categories. ". But there is still another 
reason why theoretical curiosity shifts its location rather than becoming 
differentiated as, for instance, also an aesthetic involvement: The in
creasing institutionalization of theoretical activity in the form of science, 
of workings that are carried forward by an immanent lOgic, allows 
the theoretical process less and less to appear as conditioned by motives. 

There are excepti<;lns, as long as there are still the great solitary 
figures embodying initiation into theory like that same Alexander von 
Humboldt, who most nearly typifies curiosity for the first half of the 
nineteenth century. As such a figure, he was treated with respect even 
when he was interrupted, at work on his Kosmos (like Archimedes at 
the storming of Syracuse), by the Berlin barricade fighters of March 
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1848.' Humboldt had to deal with a new fonn of curiosity, a species
all too often jOUD1alistically stimulated and then satisfied by unsu
pervised means-that he called "populat curiosity." A false table of 
geographical altitudes had appeated in the Leipziger lllustrierte Zeitung 
[Leipzig Illustrated News] and Humboldt writes to Heinrich Berghaus on 
December 18, 1849, "Is it not enough to drive one to despair, deat 
professor, to have to see how all of our efforts to disseminate accurate 
geographical data among the people ate in vain? How an object of 
populat curiosity is botched, you can see from the issue of the Illustrated 
News that I have enclosed. I brought the paper home with me this 
evening from a royal reception .... "6 The energy of curiosity has 
turrted out to be also a potential for being led astray by new media. 
And it is just this double aspect that Humboldt expresses by his dis
tinction between curiosity [Neugier] and the appetite for knowledge 
lWissbegierde] in a spoken rematk from the yeat 1850 reported by 
Berghaus: "I am, as you know and as everyone knows, an advocate 
of the free movement of talent and intellectual gifts, wherever they 
appeat; I am an opponent of all the preliminary and repeated tests 
that the state considers necessary in order to serve it or society in 
general, a mania for examinations that extends, no doubt, all. the way 
to field watchmen and night watchmen -with the ridiculous aim of 
ascertaining (at least) their political convictions. Thus I am anything 
but a friend of the tutelage that the state assumes to such a terrible 
extent over us poor fellows; but if it cannot or will not desist from its 
examination system, then it should direct its attention to the people 
who,· as editors of the sort of unfactual, imaginative publication of 
which the Illustrated News is one, take on the office of instructor of the 
people. What does this newspaper aim at? The momentary satisfaction 
of curiosity, not of the appetite for knowledge, and of course deeper 
leaming is entirely out of the question.'" The huge impression produced 
by his Kosmos confronted Humboldt with the potential that was present 
here. Here I cannot even touch on the history of the influence of this 
work; Humboldt himself spoke of the "Kosmos mania" that spread 
from the court, through the society of the capitol, all the way to the 
countryside and the patsonages.' The echo came in the fonn of whole 
piles of speculative manuscripts on constellations, planetary disturb
ances, and general world views: "Everyone wanted to be pregnant 
with a KOS1lWS at once .... "9 Just as the author of the Kosmos felt no 
afflation from the statS when he regarded the cosmos itself, so also 
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the curiosity of his readers was directed nQt at the cosmos direcdy 
but rather at his Kosmos: " ... in the salons of fashionable ladies, Kosmos 
lay uppermost on the coffee table, and opened, so as to show visitors 
that one bad actually read in the learned work of the great philosopher!" 

The modern age's initial passage beyond the Pillars of Hercules, its 
breaking through the Nec plus ultra, was supposed to 'open once and 
for all the borders of a hitherto unknown reality. But was the terra 
incognita that was aimed at there-that of a nature that was finally 
to be dominated-the final reserve of the unknown? Was Francis 
Bacon's interpretation of curWsitas as a spatial or spatially metaphorizable 
motivational syndrome the only one possible? It was to become evident 
that there could be other systematic orientations toward the unknown 
and the undisclosed, and thus other possible ways of going beyond 
boundaries. The beginning of the modern age turned out to be a 
repeatable, or at least an imitable, paradigm. 

Ludwig Feuerbach's concept of the ''knowledge drive" [Wissenstriebl 
reminds one, in its diagnosis of the situation to which it relates, of 
Bacon's curiosity, but with the difference that its bael<ground metaphor 
is temporal rather than spatial. Like Bacon, Feuerbach, too, charac
teriztically resists the definitive status of a preexisting 'ancient world' 

. and demands that we imagine wbat lies beyond its limits. But this 
time the definitiveness cannot be surpassed 'geographically' or inte
grated into an overall conception, a globus intellectualis. The definitiveness 
at which Feuerbach tal<es offense is that of the Hegelian philosophy 
as the consolidation that, according to Rudolf Haym's formulation, 
compelled the Hegelians at the beginning of the decade of the 1830s 
to discuss "in complete and bitter eatnest" the question "what the 
further content of world history could very well be, now that, in Hegel's 
philosophy, the world spirit had penetrated to its goal, to knowledge 
of itsel£" This reminds one of the doubt with which Bacon bad to 
deal, whether after the achievements of the ancients anything at all 
was left to be discovered or invented. 

The motive of curiosity, for Feuerbach, can be described by one of 
his favorite terms as an aggregate of acts of "anticipation. " Even where 
the knowledge drive seems to be an interest in history, it relates to 
history as not a: dimension of memory and preservation but rather 
an arsenal and onset of anticipations and projections. At bottom the 
interest in history is essentially metaphorical, or, more precisely, di
rected at making accessible what is still metaphorical The model is 
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theology as the historical form of a metaphorical, and therefore still 
withheld, anthropology-the metaphor of an anthropology that evi
dently was able neither to express itself nor to operate as such, that 
needed projection into a foreign medium, into the exaggerated di
mensions of transcendence, in order to articulate itself. The divinity 
of this theology is, unbeknownst to it, "only the logically consistent 
soul," the "unashamed" human will. lo Theology is "the true, the ob
jective, the manifest, the complete psychology,"" a "hyperbolical 
psychology."" 

But the treasures squandered in heavenb are not only brought back 
as what they were and have remained. One could say that the whole 
great episode of projection was like a phase of incubation, that the 
original idea was, as it were, propagated in vitro [in the laboratory]. 
Hyperbole makes knowledge possible: The possibility and necessity 
of magnification, of making the invisible visible, is not restricted to 
optics-consciousness too has a ne.ed for exaggeration as a means of 
articulation. Theology was a magnifying lense; without it we would 
have learned less about ourselves. The ancient efforts to understand 
the infinite, the absolute, the self-sufficient, the self-enjoying, the end 
in itself, turn out to be necessarily roundabout attempts by man to 
grasp himself as absolute, to conceive of himself as an end in himself, 
as having a right to self-enjoyment, and to experience his own sensuality 
in "purposeless looking at the stars" as the "living superlative of sen
sualism."" As the retraction of the unique transfer of ununderstood 
self-understanding, the "realization of Christianity ... [is] its negation."14 

True to this fundamental conception, Feuerbach's temporalization 
of curiosity was 'learned' early on fro~ the assertion, classified as 
Platonic and Christian, that man has a "knowledge drive" by which, 
on teleological prentises, his inunortality is guaranteed and given 
meaning. IS Feuerbach's counterthesis is the critical extraction of the 
anthropological core hidden in the projection of inunortality: The 
inunortality extrapolated as the fulfilhnent of theory is the product 
of the difference, which is still not understood, between the ''knowledge 
drive," which relates to the species man, and its unsatisfied actual 
state in the individual man. Here the spatial metaphor of curiositas is 
not only set aside but decisively contradicted; and this applies even 
to Kant's 'setting of limits' for reason over against its restless impulse 
toward hypertrophy, and thus toward self-delusion. 
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Man, according to his species, simply does not want to know what 
he cannot know; rather he wants to know what is in fact not yet known 
by himself and men in general but can be known. The knowledge 
drive does not want to push forward into the inaccessible, which is 
anthropologically irrelevant, but rather to anticipate what is possi1;>le 
for man, which is the future. "There is nothing that man is further 
from possessing than a supernatural knowledge drive, such as Chris
tianity or Platonism attributes to him; he has no drive that exceeds 
the measure of human nature, which admittedly is not a measure that 
can be gauged by the compasses of a philosophical system, a finite 
measure; his knowledge drive extends only to things that are knowable 
by man, in other words, to human objects, which find their completion 
in the course of history." 

The 'beyond' of religion and metaphysical systems is therefore an 
elementary, though not a fruitless, misunderstanding. The idea of 
immortality is curiosity that does not yet understand itselfin its rational 
economy; it is the negation of history, insofar as history withholds 
things from every present time. Man only wants to know what man 
can know. "What lies beyond this region has no existence whatever 
for him; so for him it is also the object of no drive or wish whatso
ever .... What man does not occupy himself with and know here, he 
does not want to know anything about in the 'beyond' either." Im
mortality is the uncomprehended aspect of temporality, which trans
lates the externality of the future into the quasi-spatial externality of 
a nonworldly fulfillment, the utopia in which the totality of human 
experience falls to the individual. "What man desires to know in the 
'beyond' is not something that in itself cannot be known in this world; 
it is only what he does not know now. He only wants to see the 
boundaries, the difficulties that he has encountered in his province, 
set aside." 

Thus curiosity is anticipation, not arrogation. The idea of immortality 
is the mythical representative of such anticipation, the placeholder for 
an as yet undeveloped consciousness. Here it wonld not be very helpful 
to speak of "secularization," to say,_ for instance, that the explosive 
expansion of repabilitated theoretical curiosity in the form of science 
was the secularization of the idea of immortality,. of the energies that 
were directed at and attracted by that idea. Immortality is undeniably 
brought into a worldly context as its future, not, however, as the 
extraction of an idea from its 'genuine' source, but rather as the 
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retraction of a projection, which was not understood, into its origin, 
into the ground of the need that is involved in it. Admittedly this is 
expressed, at the moment of the retraction, in a language that is 
remarkably 'secularized' precisely because it has to point out the identity 
of the need whose position is being reoccupied: ''Thus the foolish 
Christian, fixed on the heaven in the 'beyond,' overlooks the heaven 
on earth, the heaven of the historical future, in which all doubts, all 
obscurities and difficulties that affiicted the short-sighted present and 
past, are to dissolve in light." 

But the decisive fact is that the idea of innnortality that F euerbach 
supposedly secularizes is not the Christian one at all but rather the 
one belonging to the Enlightenment and German Classicism, which 
is already historicized, that is, set in relation to the understanding of 
history as the progress of the species, as a human unity. The idea of 
immortality that is 'prepared' in this way is what gives Feuerbach the 
right to speak of anticipation. It is true that the scholastic visio beatifica 
[beatific vision] is also a combination of theory and eudemonia, but 
the "vision" is a static possession of the absolute, more its glorification 
than its penetration, a static infinity of the saturating presence of the 
truth. Here the Enlightenment and Classicism fastened much more 
concretely on knowledge experienced as movement, and of course 
also, especially in Kant, with the practical problematic that is unraveled 
as progress. The important thing here is that it is no longer God Who 
is the primary 'object' of one's attention in the 'beyond.' On the 
contrary, that attention continues the theoretical interests and moral 
obligations of this world; that is, it loses its quasi-worshipful character 
so as to satisry-J instead, what one's finite individual life denies to one. 
The basic idea that is emerging here and that underlies the Enlight
enment's retention of the idea of innnortality could be formulated as 
follows: It is precisely the asserted and confirmed possibility of the 
progress of knowledge that makes the contingency of theindividual's 
share in this progress unbearable. One should not water down this 
cOlUlection, in order to make it serve a supposedly higher purpose, 
by means of the secularization thesis. Hermann Samuel Reimarus gave 
it the following formulation: "What help are truth and science to us 
in relation to the kind' of contentment that we wish for, when with 
every litde increase in them we only perceive all the more how much 
we do not know, or disturb ourselves with that much more doubt, 
and in any case in this life we can never satisfY our appetite for 
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acquaintance with and certainty about the multifarious things in the 
world? But if this earth, this first house that we inhabit, is ouly a 
school in which we grasp the elementary principles of the sciences, 
so as subsequendy to be led to higher things, then this knowledge 
lays the foundation for further insight, and from this slight foretaste 
of truth we can already conjure up the sweet image of the way in 
which, in days to come in the realm of light, we shall behold the 
whole of nature, and all the divine secrets that are still hidden, with 
more enlightened eyes."" Perfection in the scope provided by im
mortality is pushed forward by Lessing, Kant, and Herder to the point 
of the idea of reincarnation; but at the same time it is moralized, in 
fact for the simple reason that for the perfection of theory, the identity 
of anamnesis would be necessary, whereas for moral perfection, an 
unconscious, self-forgetful identity is sufficient.17 

Feuerbach's "knowledge drive" reflects what, since Descartes, has 
been the essence of 'method': In the progress of knowledge, individuals 
are ouly functionaries, who operate within the totality of the process 
as transmitters, without ever partaking of this totality. Not iuunortality 
but rather the finality of death is the real catalyst for that concentration 
of existence that at least resists the quality of a mere episode, refuses 
to be consumed in its functional role. "Away with lamentations over 

. the brevity of life! It is a trick of the deity to make an inroad into our. 
minds and hearts in order to tap the best of our sap for the benefit 
of others .... The shorter our lives, and the less time there is at our 
disposal, the more time we really have; for the lack of time doubles 
our powers, makes us concentrate only on what is necessary and 
essential, and gives us presence' of mind, initiative, tact, and deter
mination. There is, therefore, no excuse worse than that of lack of 
time. There is nothing over which man has greater disposition than 
he has over time."l8 The -"knowledge drive" is the energy of this 
concentration of disposition over time. It supports the structure of 
'methodical' cooperation in history; but it also resists it as something 
nonsensical and beyond what can be expected of the individual. 

F euerbach biologizes curiosity as a "drive," and consequendy also 
teleologizes it into a sort of temporal instinct by which the interests 
of the species are imposed on the individual as an obligation but 
through which at the same time the individual lays claim to a coun
terinterest. The knowing subject, the individual, "experiences ouly 
those lacks and gaps in his knowledge-and these are the ones he 
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experiences most painfully-that are demonstrated by the existence 
and the necessity of an earthly, but not a heavenly, 'beyond'; for he 
only wants those boundaries of his knowledge done away with that 
the future generations who pursue his subject really do away with .... 
What mankind desires in· the youth that is the past, it possesses in 
abundance in the old age that is the future."" 

It is not by accident that at this point Copernicus appears as the 
prototype of this knowledge drive as it begins to actualize itself in its 
temporal dimension. The triumph and the melancholy of pretension 
and resignation lie immediately alongside one another when Feuerbach 
makes Galileo call after Copernicus, "Oh, if you ... could have lived 
to see the new additions to and confirmations of your system, what 
delight you· would have derived from them! Thus speaks the man 
from the real 'next world,' the man of the future, to the man of the 
past." While legend, since the beginning of the eighteenth century, 
had ascribed to Copernicus the prediction ofVenus's changes of phase, 
F euerbach knows of still another utterance, pressing forward, as it 
were, toward the telescope, about the deficiency of the unaided human 
eye-an utterance whose derivation is unknown to me: HCopemicus 
is supposed to have mourned, on his very deathbed, that in his entire 
life he had never once seen Mercury, despite all his efforts to do so. 
Today the astronomers, with their excellent telescopes, see Mercury 
at broad noon." And here Feuerbach adds the sentence that is central 
to his theory of anticipatory curiosity: "Thus the future heals the pains 
of the past's unsatisfied knowledge drive." 

The Copernicus anecdote is so fertile for Feuerbach because it de
termines the relation between thought and sense perception teleo
logically, in a way that is not self-evident. Vision and touch are not 
reason's 'raw material,' its substrate, but rather the essence of the 
fully realized human relation to reality. Only to have reflected on the 
planet Mercury constructively, but never to have seen it, is supposed 
to have filled the dying astronomer with sorrow, with the consciousness 
of a deficiency that only the telescope would have been able to remove. 
Reason is not the perfection of sensuality but only its anticipation and 
prelude, the instrument of its 'conjectures.' "Thought is only an ex
panded feeling, extended to distant or absent things, a feeling of 
something unseen." And appended to this is a question that, under 
the premises of this anthropological teleology, would have to be an
swered in the negative: "Is there anything absolutely invisible?"20 The 
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unwritten history of the invisible, as the reservoir rather than the 
futility of reason, reaches one of its cuhnination points in this question. 

For Feuerbach, the simple negation of theology's reservations vis
a-vis the will to knowledge leads logically to the philosophical position 
of pantheism as "the essence of the modern era and its philosophy. 
We owe all the gteat discoveries and achievements of the modern era 
in arts and science only to the pantheistic view of the world. For how 
can it be possible for man to be enthusiastic about the world if the 
world is an entity different and excluded from God-an ungodly 
entity? For all enthusiasm is deification."21 Only if history is not at an 
end, if the termination of history by the Hegelian philosophy is in
validated, can the knowledge drive fulfill its anthropological function, 
can the kind of significance that Galileo's telescope had for the un
appeased curiosity of the dying Copernicus be continually repeated. 

The theory of the knowledge drive is integtated into a more general 
theory of needs as the indicators of objective possibilities in history. 
"It is precisely the concept of need that raises a creature above the 
limits of its subjectivity."22 The elementary misconception in the the
ology of a God without needs Who is supposed to be a God of love 
was the denial of its anthropological involvement, a denial that had 
negated the reference to history involved in 'needs.' "However self
supporting and independent you consider God to be, if you endow 
Him with love, then you endow Him with need. Love that derives 
from the superabundance of perfection is a luxury-love is true and 
deep only when a being makes up its own deficiency through it." 
Need is the index of the way in which history becomes the dimension 
of the fulfillment of the human claim to happiness. Only here does 
the knowledge drive have its ultimate anthropological foundation: 
''The happiness drive [GliickseligkeitslriebJ is the drive of drives. Every 
drive is an anonymous form of the happiness drive, anonymous because 
it is named only by reference to the object in which man locates his 
happiness. Even the knowledge drive is only the happiness drive, at 
first satisfYing itself by means of the mind, and later in the course of 
the development of culture, where the knowledge drive becomes a 
separate drive, satisfying itself in the mind. "23 

The expression "knowledge drive," with the implication of antici
patory certainty of something attainable; is already found in Novalis
"The combination of will and knowledge drive-is faith""-but under 
the entirely different premises of "creative observation," of the veruml 
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factum principle:' "We know something only insofar as we make it." 
The pantheistic premise that there is no longer a reserve of truth 
withheld from human knowledge is preempted here by a principle 
of equivalence pushed beyond Galileo's identification of the evidence 
of mathematics for God and man to a universalized 'poetics':d "God 
creates in a way no different from qur own-He merely combines ... '. 
We can come to know the Creation, as His work, only to the exteI1:t 
that we ourselves are God - we do not know it, to the extent that we 
ourselves are 'world' -our knowledge advances, the more we become 
God .... "" For Feuerbach, the anticipatory character of the knowledge 
drive is absolute, so that 'making' is only imitative: "Man wants to 
know how something happens or is made so as, if possible, to be -able 
to make it with his own hands-the knowledge drive is originally an 
imitation drive-or, if that is not possible, at least to mimic it in ideas. 
But power and ownership-and to own, to be master of what =ot 
be possessed in bodily form, is, precisely, to know-are objects of the 
happiness drive."26 Here the knowledge drive does not 'complete' the 
making of the object; rather it 'intends' the title to its physically com
pleted possession, or at least to an imaginative surrogate for such 
possession. Truth is the unfulfilled 'intention' of having the object in 
one's hands. 

From Feuerbach's "knowledge drive" [Willenstrieb] to Freud's [Will
trieb] is not merely an associative leap. They have a common element 
in the secondary and derivative character assigned to the forms that 
they take in reality. For Feuerbach, the force that propels the species 
toward the totality of experience in time, in history, manifests itself 
in indefinite forms in the individnal; for Freud, the model of the psychic 
mechauism makes an uuspecific curiosity result from a central libidinal 
potency. As a motive for psychoanalysis too, the knowledge appetite 
has, as it did for F euerbach, a protective function approaching that 
of instinct, a function due to the subject's deception by the unconscious, 
which the knowledge appetite exposes. What is novel in Freud is the 
combination of theory and therapy in a simultaneous functiouing that 
could hardly be kept free from conflict. This problematic was already 
present -in Breuer's hypnotism, from which Freud inherited it: "Thus 
one and the same procedure served simultaneously the purposes of 
investigating and of getting rid of the ailment; and this unusual con
junction was later retained in psychoanalysis."" In comparison with 
the physical therapy of nervous disturbances, the hypnotic therapy 
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was "incomparably more attractive" because it ~'combined an automatic 
mode of operation with the satisfaction of scientific curiosity [Wissbe
gierdel. "" Freud characterizes the peculiarly 'unintentional' genesis of 
the Interpretation if Dreams (which agrees with his methodology) neg
atively: "My desire for knowledge [Wissbegierdel had not at the start 
been directed toward understanding dreams. I do not know of any 
outside influence which drew my interest to them or inspired me with 
any helpful expectations. "" We will begin with such self-ascriptions 
of knowledge appetite before we come to its theory. 

A significant example is found in a transitional passage in Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle: "What follows is speculation, often far-fetched 
speculation, which the reader will consider or dismiss. according to his 
individual predilection. It is further an attempt to follow out an idea 
consistendy, out of curiosity to see where it will lead. "30 Such com
binations of warnings to the reader not to overstrain the credit that 
he has.accorded to the author, while admitting his curiosity, are fre
quendy found in Freud. Here is one further, very clear, example, 
which accompanies the assertion of the regressive nature of instincts 
and indicates a cool distance from the demonic connotations of curiosity: 
"It may be asked whether and how far I am myself convinced of the 
hypotheses that have been set out in these pages. My answer would 
-be that I am not convinced myself and that I do not seek to persuade 
other people to believe in them. Or, more precisely, that I do not 
know how far I believe in them. There is no reason, as it seems to 
me, why the emotional factor of conviction should enter into this 
question at all. It is surely possible to throw oneself into a line of 
thought and to follow it wherever it leads out of simple scientific 
curiosity, or, if the reader prefers, as an advocatus diaboli [devil's ad
vocatel, who is not on that account himself sold to the devil. "" Such 
sentences ought to be placed alongside the positivistic formulas for
bidding the taking of speculative liberties, such as were set up by, for 
example, Auguste Comte. 

The distance inherent in a curiosity that expands in the space between 
introspection and speculation, and the proximity inherent in therapeutic 
engagement [involvementl do not compete in Freud because rational 
insight and self-appropriation [Selbstgewinnl converge. "Freud does not 
describe the unconscious side of our nature from any simple intellectual 
curiosity: he wishes us to become aware of it, to control it, to be as 
self-aware as possible. "32 But this convergence of goals does not prevent 
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it from being the case that the original motivation passes over into 
the therapeutic attitude only secon<4rily: "After the analyst's curiosity 
[Wissbegierde] had, as it were, been gratified by the elaboration of the 
technique of interpretation, it was inevitable that interest should turn 
to the problem of discovering the most effective way of influencing 
the patient. "33 The model of the Uncomcious allows one to ascribe 
to an agent actions of which he knows nothing and things undergone 
of which he has no experience. One may think of the schema of 
Plato's allegory of the cave as the elementary typification of all processes 
of 'enlightenment': Those who are ch'\ined inside know nothing of 
the deceptive character and shadow quality of the reality present to 
them - first one of them has to be set free and forcibly brought from 
the cave into the open air of authentic reality. But the allegory leaves 
unclear and unstated what motive it is that leads to the accomplishment 
of liberation and undeceiving- the first event is the return of the one 
'undeceived' person into the cave, in order to disenchant the others. 
This transition from theory (pure contemplation) to practice (teaching) 
is indirectly made intelligible by the political context of the Republic 
but at the same time falls under the suspicion that accompanies the 
acquisition of a relation of power. Psychoanalysis is profoundly involved 
with this same problem. What motive takes the place of curiosity 
when it has been satisfied? 

Theoretical curiosity is a topic and a problem in psychoanalysis in 
two ways. On the one hand, in relation to the definition of psycho
analysis as therapy, its origin from a 'cathartic procedure': "Psycho
analysis is a medical procedul'e which aims at the cure of certain forms 
of nervous disease (the neuroses) by a psychological technique. "" How
ever, a therapy based to such a large extent on extracting from con
cealment material that withdraws and hides itself through a mechanism 
of camouflages falls easily into the danger-and the' suspicion-of 
regression into what is nothing more than a theoretical interest. This 
is especially so if-and that is the second aspect-it itself provides a 
theory of this kind of interest as a transformation of what is by nature 
an unspecific energy, the libido. 

It is the infantile active sexual curiosity to see, from which "curiosity 
branches off later on. "35 If the "pregenital sexual organization" pre
pared dispositions toward both sublimation and neurotic compensation 
for repression, then it is understandable that what Freud entitled the 
HWisstrieb" [knowledge drive] is, on the one hand, "at bottom a sub-
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limated offshoot of the instinct of mastery exalted into something 
intellectual," while on the other hand, it can'" actually take the place 
of sadism in the mechanism of obsessional neurosis" (because in this 
mechanism the genetic "forerunner" becomes the compensatory 
"representative'').36 The unsuccessful sublimation can be replaced by 
regressions of an infantile character; Freud exhibited this impressively, 
in connection with theoretical curiosity, in the case of Leonardo da 
Vinci, who became an investigator "at first still in the service of his 
art, but later independently of it and away from it":37 HThe investigator 
in him never in the course of his development left the artist entirely 
free, but often made severe encroachments on him and perhaps in 
the end suppressed him." This interpretation takes seriously the leg
endary verdict of the dying Leonardo, reported in Vasari's Life of 
Leonardo, that he had done wrong to God and man, "non' avendo 
operata nelfarte come si convenia'~ [not having worked in his art as 
he ought]. Conflict between the artist and the investigator in Leonardo 
appears first as inhibition, in the slowness ofhis work, and the frequent 
resignation that left it fragmentary. Freud refuses to believe Leonardo's 
statement in the Traftato [Trattato della Pittura: Treatise on Painting] that 
in order to be able to love the Inventor of the world, he had first 
wanted to get to know His works. The affective energy, he believes, 

. stands at the beginning and is already involved in the 'intellectual 
interest.' Here the metaphor of a hydraulic machine is characteristic, 
a metaphor showing that for Freud the cognitive craving can only be 
a secondary diversion of an original unspecific energy: "He had merely 
converted his passion into a thirst for knowledge; he then applied 
himself to investigation with the persistence, constancy and penetration 
which is derived from passion, and at the climax [auf der Hone] of 
intellectual labor, when knowledge had been won, he allowed the long 
restrained affect to break loose and to flow away freely, as a stream 
of water drawn from a river is allowed to flow away when its work 
is done. "" But the metaphor has to be kept at the highest level [auf 
deT Hoke] of the writer's own understanding: In the psychic, as in the 
physical process of conversion, losses take place in the energy accounts 
that cannot be made up: "A conversion of psychical instinctual force 
into various fortnS of activity can perhaps no more be achieved without 
loss than a conversion of physical forces." What this means for the 
comprehension of Leonardo is that "the postponement ofloving until 
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full knowledge is acquired ends in a substitution of the latter for the 
former." 

It is important to see that this evaluation of the relation between 
the drive directed at theoretical knowledge and the artist's productivity 
still contains, or ren,ews, something of the old conflict between pure 
theory and the practice that promotes salvation. Theoretical curiosity 
is already a regression of the highest sublimation -which is not, or is 
no longer, successful-in the aesthetic work, a regression announced 
by those symptoms of inhibition and difficulty in creation. Curiosity 
is an escape from the failure of full maturity: "Investigating has also 
been known to take the place of acting and creating." The work is 
finite; theory is infinite - the detour to practice by way of theory leaves 
the work in the lurch, as a fragment: "He was no longer able to limit 
his demands, to see the work of art in isolation and to tear it from 
the wide context to which he knew it belonged." The relation of 
serviceability between the knowledge appetite and the production of 
works had become perverted; and in the process, it had become ap

. parent that theory could not be instrumentalized. Of course for Freud, 
that is an indication of the establishment of this dominance in infancy, 
and of "reinforcement" by sexual instinctual forces, so that the knowl
edge appetite becomes a surrogate: "Thus a person of this sort would, 
for example, pursue research with the same passionate devotion that 
another would give to his love, and he would be able to investigate 
instead of loving." When the "fore:runner" can become the "repre
sentative" in this way, in the knowledge appetite, there has to be a 
'story' connecting the infantile attitude and the later dominance. On 
the one hand, Freud typifies this story as inhibition by repression or 
as fixation into compulsive behavior; on the other hand, he typifies 
it as successful sublimation and substitution, where the libidinal energy 
evades repression "by being sublimated from the very beginning into 
curiosity and by becoming attached to the powerful instinct for research 
as a reinforcement. "39 Only this latter type spares itself the constraints 
of inhibition and compulsion, of repression and the eruption of the 
unconscious, through continuity in the process of sublimation. Leonardo 
is a representative of this 'story,' which Freud reconstructs from the 
analysis of a childhood memory, the fantasy of the vnIture. 

We need not deal with that here. But the hypothesis that the relation 
between the knowledge appetite and rejection of authority originates 
in the infantile bond to the mother and rivalry with the father is 
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important. The rehabilitation of curWsitas means two things for Leonardo 
and his time: overcoming the divine reservation' and rejecting the 
authority of antiquity. With his decision in favor of the exploration 
of nature and against the exhaustive prior accomplishment of knowl
edge by the 'ancients,' "he was merely repeating-in the high\'st 
sublimation attainable by man - the one-sided point of view which 
had forced itself on the litde boy as he gazed in wonder on the world," 
namely, the illegitimate child's forgoing of a father and his recourse 
to the tendetness of his mother (nature).'o His early sexual curiosity, 
urtinhibited by any paternal bond (authority), stabilizes itself and asserts 
itself against the religions preserve as well, which after all is only a 
higher-level father complex, and becomes, as it were, abstract in the 
aduit's sublimation: "His later scientific research, with all its boldness 
and independence, presupposed the existence of infantile sexual re
searches urtinhibited by his father, and was a prolongation of them 
with the sexual element excluded." 

This account of the pathology of Leonardo's knowledge appetite, 
however hypothetical its historical content may be and despite the 
slight attention it pays to the historical conditions affecting the individual 
biography, nevertheless in an indirect manner makes the problematic 
of the strained relation between theory and therapy in psychoanalysis 
itself clearer than is permitted by the first-person declarations-intent 
on convergence-of its founder, with his devotion to "scientific cur
iosity." The curiosity that, in both Leonardo and his analyst, has 
become an insttument rests on a powe:r:fUl energetic basis of acquired 
autarky. The artist, in any case, with his commitment to his work, 
seems, judging by the analysis of his resignations, to be on a wrong 
path rather than a detour. 

Translator's Notes 

a. By «anthropology," here as elsewhere in the book. the author means not the socialwscientific 
discipline that studies mainly primitive peoples but more literally the study of man as such. 
It is thus similar to what is sometimes nowadays called «philosophical anthropology," but to 
avoid the overnarrow connotations of that term (which might or might not cover the work of 
Freud, for instance), it seemed best to use the term «anthropology" simpliciter, as in the original. 

b. A phrase from Hegel's Theologisdze Jugend5chrfften that the author quoted in part I, chapter 
9. 



T 
I 
I 

I 

i 
I 
I 

\ 
I 
I 
I 
I 

I 

I 

I 
L_ 

453 
. Chapter 11 

c. Giambattista Vico's principle that vcru:m etfactum convertuntur, truth and fact are interchangeable 
("fact," here, being what is 'done' or 'Inade'-factum is derived &omfaare). 

d. "Poetics" here must be understood broadly, as creativity or constructive activity. Poieisis, its 
Greek root, means "making" or «creating." 
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The Epochs of the Concept of 
an Epoch 

That at some particular time, here and now, a 'new epoch' of world 
history begins, and one could have been present at the event - as 
Goethe wanted to make the disappointed combatants believe on the 
evening of the cannonade of Valmy-is never a secure historical fact. 
Perhaps that was not really such big talk as it sounds to our ears, even 
as the ironic exaggeration that it may have been intended to be. We 
acknowledge as an 'epoch' only what has been summoned up by the 
rhetorical hyperbole that speaks of the "epoch maker." 

Philologians' and historians' doubts whether the Goethe who in 1820 
conjured up The Campaign in France had enough of the historian's 
attitude to want to report a statement that was actually made or 
whether, with poetic freedom, he projected onto the evening of the 
lost battle what he had learned and thought in the meantime about 
the Revolution and its consequences-these doubts alone are enough 
to make evident how, since Goethe's time, a scarcely paralleled ac
cretion of significance has become attached to the term "epoch." A 
"new epoch" -one is almost inclined to ask, how many does that 
make? How many fewer in the year 1792, or even in 1820, than after 
the inflation of the concept by historicism, with its need to create 
historical individualities by means of the great phrase divisions of the 
course of history? When Goethe had first written to Knebel about 
Valmy, on September 17, 1792, he still had to add the word "im
portant" to the tenn "epoch" in order to make something of his having 
been an eyewitness. 
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Count Corti, in his history of the House of Rothschild, cites an item 
from the Vienna State Archive that provides a nice illustration of the 
carefree manner in which, for a long time, "epoch" could still be used. 
It is a letter of the senior partner Arnsel Meyer to Metternich, who 
was arriving in Frankfurt on November 3, 1821, for the meeting of 
the Bundestag, inviting him to take his midday repast· at the House 
of Rothschild: "This happiness would constitute an epoch of my 
life . ... "1 There is not as much fawning exaggeration involved here 
as we read into the sentence. The term "epoch" had only begun to 
have an effect. 

Between 1792 and 1820 and Goethe's two uses of the term for the 
battle of Valmy lies his historical experience with the rise and fall of 
the Napoleonic 'demon,' with an 'epoch' that was supposed to have 
resulted from the 'epoch' of the Revolution. For a contemporary of 
these events, there was an incomparable historical observation in the 
fact that, and the way in which, this revolution -whose approach 
Goethe had felt, and whose outbreak he had seen, as though it were 
a phenomenon of nature [rather than historyl-could be ended ten 
years later by an action, by a gesture, when the First Consul proclaimed 
on December 15, 1799, "Citoyens, laRevolution est fixee aux principes 
qui l'ont commencee. Elle est fini." [Citizens, the Revolution is fixed 
to the principles that began it. It is finished.] It seemed that history 
had reduced its temporal dimensions to those of the 'life-world' and 
had begun to submit to distinct time limits. Goethe writes to Schiller 
on July 13, 1796, that on this day he experiences "an epoch of his 
own too": His married state is eight years, and the French Revolution 
seven years old. Such parallelisms between his personal condition anCl 
the general condition may have been intended as wit more than 
presumption-the personal epoch is, after all, already a carried-over 
version of the historical one.'2 

What is more important is that periods of time have taken the place 
of points in time. In the letter written to Knebel from the army's 
encampment, nothing but the event of the campaign itself had been 
the "important epoch," of which Goethe writes that he is "very glad 
that I saw all this with my own eyes." When, almost three decades 
later, he presents his account of the night of September 19, 1792-
under the motto HI, too, in Champagne!" -what is now entided the 
"new epoch of world history" has become a period of time, which 
according to the consolation offered to the distressed losers is to "begin" 
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precisely here and now.' One will have to assume that the connection 
of ideas in the consolation as it was communicated to Knebel lies 
closer to the probable truth than what was written down nearly three 
decades later. For the history of concepts, which seeks to comprehend 
the change that tookplace between the Enlightenment and historicism, 
it is only the difference between the two examples that is important. 

As regards its linguistic derivation, "epoch" is better suited to des
ignate a punctiform event whose importance is being stressed than 
the period of time that is, say, introduced by this event and is to be 
characterized in tenns of it.4 The Greek word "epoche" signifies a 
pause [Innehaltenl in a movement, and then also the point at which a 
halt is made [angehalten wirdl or a reversal of direction takes place. 
For ancient Skepticism, this root meaning gave rise to the application 
that commanded restraint [Einhalt: literally, holding inl in the movement 
of cognition and judgment and at the same time enjoined one to 
refrain [sich enthalten: literally, hold of!], so as to avoid all risk of error 
once and for all. For the technical language of astronomy, the "epoche" 
was a special point at which to observe a heavenly body, its transit 
through the zenith or its greatest proximity to or distance from another 
star; astrologically, it was a position or constellation traditionally re
garded as significant. The distances from definable points could be 
made useful in the determination of temporal periods; however, it 
was not these time periods but rather their initial points that were to 
be entitled Hepochs" in the strict sense. Those points retain that status 
in the application of the concept to historical chronology, which pre
supposes a schema of discrete event-points and neglects the circum
stances that lie between them as 'lowlands' destitute of events. 

The individualization of historical periods as complex unities of 
events and their consequences, and the preference given to states 
rather than actions, to configurations rather than figures, in modem 
historiography-these reverse the relation that was originally implied 
in the concept of an epoch; the event becomes a historical magnitude 
by virtue of the state of affairs that it gives rise to and defines. When 
Goethe compares the duration of his sharing of a household with 
Christiane to that of the French Revolution, then to our surprise "epoch" 
here means not what began with those datable initial events but rather 
the length of the distance in time between"those events and the present. 
Here nothing could be more natural than to take the further step of 
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contrasting the circumstances that commenced then with previous 
ones and comparing them with one another across this cliscontinuity. 

We find this further step taken only at a late date. In his diary of 
1831, Goethe notes "with the greatest wonderment," after reading in 
the works of Galleo, the difference that separates his own world from 
the early times in which knowledge was left simply to common sense 
and "philosophy [which was] at variance with itself" Galleo had died 
in the same year in which Newton was born. One would have expected 
Goethe, following his earlier usage, to define this year as the sharp 
demarcation point, as the "epoch." The fact that dlis expectation is 
disappointed makes clear the change that has taken place when the 
entry goes on: "Here lies the Christmas Day of our modern times. 
Only now do I begin to be able to conceptualize the contrast between 
these two epochs .... "5 Only the secularizing metaphor of "Christmas 
Day" continues to relate the strict datability of the original events of 
modern science to the prototype of the most decisive partition of 
historical time as it was preformed by Christian chronology. But when 
the talk. is of the "contrast" of the epochs, what is at issue can no 
longer be the demarcation that separates but only the character and 
individuality of the time periods separated by it. 

This concept of an epoch leaves historiography'S chronological needs 
-behind it. Epochs are not only, and not primarily, divided from one 
another; they are seen as comparable. The difference between them 
can be conceptualized. Bishop Bossuet, whose universal history Voltaire 
was opposing when he invented the philosophy of history, had still 
related the concept of an epoch to the privileged standpoint of the 
contemplator of history for whom the comparison of ages was to be 
possible. It is not history but this contemplator of history who halts 
at a resting place so as to survey what happens before and after and 
thus to avoid anachronisms~ the errors that consist in con!Using one 
age with another.' This point cannot be subject to arbitrary, subjective 
choice; otherwise it would not accord with the distinction between the 
ages. For what it opens up to the observer must contain the objective 
criteria to be used in avoiding anachronisms. One can gather what 
kind of harm the bishop of Meaux has in mind; but what matters is 
not that but the fungibility of the concept of an epoch. The quality 
of the 'epoch' presents itself, to begin with, as the summation of those 
features that protect the historian from leveling off the course of 
history into the monotony of what is always the same, and thus from 
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the error of thinlcing that anything can happen at any thne. Inde
pendendy of the clerical universal historian's actual intentions, this 
would perhaps in fact be the most comprehensive definition of the 
possibilities of error in historical cognition. 

Rather than the point in thne, the periods of thne that are separated 
by it begin to determine the concept of an epoch. As a result, the 
question of the dates of the turning points is overlaid by that of the 
circumstances and features of the formations that are merely contiguous 
at those points. And this "prevalence of a specific condition of things'" 
has, in the long run, its methodological consequences. They are as
sociated, superficially, with the question of the real or merely nominal 
validity of the epochal concepts. The decision between these episte
mologicalalternatives has been made to depend almost exclusively 
on the condition that it should be possible to provide clear datings 
for the points of demarcation beteen the epochs. Those who espouse 
realism with regard to the epochal concepts have always failed as a 
result of their willingness to accept this demand. For of course it is a 
rather external view that leads to the emphatic preference for the 
year in which Galileo died and Newton was born, since after all these 
events are as far as possible from what one would call "epoch making" 
in each of their lives. 

Nevertheless, the coincidence on which Goethe relies as the epiphany 
of the modern age continues to have the mythical suggestiveness that 
seems at least occasionally to satisfY our need to find meaning in 
history. That all historical research is influenced by the weight we 
attach to the possibility of not only adopting an attitude toward or 
determined by history but also (to whatever minimal extent, be it only 
by one's birth or death) having some impact on it-this becomes 
palpable in our need to find distinctness in the factors that bring history 
about. The tangible markings in thne that continue to be associated 
with the concept of an epoch, even if they are no longer its sole 
constituents, give one confidence that effective actions, clear decisions, 
vigorous summonings up of energy and insight have led, and therefore 
still can lead, to those changes in the "condition of things." One 
imagines one perceives that history happens neither automatically nor 
by chance when Luther lifts the hammer to nail up his theses. 

Admittedly it is never possible to do enough to satisfY the need for 
'significance' of everyone who would like to be a subject of history; 
the images produced there have always been all too vigorously en-
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graved. A science that easily becomes embarr~sed about its 'relevance' 
quickly turns to obligingness. That should not prevent us from 
unearthing the roots of the discontent with history that such science 
would like to help remedy. Boredom with the classical concept of 
progress also has to do with the homogeneous unbrokenness of the 
pictute of history that it offers, with its process definition, which-to 
remain in the language of "epochs" -admits no stopping and turning 
points that are perceptible and attainable within the 'life-world.' This 
is what Goethe again expressed, with the aid of a very original use 
of the concept of an epoch, at the beginning of his introduction to 
the Materials for the History if the Theory if Color. This, he says, will be 
"more irksome than pleasing to aspiring youth because they would 
like to begin a new epoch, in fact a regular primeval epoch, them
selves .... " To a large extent, the ill repute of historicism has to do 
with this. It had forced itself, in spite of all its individualization of the 
characteristic forms of epochs, to reduce these continually to what 
preceded them, in that-simply through the accumulated concentration 
of its material-it continually produced new transitions and levelings 
off, quite automatically and without any plan. One need only think 
of what has become of the heroic zero-point figures of the speculative 
history of philosophy as a result of historians' assiduity-what medieval 
-qualities have been brought to light in Copernicus, Bacon, and Des
cartes, in spite of their posture of turning away from tradition. 

By its very success in setting the process of historical cognition in 
motion, historicism worked against its own intention of demonstrating 
the reality of epochs as authentic formations of the historical process. 
The dismanding of the mythicized roles assigned to historical actions 
and events threw doubt on the admissibility of the 'epoch' as a means 
of historical ordering. What matters here is not primarily the self
understanding expressed in the original sources. A consciousness of 
decisive separation from its past similar to the one developed by the 
early modern age cannot be required of any other epoch. It is not 
even characteristic of the formation of the Middle Ages, which sought 
their legitimacy direcdy by annexing .themselves to the intellectual 
system of the ancient world and constructing a continuous identity 
with that world. That the modern age defined and wanted to realize 
itself as a distinct era in world history should not in itself give it 
precedence over the Middle Ages, which sought rather to conceal 
their distinctness by seeing anticipations of Christianity in the ancient 
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world. Thus even if the "modern age" itself explicitly wanted to be 
a new age, and to distance itself from the preceding age by identifYing 
it as the "Middle Ages" falling between itself and the "ancient world," 
historical cognition does not require that there be a reality corre
sponding to such a pretension. While the way in which ancient materials 
were received in the emerging Middle Ages was meant to conceal 
what underlay this reception, the emerging modern age behaved as 
if it was determined to make a historical break-behavior that was 
calculated to mask the process of 'reoccupation,' with its relation to 
a constant matrix. of needs. 

The Enlightenment's conscio'llSIless of itself as representing the new 
epoch, in accordance with its rational intention and in its pure fann, 
was contradicted by Romanticism, which reached back to what Petrarch 
had been the frrst to call the "dark centuries." And when the category 
of 'secularization' was used to sum up the processes that constituted 
the modern age, the Enlightenment's consciousness of itself was con
tradicted once again. The secularization thesis admitted the existence 
of a break between the epochs, but it demanded, not without at least 
a suggestion of restitution and reunion with the underlying identical 
substance, that the new age admit retrospectively that it had reached 
back, illegitimately, to what went before it. Romanticism and historicism 
had begun to bring the centuries from the end of the Roman Empire 
to the end of the Byzantine Empire back into the unity of the historical 
conception. In this way, at bottom, they fulfilled Renaissance hu
manism's secret longing to narrow more and more the distance between 
the ancient world and its renewal and to display the medieval interim 
as an incidental failure of librarianship; but they also fulfilled the 
equally lUlavowed need of every rationalism to recover reason, after 
the Enlightenment's polemical black-and-white delineation, as an 
agency that is present throughout the greater part of human history. 
The transformation of the Middle Ages into a 'renaissance' that con
tinually expands further backwaxd in time not only dissolved the reality 
of the epochal differentiation but also helped the always plausible 
postulate of human 'constants' in history to attain a success that extends 
all the way to "'topos' research."b The whole of European history 
began to look the way that at frrst only the modern age had wanted 
itself to look. If a unified history of European literature existed, then 
why should not Europe also possess the totality ofits unbroken world 
history? 



464 

Part IV 

Would not the situation of the 'epo<::hs' then be d,e one described 
in a saying of Heine's, that every age is a spbllx, "which plunges into 
the abyss the moment one has solved its riddle"?' Or did this formula, 
from the year 1835, four years after Hegel's death, refer precisely to 
the epochal concept of the 'fullness of time,' insofar as that concept 
had not withstood the disappointments of idealism's ·confidence in 
history? For unless all the appearances are misleading, the phenomenon 
of the historical 'epoch' should rather be described by the reverse of 
Heine's dictum: Eras exhaust themselves more in the transformation 
of their certainties and unquestionable axioms into riddles and in
consistencies than in their solution. Plunges into the abyss are indeed 
part of the inlage of the sphinx, which sees its riddle solved and thus 
its reason for existence destroyed; but historiCal life, even when it 
passes through breakdowns and new formations, can ouly be under
stood in terms of the principle of self-preservation, as long as one 
does not want to ascribe to it mysterious death wishes and longings 
for downfall. Even the change of epochs, as the sharpest caesura of 
all, has a fimction of identity maintenance, in that the alteration that 
it must allow is ouly the correlate of the constancy of the requirements 
that it has to satisfY. Thus after the great conception of each epochal 
project, the historical process produces its 'reoccupations' as restorations 
of its continuity. 

This is, to begin with, ouly a heuristic principle. It provides a criterion 
for what can still be understood at all in history, when that history 
contains deep radical changes, revaluations, tuInings, which affect the 
entite structure of life. The application of this conception will be suc
cessful, more than anywhere else, where the admittedly outmoded 
ideal of a 'history of ideas' [Geistesgeschichtel can be realized. That is 
undoubtedly the case when the topic of the theory of history is, pre
cisely, the history of theory-in other words, what can nowadays, 
without contemptuousness, be called "history of science." 

Here I am not making a belated plunge into the dispute about 
Thomas Kulm's The Structure '!fScientific Revolutions. Nor is that necessary, 
when what is at stake is ouly the type of theory of the history of 
science that it represents, insofar as it presents a process fonn of 
singular sigrtificance. Not ouly does it make the logical development 
and the concentration of the historical movement into factors con
tributing to the inevitability of the radical changes in that movement, 
but at the same time it also exhibits these changes as serving the self-
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preservation and self-confirmation of theoretical pretensions and at
titudes that remain below the level of the process being discussed. 
The historiography of science, which is useful at first in hunting out 
and ordering facts, simply cannot carry out its anticipatory integration 
of these results in any other way, whatever case studies of actual 
influencing factors may produce, whether they be of illumination 
through dreams or of the influence of social circumstances. 'Scientific 
revolutions,' if one were to choose to take their radicalness literally, 
simply cannot be the ultimate concept of a rational conception of 
history; otherwise that conception would have denied to its object the 
very same rationality it wanted to assert for itself. 

In the progress of a science, the same thing takes place-in ex
emplary faShion, almost as though in a test tube, with greater clarlty
that in more cllifuse manifestations keeps the general historical process 
in motion: An established system produces for itself the instruments 
with which to secure itself thoroughly and to extend the sphere of 
objects that it comprehends, and in the process continually refines the 
forms in which it is justified and applied, with the result that in this 
way the system itself brings to light and accentuates the data that go 
beyond what it is able to master and to enclose within the prescribed 
frame of the accepted assumptions. This is the description of a logical 
situation that Aristode had already put under the heading of aporia 
[difficulty of passage, lack of resourcesl and that Kant had discussed 
as the fundamental "transcendental dialectic." In both cases the process 
of cognition itself forces the abandonment of its presuppositions and 
the introduction of new elementary assumptions, which, while they 
do remove t4e situation from which there was no way out, do not 
require the shattering of the identity of the overall movement that 
gave rise to that situation. 

The theory of ~scientific revolutions' describes, for the most part 
correcdy, the breakdown of dominant systems as a result of their 
immanent rigorism, the 'pedantic' disposition of every schoollike mode 
of thought, which leads with fateful inevitability to the self-uncovering 
of the marginal inconsistencies from which doubt and opposition break 
into the consolidated field. This conception of what historians have 
been pleased to call "downfalls" may be capable of generalization to 
a high level in relation to historical phenomena. But in relation to the 
new foundations called for afterward, to the preference given to the 
new "paradigIll," this schema has no explanation whatever to offer. 
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~Decisionisms'<; may describe practical concl:usions drawn from the 
embarrassments of theories, but on the plane of the history of theories 
they do not give access to any analogous insights into the process by 
which one system is replaced by another. I think that there is a con
nection here with Kant's first "analogy of experience,"d against wh;.ch 
no experience, the experience of history included, can·be adduced as 
an argument. 

For the problem of epochs must be approached from the perspective 
of the question of the possibility of experiencing them. All change, 
all succession from the old to the new, is accessible to us only in that 
it can be related -instead of to the "substance" of which Kant speaks
to a constant frame of reference, by whose means the requirements 
can be defined that have to be satisfied in an identical 'position.' That 
what is new in history cannot be arbitrary in each case, but rather is 
subject to a rigor of expectations and needs, is the condition of our 
being able to have such a thing as 'cognition' [Erkenntnis] of history at 
all. The concept of'reoccupation' designates, by implication, the min
imum of identity that it must be possible to discover, or at least to 
presuppose and to search for, in even the most agitated movement 
of history. In the case of systems of "notions of man and the world" 
[Welt- und Menschenansicht: Goethe], 'reoccupation' means that different 

. statements can be understood as answers to identical questions. 
Here we are not dealing with the classical constants of philosophical 

anthropology, still less with the 'eternal truths' of metaphysics. The 
term "substance" was to be avoided in this context because every 
type of historical substantialism - such as is involved in, for instance, 
the theorem of secularization -relates, precisely, to the contents, which 
are shown in the process of'reoccupation' to be incapable of this very 
permanence. It is enough that the reference-frame conditions have 
greater inertia for consciousness than do the contents associated with 
them, that is, that the questions are relatively constant in comparison 
to the answers. The suspicion that what is being practiced here is the 
implicative metaphysics of a metasystem is easy to dispel; it is sufficient 
for that which assigos the fimctional framework to the reoccupations 
to have a durability that is very great in relation to both our capacity 
to perceive historical events and the rate of change involved in them . 

. During the phases in which the fimction of this frame of reference 
is latent-in the periods, that is, that we assigo to the epochs as their 
'classic' fonnations-we must expect, above all, gains by extension 
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and losses by shrinkage; in the new reorganization, certain questions 
are no longer posed, and the answers that were once provided for 
them have the appearance of pure dogma, of fanciful redundancy. A 
striking example is the fact that people have not always inquired about 
immortality and apparendy will not always be inquiring about it in 
the future; from its entry into the biblical text after the Babylonian 
exile all the way to Kant's postulate of immortality, it was a position 
that, while it could be changed in many ways, every new system had 
to occupy. It is only the actual lengthening of lifetimes and the less 
unpleasant ways in which this additional time is spent that have caused 
the interest in immortality to flag and its systematic position to dis
appear. It appears that even contemporary Christianity, around the 
world, scarcely mentions immortality in its rhetoric any longer, and 
thus unintentionally has abandoned a principal element ofits historical 
identity. 

Even if the concept of an epoch, as used by the historian, were 
only a nominal means of defense against the lack of order in his 
material, and if, for instance, the unity of the Baroque had not existed, 
or had existed only in special departments of culture, then such nom
inalism would nevertheless only be a way of avoiding the burden of 
proo£ That burden will, of course, always lie on one's opponent. In 
the case of the beginning of the modem age, the conditions could be 
unique. And they are unique. This is not only a result of the fact that 
the conceptual presuppositions to which the historian is subject when 
he operates with the concept of an epoch are already, to a large extent, 
implicit in the self-understanding of this epoch. More than that, the 
program of the modern age cannot be assumed as a contingent 'spon
taneous generation'; the unfolding of its conceptual presuppositions 
already reflects the singular structure of the needs that had emerged, 
compellingly, in the self-dissolution of the Middle Ages.9 

That the conditions of a realistic [i.e., nonnominalisticl use of the 
concept of an epoch caunot be satisfied in the same marmer in every 
case can be gathered from the lack of comparability between the 
change of epoch that led from the ancient world to the Christian 
Middle Ages and the change that led from the Middle Ages to the 
modern age. The delay in the development of the medieval system 
in relation to its central 'factor,' the original type of Christianity, exhibits 
this system as not the authentic and adequate· interpretation of a 
historical turning point but rather-at most-its belated elaboration. 



468 
Part IV 

Christianity laid claim only very late to having initiated a new phase 
of history. Initially this was totally out of the question for it because 
of its eschatological opposition to history and the unhlstorical quality 
that was (at least) implied by it. Late antiquity, although it was suffering 
from the contradictions of its great schools of metaphysics, had also 
felt no challenge to a new inclusive conception but rather had developed 
a sort of worldly resignation tht could just as well take the form of 
openness to transcendent offers of salvation as its opposite, skepticism, 
or of a private heroism of invulnerability. To that extent, the dissolution 
of the contradictions oflate antiquity was the opposite of the overcoming 
of the difficulties on which the medieval! Scholastic system was to run 
aground a millenuium later. In the latter case, a program of self
assertion against transcendent uncertainties, rejecting every kind of 
resignation,. had become necessary. The modern age, then, in contrast 
to the Middle Ages, is not present in advance of its self-interpretation, 
and while its self-interpretation is not what propelled the emergence 
of the modern age, it is something that the age has continually needed 
in order to give itself form. Its self-understanding is one of the con
stitutive phenomena of this historical phase in its initial stages. This 
makes the concept of an epoch itself a significant element of the epoch. 

What does one expect to see when the question of a change of 
epoch is posed? Since all history is composed of changes, the 'epoch
making' movements must be assumed to be both copious and rapid 
but also to move in a single, unambiguous direction and to be .struc
turally interconnected, mutually dependent. He who speaks of the 
reality of a change of epoch takes on the burden of demonstrating 
that something is definitively decided. It must be possible to show 
that something is present that cannot be disposed of again, that an 
irreversible change has been produced. 

Jacob Burclthardt asked hltnself the question in connection with the 
Middle Ages when and in what way it was detenuinedthat the new 
factor had gained the upper hand, that the decision had been made. 
Here. it becomes apparent that it is easier to answer this question 
negatively than positively in relation to particular points and states of 
affairs. To illustrate this by an example: Around the middle of the 
fourth century A.D., between the reign of Constantine and the conquest 
of Rome by the Western Goths, the Emperor Julian, the so-called 
Apostate, could still have turned everything back with his pagan in
spiration, or at least made Christianity and the old cults coexist side 
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by side, 'if one "imagines bim without the Persian war and with, 
perhaps, a ten-year reign." Then probably paganism would have "at 
least established itself firmly enough to resist any further dismanding 
and would then have held out, as a religion inaccessible to any rai
sonnement [argument], alongside ChristiaIJity for who knows how long. ".0 

But also if Arianism had been victorious, there would have been "no 
Middle Ages at all, or [they would have been] totally different. "U It 
is not an accident that Burckhardt sees the issue of the Middle Ages 
as decided along with that of the uneqjlivocal Incarnation of the Son 
of God - and consequendy it can be no more accidental that the issue 
of the modern age was to find one of its indexes in the most decisive 
contradiction of the Incarnation: the beginning of pantheistic .inspiration 
in Giordano Bruno. 

There are no witnesses to changes of epoch. The epochal turning 
is an imperceptible frontier, bound to no crucial date or event. But 
viewed differentially, a threshold marks itself off, which can be as
certained as something either not yet arrived at or already crossed. 
Hence it is necessary; as will be done here for the epochal threshold 
leading to the modetn age, to examine at least two witnesses: the 
Cusan [Nicholas of Cusa], who still stands before this threshold, and 
the Nolan [Giordano Bruno of Nola], who has already left it behind; 
the Cardinal, who relates to the threshold through his concern for the 
endangered continuance ofhis system, and the heretic, who is certain, 
in his triumphant backward glance, of having crossed it. However, 
these exantinations could not become 'experience' of history if they 
did not satisfY the transcendental principle according to which the 
alteration of appearances refers us to something persistent [das Be
harrliche: Kant's requirement], which, to be sure, in the case of historical 
consideration only needs to be something relatively longer lasting, as 
described earlier. This is why one of the preconditions for attaining 
clarity in relating doctrines to one another, and thus in differentiating 
them, is the possibility of demonstrating, through dissection, an identical 
fundamental system of elementary assertion needs, notions of the 
world and the self, on both sides of the threshold. 

The Cusan, the highly speculative metaphysician of the fifteenth 
century, who tries to grasp reality one more time in a consistendy 
medieval fashion, and the Nolan, the escaped monk, wandering scholar, 
and failed Master of Arts of the latter part of the sixteenth century, 
who postulates and celebrates the new reality more than he grasps 
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it-they can only be brought iuto confrontation to the extent that 
they allow us to recognize congruent position frames for their reality, 
to the extent that they pose homologous questions to which their 
answers, iu spite of their mutual opposition, still relate. Only this 
differential analysis makes visible what it is that separates the positions 
on either side of the epochal threshold; it discloses what must have 
happened iu order to force their iucompatibility. 

Of course the admission of this assumption that the epochal threshold 
could live below the surface of chronology and the events datable by 
reference to it is irreconcilable with everythiug that could be useful 
to the self-consciousness of the modem age. For to grant the existence 
of this cryptic border between the ages would nevertheless mean that 
the Middle Ages and the modem age existed for a good bit of history 
iutenneshed or side by side, or at any rate without phenotypical 
distinction. The demand for an identifiable poiut where the sheep are 
separated from the goats and the age of sheep from the age of goats 
is one that an epoch that wants to have willed itself as an epoch can 
only see fulfilled by an embodiment of this will, by a widely visible 
and effective boundary figure. Columbus and Luther, Copernicus and 
Descartes appeared to offer such a tangible quality, without finally 
meeting the need. For what the consciousness of the time had seen 
as fulfilling this iuaugurative furtction was to be rejected by historio
graphical reason. Historiographical cognition-how could it be other
wise?-is ill-disposed toward the notion of absolute beginniugs: To 
understand history as a result of history means that every phenomenon 
has to be traced back to what 'was there all along.' The founder figures 
succumbed to the erosion inflicted on them by historiographical dil
igence. What may have seemed like the self-production of the modem 
age fi.na1ly proved to be the mere poiut of convergence of liues of 
influence comiug from the distant past. 

What finally is still there becomes the norm of what was there all 
along. Precursors of the present are found even iu the presentiments 
of the Presocratics. European history turns iuto a lengthy preparation 
for the modem age, exlubited, perhaps, iu Pierre Duhem's monumental 
work Le systeme du mantle [The World System] or iu Edmund Husserl's 
final oudine, The Crisis of the European Sciences, where he has the early 
Greeks already unknowingly take the tumiug and set out iu the direction 
that was merely to receive its final definition from Descartes. Such a 
view of history, despite its consistency iu the construction of its object, 

1 
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deprives itself of the possibility of allowing validity to, and exhibiting, 
the modern age as a 'final' and unique epoch. From the point of view 
of his need for a defiant and monumental gesture directed against 
the Middle Ages, Nietzsche was right to blame the Germans for having 
it "on their conscience that they deprived the last great age of history, 
the Renaissance, of its meaning. "12. 

For under the pressure of historiographical objectification, the Re
naissance had in fact been pushed back deeper and deeper into the 
Middle Ages, had amalgamated itself more and more with the Middle 
Ages, while a growing number of 'precursors' of the supposedly specific 
accomplishments of the modem age were found in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries, indeed even in Alexandrian late antiquity. Thus 
the dark lacuna of the Middle Ages was narrowed from both sides. 
The originally two-winged symmetry of the schema of the 'story of 
salvation' [J:leilsgeschichte; "two winged" as before. and after Christl 
seemed to set itself up once again, on worldly premises this time. 

If, for purposes of object definition in historiography, the name of 
the modem age [die Neuuit: the new agel contained what now was 
only a great prejudgment, then there was an irreversible contradiction 
between the self-consciousness of the epoch, especially in its explicit 
form as philosophy, and its leveling off by theory. That the figure of 
Nicholas of Cusa has attracted to itself such a degree of analytical and 
descriptive attention in the half century since the editors of Friedrich 
Ueberweg's Grundriss der Geschichte der Philosophie [Outline if the History 
ifPhilosophyl called the Cusan the "most important middle term between 
Eckhart and Leibniz" has to do with this insolvency. 

It is not only that here was a new founder figure, one who might 
seem to correspond better to the tendency to shift the beginning of 
the age to earlier periods; it is also that here was a different type of 
initiating gesture, one stamped by not so much the pathos of beginning 
anew and opposition to what is past as concern for what already exists, 
humility before what has already been said, and perhaps also the 
cunning of intervention through transformation, which would then 
have taken, unnoticed, its own unauthorized direction. This prototype 
had to be able to satisfjr the diverging requirements of the continuity 
projected by historiography, on the one hand, and the marking off 
of epochs, on the other hand, so far as this could be done at all. The 
Cusan combines traits of medieval piety with criticism of Scholasticism 
and a new power of disposition over the tradition of antiquity. He is 
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unquestionably marked by the emergillg interest in nature, and at 
the same time by anticipation of new methods by which to satisfY 
this interest. Such onsets of the new have been dissected out eagerly 
and not without overestimation of their origillality and their historical 
influence. 

The attempt to localize in history the moment of the origillal be
gillning, the larval stage of what is to come, is ambivalent. It does 
always contain an element of justification of the final transformation, 
the upshot of things that terminates with ourselves; but at the same 
time it also contains an element of mistrust of the reliability of a 
rationality ·that could ever have engaged in such detours and dead 
ends, and that consequendy does not escape the suspicion that its 
latest certainty of itself will have to submit to the 'epoch&' and the 
future retrospective vision of a reason that has come to itself anew. 

In relation to the reason that .believes that it can make history, the 
proceedings under the heading of "epoch" become acquiescence in 
contingency. Reason's critique of itself, to the extent that it is the 
reason of past epochs, includes the expectation of repetition. While 
it is fascinating to see man liberated from the domination of inherited 
and unexaroined accepted truths, at the same time it equally endangers 
the fragile consciousness of a rationality that now can no longer admit 

. that what is elementarily rational could also be the old accepted truth. 
If the modem age was supposed to have been ushered in by a radical 
break with its past, then this always implies the admission that it was 
only from this new begirming onward that one could think. and recognize 
what should have been the real issue all along. It appears, unavoidably, 
that reason owes man no guarantee of its always being present, and 
this fact puts every present moment in a difficult situation in relation 
to what it takes to be certain. 

But a difference becomes evident in the strengths of the epochal 
systems. The strength of the medieval system lay in its not being 
oriented toward confirmations; no 'life-worldly' success that depended 
on medieval presuppositions could ever have reinforced what made 
the medieval system strong. At the same tirne~ however, its sensitivity 
lay in the self-contained character of its logic, which had to make 
every difficulty appear immediately as a contradiction as soon as the 
formulation of the difficulty as a question had been sufficiendy sharp
ened in the continual refinement of the systematic structure through 
the untiriug arbitration of the differences between schools and the 
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obligatory work of interpreting the canonic authors. To put it differendy: 
The possibility of refutation was inhibited, was long deferred-by, for 
instance, the great effort of the Paris decree of 1277; but in return 
for that it was tied to acute liability to crisis by its daring auxiliary 
constructions. The strength of the system of the. modern age, on the 
other hand, lay in its being oriented toward continued, almost daily 
confirmations and 'life-worldly' successes of its 'method.' In that way, 
it also had an arnating capacity for correction; its weakness was its 
uncertainty what 'totality' this untiring success could ever bring forth, 
and its doubt whether a disposition over its process, the possibility of 
'making history,' still existed for its legitimate subject or had already 
disappeared. 

This description of the indicators of epochal thresholds is the ap
propriate context for a phenomenon that I would like to describe as 
that of the "seriousness that is always -'new.' " Here again Goethe is 
h,elpful, with his entirely uncomprehending amazement at the use of 
the term "seriousness" in the speech of the youthful contemporaries 
of the old man, who could find in them "no cheerfulness," and who 
blamed the "new age" for this: "What is more, artists and friends of 
the arts have become accustomed to the word 'seriousness'; they say 
these artists are serious, but here that means nothing more than a 
dogged persistence on the wrong path."" The other side of the coin 
is that he who was displeased by this in turn was no longer taken 
seriously: this "Goethe with his lullaby. "14 The consciousness of a new 
seriousness puts the totality of the preceding attitudes, sympathies, 
and actions under the suspicion of frivolity; one had not yet found it 
necessary to take things so to heart, to be so particular, to want real 
knowledge. 

Where did this relativization of the seriousness of what has gone 
before one begin? Perhaps as early as Thales of Miletus's statement 
that everything is full of gods. That may have been a description 
precisely of the end state of the epoch of myth, in which the conversion 
of numinous indefiniteness into nominal definiteness seemed complete, 
everything that was unknown had been named, everything that was 
uncauny had become addressable and now had its position in the 
genealogical ordering of the things that bear names; no doubt at the 
same time it was an abbreviated way of expressing satiation with an 
all too cursory way of apprehending the world, with the fruitful ease 
with which things were assumed to be explained because they had 

.. _--_.- _ •..... _._--------- _._-_._---
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names. Taken altogether, the dictum was a summing up that had to 
serve as a challenge to approach reality finany with more serious 
means, that is, with that 'theory' that caused its noctuInal executor 
to fall into the well. That it was possible to give Thales credit for the 
first prediction of an eclipse of the sun at least makes evident what 
was thought to have been important for the 'new seriousness' following 
on a world of names and stories-namely, to deal with the prior 
indications of what was to be feared or hoped for in such a way that 
they in turn became something indicated in advance. One consequence 
is that-according to the anecdote related by Plato-from the other 
side, from the still mythical sphere of the Thracian maid, the astron
omer's 'new seriousness,' which he pays for with the fall into the well, 
calls forth only resounding laughter. " The beginning of the postmythical 
attitude to the world has the form of a seriousness that is full of effort, 
and that throws into relief the loss of sleep and the danger to life and 
limb that it involves. The laughter of the Thracian maid must, for its 
part, have seemed comical to the philosopher, even after his fall, as 
an attitude that was all too superficial and carefree in comparison 
with the seriousness that reality seemed to him to call for. 

Comparable evidence for the change of epoch from antiquity to 
the Middle Ages would be easy to produce. Here, unexpectedly, a 
lack of concern about one's own happiness [or salvation: Hei!] appears 
as characteristic of ancient life: a frivolous credulity toward the world, 
insofar as, through a failure to recognize its stigmata of unhappiness 
[Unheil], it has been trusted as the 'cosmos.' The early Christian literature 
is saturated with scorn for the false serenity of this trust in the world 
and of its forgetfulness with regard to transcendence. 

And this same basic patten1 of contrasting one's 'new seriousness' 
with the past is repeated when the modern age, at its commencement, 
reproaches prior ages· with the credulity of prejudice, with being ob
livious to the world and neglectful of the experiences nearest at hand. 
To have relied on the world management of a hidden God looks like 
a sheer lack of prudence and care in an existence that is brief but 
correspondingly all the more in need of being secured. The nature 
that had been left uninvestigated emerges as not only a previously 
exposed flank of the art of living but also an inexhaustible source of 
ma~erial, subject to man's demiurgic power, to which no attention 
had been paid. The laboriosa vigilia !laborious wakefulness] that Descartes 
recommends in the last paragraph of the first of his Meditations is, 
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once again, the tension of an extreme seriousness, which resolutely 
leaves behind it the past sleepiness and negligence in perceiving pos
sibilities and in overconting precipitateness of both judgment and action. 
To Bacon, the bygone interest in extraordinary phenomena in nature 
seems misguided to the extent that extraordinariness is supposed to 
be indicative of a transcendent violation of nature's regularity
misguided, then, as a form of the inquisitive industriousness (curiosa 

industria) that had amused itself with nature's unseriousness, with its 
supposed playfulness (lusus naiurae), instead of showing itself to be 
capable of dealing with nature's serious usefulness (seria utilitas) by 
relying on the thoroughgoing lawfulness of its phenomena. The im
putation of a voluntaristic background to nature becomes the equivalent 
of the conjecture, characteristic of all magic, that it is possible to 
intervene cunningly in the way that things happen. Now, just as it 
came to be intolerable to think that man couid be a plaything, it 
became equally intolerable that he shouid be able to play. Part of 
Bacon's program is to reduce the miracula naturae [marvels of nature] 
to the strictness of forma and lex [pattern and lawl in that, in their 
oddness, they merely represent the uncommon coincidence (concursus 
rarus) of regularities. These extreme cases were there only for the 
sharpening and invigoration of the ntind, not for its gratification." 

A stigma like that of the epoch-making 'new seriousness' is not 
only· available for rhetorical employment; it is also capable of simulation. 
The attitude with which 'history' seems to tum away from what is 
definitively a thing of the past, as its former frivolity, can be 'fabricated.' 
It can provide itself with anachronistic opposition figures to be aban
doned to ridicule solely for the purpose of self-validation, of rendering 
new pretensions serious. People had to make the 'bourgeois' ridiculous, 
as philistine, 'irrelevant,' and narrow-minded, in order to obtain as
surance, in support of aesthetic or political projects, of the end of his 
epoch - at the same time that, as the 'late bourgeois,' he was busy 
assimilating everything that till then had been. unbourgeois and ac
complishing, under the cover of his 'downfalls,' a stupendous feat of 
integration. The imperturbability that had been drawn as one feature 
of his image was not only a weakness; the cry that now everything 
is at stake, the final decision is at hand, quickly makes deaf the people 
whom it is meant to rouse. 

The perspective of the epoch-making setting off of the 'new seri
ousness' against its contrasting background perhaps most nearly enables 
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us to understand what it is in the figure of the Cusan that has irritated 
his interpreters. He actualizes for the last time' the basic feature of the 
medieval system: the freely self-supporting speculative construction 
derived from the attributes of the divinity-no longer, however, with 
the full confidence of Scholasticism but rather with concern about .its 
decline. This is why this thought structure is impervious to the con
tradictions that it elevates into its own distinguishing feature, that, in 
a. mystical gesture, it anticipates. 

Hans-Georg Gadamer has opposed my characterization of the Cusan 
as a figure of "concern about the Middle Ages"; he says that I "fail, 
to some extent, to appreciate the magnificent ease [or carefree manner: 
LeichtigkeitJ with which the Cusan newly appropriates and transforms 
the entire heritage of Scholastic and ancient thought."" I take this 
reproach very seriously because it touches the fimdamental subject of 
the change of epoch, since there is no way to eliminate an ultimate 
doubt whether this "ease" is the final and classical intensification of 
the principle on which the medieval system was constructed or whether 
it is only in a final and almost desperate effort that it demonstrates 
this ability, thus exposing itself without any defense against the coming 
'new seriousness.' 

It is not only that the Cusan is attractive to a consciousness disturbed 
by the questionable aspects of its own epoch that allows us to gather 
what dlll.nges have occurred in the need for an epochal boundary 
figure. His new inclinations too, which all too often are already taken 
as belonging to the modern age, and which at least prepare its way, 
after all do belong to a man who, in not only his external position as 
a prince of the Church but also the unbrokenness ofhis piety, is entirely 
rooted in the Middle Ages and seems bound by their safeguards. As 
soon as it was possible for the question to arise whether precisely 
what was new in the modern age should not be held responsible for 
the epoch's later experiences of internal and external human destruc
tion, something like a soothing proof of genealogical extraction could 
present itself: If a medieval mind already showed itself capable of 
such' conceptions, perhaps no great revision would be necessary in 
order to bring the epoch back to its legitimate dimensions. 

It is not a 'result' of the research that has centered on the Cusan 
for. more than half a century that it was possible for him to 'turn out' 
to be a protagonist of the modern age. The interest in him is itself 
guided by the need to relate this phase of history more readily to 
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what preceded it and to make it less accessible to the reproach, which 
draws strength from the supposed consequences of the age, that it 
abandoned a proven model of the European style of existence wantonly 
and for the sake of problematic gains. A motive of unsecured legiti
mation is involved in this interest. It propels the search for a sphere 
of origin that lies far from the historical break and from the posture 
accompanying that break. The question of the Cusan's 'modernity' 
promises to open up access to the problem of the legitimacy of the 
modern age as well. The solution that suggests itself is, with the help 
of this early ancestor, to find in the wrong the consciousness of the 
modern age, which arose from the will to break with tradition and 
formed itself in opposition to the Middle Ages, but at the same time 
to find a new sort of legitimacy in the continuity and substantial 
constancy that the modern age concealed from itself and is now· un
covered. It would be the kind oflegitimacy that is always longed for, 
the legitimacy of ingenuousness, of the matter of course that has no 
need of justification. It is not the historicjal 'substance,' then, but only 
the special epochal consciousness thin was imposed upon it that would 
have to be revised-and that would indeed already be revised by the 
historical demonstration. 

These implications of the choice of the Cusan as the precursor of 
the modern age will have to be opposed here. What I object to is not 
the failure to choose the 'correct' founder figure. Rather it is the 
assumption (which has brought about the need or expectation) that 
there can or must be such an 'epoch-making' thinker or actor. It is 
true that we must proceed from the assumption that man makes 
history-who else should make it for him?-but what we can discover 
in history is not identical with what has been 'made' to occur at any 
given time. For in relation to actions that could have 'made history'
whether of the discredited 'great men' or, more recendy, of the masses 
that are defuied by their economic conditions-the element of inter
ference always supervenes. In the reahn of ideas, this has brought 
historians to the resigned confirmation of the 'misunderstandings' that 
dominate histories of the reception of ideas and that occasionally can 
be described as "fruitful." The principle that man makes history cer
tainly does not mean that what is made depends solely on the intentions 
and the precepts as a result of and according to which it was produced. 

As long as history was only what can be found in annals and chron
icles, in treaties and proclamations, there was no need to deny that 
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legal instruments and public papers do.cument how history was 'made.' 
It is not the change in the agents to whom the 'responsibility for history 
could and should be assigned that altered our assumptions here. What 
cut deeper was a change in the concept bf history that no longer 
allowed an unambiguous coordination of intentions with effects" of 
motives 'With transformations. As long as such a coordfnation seemed 
possible, it could be said that with the Revolutiones Copernicus brought 
about the changed view of the world that was important to him; that 
Descartes produced from the motive of absolute doubt the effect of 
absolute certainty; and that the Cusan, too, by drawing up the program 
of 'imprecision,' became the overcomer of the Middle Ages that he 
should have understood himself to be. Our picture of history is being 
emptied of 'events' that can be dated and attributed to agents in this 
way, like the event of November 5, 1937, recorded in the fateful 
"Hossbach minutes,.e-and even here the precisely dated, tangible 
event turns out to be an opportunity to observe rhetorical preparations 
for a surprise attack with respect to which everything decisive stretched 
out ahead of it in a ranrified system of conditioning and conditioned 
factors. The artificial datahility of the fateful 'action of a century' is 
an exotic case in which reality is hermetically sealed off. 

The distinction between the subject of history, who is supposed to 
, be able to 'make' it, and his object, which is supposed to be 'made' 
by him, can now be brought to a point in the following way as well: 
Man does indeed make history, but he does not make epochs. This 
is a deduction not from the admirable principle that the whole is 
greater than the sum of its parts but more nearly from the reverse, 
that it is less than them; that is to say, it is not the equivalent of action. 
Action takes place within the horizon of the historically possible; but 
its effect is· not the arbitrarily, accidentally 'totally other,' either. The 
effect also occurs in a context of the reciprocal interaction of syn
chronicity and nonsynchronicity, of integrative and destructive inter
dependence. An epoch is the sum total of all the interferences between 
actions and what they 'make.' In this sense-that actions and outcomes 
are not capable of unambiguous coordination -we have to recognize 
that history 'makes itself.' What we grasp in the patterns of history 
is more the outcomes than the agents. 

So also in this case of the Cusan and the Nolan. Neither 'made an 
epoch'; neither is a founder figure. However, both are distinguished 
by their relation to the epochal threshold. That threshold is compre-
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hended not with them or in them but by interpolation between them. 
That is the difference between the guiding method here and the trusty 
procedure of weighing and playing off philosophical systems against 
one another. The familiar comparison of systems is symmetrical across 
its axis:_ the location of the systems in time remains contingent. If one 
mentally places the Cusan and the Nolan side by side, it immediately 
becomes evident that they cannot have stood side by side in reality. 
The impossibility of substituting one system for the other is due to 
their respective relations to the epochal threshold. The comparison 
between the systems of the Cusan and the Nolan that was presented, 
in one of the earliest documents of research on the Cusan, by F. J. 
Clemens, a lecturer at Bonn, could not grasp this fact." In spite of 
this work's keen ear for the 'linguistic kinship' between the two thinkers, 
we can no longer follow the path of that treatise because it sought to 
make the Nolan into the somewhat dusky foil for the luminous form 
of the Cusano To that extent, this treatise from the rniddle of the 
nineteenth century is a piece of late Romanticism. 

The most instructive point of difference between the Cusan's relation 
to the epochal threshold and the Nolan's can be gathered from the 
attitudes of the two speculative metaphysicians to the questions as
sociated with the Copernican reform. The pre-Copernican character 
of Nicholas of Cusa is just as specific to his thought system, insofar 
as it is 'not yet' modern, as is the post-Copernican character of Giordano 
Bnmo, insofar as it is not a mere assent to an astronomical theory 
but rather an elevation of it into the guiding principle of cosmological 
and anthropological metaphysics. The Copernican reform represents 
a systematic point of reference for both thought systems that at the 
same time makes obvious the impossibility of exchanging their historical 
positions. 

The Cusan neither anticipated the Copernican turning as an event 
in the realm of theory nor even had a presentiment of it. But he had 
a sensitivity for those presuppositions that, while they did not make 
a change like the Copernican one a historical necessity, could indeed 
define the meaning, for man's understanding of himself and the world, 
of its entry into history. One probably does not miss Nicholas of Cusa's 
intention if one describes him as wanting to equip the spiritual substance 
by and for which he lived with flexibility so as to enable it to deal 
with what had not been foreseen and could not be foreseen in such 
an alteration of the view of the world. For the Nolan, the Copernican 
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reform has indeed been accomplished and counts for him as an un
questionable truth, but it has not yet been made ·to speak for man; 
it is still confined in the technical language-what was to him the 
monstrous technical language-of mathematical astronomy, which 
could only veil the necessity for radically rethinking the premises. of 
man's existence and for destroying the system in whiCh he believed 
himself to be secure. 

Both of them, the Cusan as much as the Nolan, have their unex
pressed 'reserved thoughts.' They differ in the degree not to which 
these thoughts were uuspoken but to which they could not be spoken, 
or, still more clearly, in their relations to the possible ways of 'putting 
something into words.' If it was said of the Cusan that he kept, "so 
to speak, an index of forbidden innennost thoughts/'19 then the strict
ness with which these ideas were excluded is certainly disproportion
ately greater for him than for Giordano Bruno, whose way of life, as 
a vagabond "outcast" from Church and society, not only offers the 
appearance of intimacy with forbidden things but: also delights in 
propagating what is intellectually shocking. It is not enough to make 
this a matter of national temperament, to see the one as made to 
seek "not radical impact, but harmonizing synthesis, "20 and the other 
as abandoned to the dismemberment of life and thought. That some
.thing was still possible for the one that was to become unaccomplishable 
for the other-namely the compatibility of contradi.ctions as a world 
principle, represented in the saving datum of the Incarnation -was 
not a matter of differing degrees of readiness for faith or of differing 
talents for fate but of what was still or was no longer historieally 
possible. 

My attempt to comprehend anew the basis and the background of 
Giordano Bruno's annihilating fate and of his influence" may at the 
same time bring out more dearly what Nicholas of Cusa may have 
been minded to overcome, or at least to allay. 

Translator's Notes 

a. The Cusan is Nicholas of Cusa; the Nolan is Giordano Bruno (of Nola). It should also be 
note4 that "aspect" includes, among its various senses, the astronomical (and astrological) idea 
of the configuration of various heavenly bodies at a particular time. 

b. On "'topos' research," see translator's note b to part I, chapter 3. 

c. On «decisionism," see translator's note fto part J, chapter 8. 
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d. Kant's "first analogy" argues for the "principle of the pennanence of substance" as a 
condition of the possibility of the experience of time; Critique 0/ Pure Reason. trans. Noonan 
Kemp Smith (London: Macmillan; New York: St. Marcin's, 1929), pp. 212-217. 

e. The "Hossbach nUnutes" record a meeting in which Hider and his ministers of war and 
foreign affairs and heads of the armed forces discussed plans for forcibly annexing Austria 
and Czechoslovakia by (at the latest) 1943/45. 
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The Cusan: The World as God's 
Self-Restriction 

All too often we miss in the figures of history the consciousness and 
explicitness of the crises in which we see them and in whose terms 
we have to understand their behavior. It is also in vain that we search 
the Cusan's work for explicit evidence of his knowledge of the critical 
situation of the epoch to which he still wholly belongs. Yet the motives 
behind the effort of this work can be understood only if one perceives 
in it a concern for the continuance of the medieval world. Concretely 
this means that one has to comprehend eacb element of this work as 
an attempt to answer those unformulated questions, whose totality 
would have defined the critical tensions in the structure of the epoch. 
The fact that it would not have been possible to formulate these 
questions, that-not accidentally-they are absent from the texts, 
constitutes our hermeneutic task. That task, here as elsewhere, consists 
in relating assertions, doctrines and dogmas, speculations and pos
tulates, as answers to questions whose projection into the background 
of what is documented is what constitutes our understanding. 

The Cusan did not formulate his concern for the continuance of 
the age. But the unity of his thought can be understood precisely and 
only on the basis of such a concern. The most definite indication of 
this fact lies in the 'systematic' effort of his work, which no longer 
has the almost naive serial unity of the Scholastic texts of the Middle 
Ages, the conunentaries on the sentences, collections of questions, and 
summas. The endeavor to hold together a threatened structure leads 
directly to this 'systematic' consistency, unknown to the ancient world 
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and the Middle Ages. The three exponents of medieval reality-God, 
the universe~ and man-are not set above one another in a three
storied structure but rather fastened together in such an inner and 
mutual dependence that we might best use the model of a 'feedback 
system' to clarif)r the reaction of any change in one element on the 
others. Here the treatment is not motivated only by a: desire to lay 
claim to completeness; rather the substantial reference to one another 
of the aspects of theology, anthropology, and cosmology under dis
cussion determines the thought process. In this system of correlatedness, 
the classical hierarchical ordering of objects no longer exists. Instead, 
anyone of the threee aspects can be taken as the point of departure 
for the understanding of the whole. 

The crisis-laden self-dissolution of the Middle Ages can be linked 
to the systematic relations in the metaphysical triangle: man, God, 
world. This presupposes an ambivalence in Christian theology. On the 
one hand, theology's theme is anthropocentric: The biblical God's concern, 
within history and beyond its eschatological invalidation, for man's 
salvation is transformed with the help of the received Stoic idea of 
pronoia [providence] into an idea of world government and the coor
dination of nature, history, and man, which is fully unfolded in the 
Scholastic system of pure rationality. On the other hand, there is the 
theocentric motive: the dissolution of Scholastic rationality through the 
exaggeration of the transcendence, sovereignty, hiddenness, fear
someness of its God. The first motive holds the metaphysical triangle 
of theology, anthropology, and cosmology together; the second tears 
it apart. The ability of the second motive to prevail shows at the same 
time that the· systematic consistency of the structure constituted by 
the first motive is insufficient, that it is superficially harmonized 
heterogeneity. 

It is here that the Cusan appears to lay hold; he attempts to yoke 
the basic theological motives, both of them recognized as legitimate, 
into a structure that is tenable on its own account. It is just this that 
one can only characterize as the attempt, arising from or at least 
corresponding to the situation, to save the Middle Ages out of the 
substance and with the spiritual means of the epoch itsel£ 

The Cusan's intellectual accomplishment can be developed entirely 
from the urgency of this starting point: the maintenance, indeed in
tensification, of the element of divine transcendence, but at the same 
time the advancement both of man and the cosmos toward the qualities 
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of this transcendence. From this follows his holding fast to the over
coming of the Aristotelian epistemology with its idea of a conceptnality 
'taken from' the objects themselves-that is, his holding fast to the 
critical achievements of nominalism, as he had no doubt become 
acquainted with them in the school of the Brethren of the Cornmon 
Life at Deventer-but at the same time his removal of the new theory 
of concepts from the mere functionality of an economic expedient in 
favor of acknowledging the authentic and specific dignity of the human 
systematic comprehension ot reality. And also from this follows his 
holding fast to the destruction of the Scholastic cosmos of levels
indeed his resolutely pushing forward beyond that to the suspension 
of that Platonic remainder in the Aristotelian cosmology, which had 
consisted iIi the separation between the supralunar and the sublunar 
worlds.' At the same time, however, in and in spite of this leveling 
off, there follows his enrichment of the object called "the world" with 
new significance, with interrogatability, with a metaphysical dignity 
that in many ways anticipates the tone of Giordano Bruno. 

If one wanted to formulate as a tendency the Cusan's concern
which appears in the form described and sustains the whole work, 
though it is never expressed therein -one would have to say in a 
modernized vocabulary that this tendency is conservative without hav
ing any inclination toward restoration. The Cusan does not want to 
go back to the level of organization, which today is again occasionally 
attractive, of the High Scholasticism of the thirteenth century; he must 
have seen and acknowledged the inevitableness of the subsequent 
critique of that formation. But he had evidently taken exception to 
the merely reductive character of this process; he did not believe that 
his age could exist on the mere 'remnants' of the 'high' phase that 
preceded it. The constructive effort, even violence, is palpable in the 
very language; but the importation of new vividness, after the Scholastic 
centuries of continuously increasing abstraction, was not successful. 
On the contrary, the wealth of neologisms conceals for the most part 
only the iteration and involution of the degree of abstraction already 
arrived at. But that in itself is an index of the insolubility of the 
imagined problem, that of saving the Middle Ages. From the point 
of view of our formulations, everything depends on seeing that this 
failure was not accidental. 

To define more closely the spiritual situation -and thus the task
with which the Cusan was confronted, it is necessary to remember 
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the close proximity of illtensification of metaphysical transcendence 
to skeptical resignation with respect to illtrnanence. In the history of 
philosophy, this had become unexpectedly evident for the first time
and, even today, it is often still not understood-when within one 
school generation,dogmatic Skepticism 'broke out' in the Platonic 
Academy. But the transition from the assertion that the Ideas are 
unreachably transcendent, that only mystical/esoteric access to them 
is possible, to the dogmatic assertion that true knowledge or knowledge 
of the truth is impossible is a tiny and, moreover, a thoroughly logical 
step. The distance involved is overestimated only by those in whom, 
in contrast to a highly illtensified metaphysics of Ideas, any sort of 
skepticism only strikes terror-then, of course, one cannot see how 
close together the two things are logically. 

Apart from the Bible, the root of the medieval concept of tran
scendence is above all Neoplatonic. The conception of transcendence 
deriving from Platonism can be traced back to a spatial schema ill 
which the primary assertion about the Ideas is that they are nothing 
ill or of this world but rather are located outside and apart from it; 
on the other hand, the biblical 'transcendence' of God is more a 
temporal state of affairs, insofar as God's crucial presence for the 
world and for man either is an exemplary and comforting past-from 
the Creation up to the illterventions ill the history of the Chosen 
People-or else is still impending as His eschatological becoming pres
ent to men, which will put everything in order. The biblical God 
Himself withholds Himselfin His transcendence, so as to make possible 
faith as the attitude of submission' and thus at the same time as the 
condition of the retraction of His withholding of Himself This sort of 
transcendence is thus an intrahistorical reservation; it can be canceled 
in eschatology and thus is not 'substantial.' It can be related only to 
a process, not to a static system. With the reception of ancient meta
physics, this idea must be reharnessed, as it were, from the temporal 
horizontal illto the spatial vertical and must be interpreted as the 
difference between what is of the cosmos and what is not. This relating 
of theological transcendence to the schema of the finite ancient cosmos 
signifies, among other things, the vulnerability of this conception in 
relation to any possibility of a nonfinite cosmology.2 

To transcendence as a process there corresponds transcending as 
the pursuit of what withdraws itself, the pursuit pictured by the Cusan 
as veno.tio sapientiae, as the hunt not only for wisdom but also of wisdom 
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for its object. The procedure of such transcending was described once 
and for all by the Neoplatonist Plotinus in the third century A.D. as 
the procedure of iterating a rational accomplishment: "As he who 
wants to see intelligible nature sees without any sense representation 
that which goes beyond the sensible, so also he who wants to see what 
goes beyond the intelligible will see it only after the surrender of 
everything intelligible, since while he does first learn through the latter 
that the fanner exists, he forgoes learning what it is."3 It is always a 
matter of going beyond an already attained step by the formal means 
appropriate to that step. The Cusan does not so much oppose his 
'transmysticism' of the Nan-aliud [the Not-Other] to any Platonizing 
mysticism that defines God as the entirely other as he sets the one 
upon the other. 

He opposes to and superimposes upon the plunge into the all
extinguishing obscurity of the mystical experience of God the 'method' 
of doeta ignorantia [learned ignorance]. "The better one knows that one 
cannot know this, the more knowing one will be.'" The condition is 
understood as instruction in an accomplishment. Ignorance can in fact 
be known better or worse or not at all-merely accepted as the mis
fortune of the pretension to truth-whereas here transcendence is 
understood as a challenge; not yet, indeed, as the challenge to turn 
away from.something futile and apply oneself to the knowable in its 
defined possibility and in the method by which it is accessible but 
rather as the instruction to construct limit concepts of knowledge that, 
so to speak., hedge about and protect the immanence of what is know
able, and, moreover, limit concepts from the point of view of which 
a very definite confidence is reflected into the realm of innnanence. 

"Knowing ignorance" justifies not only itself but also the knowledge 
of that about which not only ignorance can become knowing. The 
natural predisposition of man to want to know, which was laid down 
in the first sentence of Aristode's Metaphysics, cannot be a delusion. 
On the contrary, it is the key to the turning of dacta ignorantia toward 
man's unde:r~standing ofhirnself. "Mira res: Intellectus scire desiderat" 
[A remarkable thing: The intellect desires knowledgel. If this fact is 
so surprising, how then does the contradiction get resolved between 
the fact that reason longs for knowledge and the futility of its effort 
to arrive at knowledge of the essence of its God, in which it is forced 
to give itself up and which it nevertheless cannot give up? The Cusan's 
answer: This reason would not be satisfied with itself if it were the 
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image of such a slight and imperfect Creator that He could have been 
greater and more perfect.5 Here the fact begills to emerge that the 
idea of being 'in the image of. .. " which is necessarily the basic idea 
of any theological anthropology, enables one, indeed requires one, 
continually to couple the intensification of transcendence with the 
intensification of immanence-which means the intensification of 
anthropology and cosmology. 

This clasping together by means of the image idea reveals the crucial 
device with which the Cusan holds together the structure ofhis system. 
The same thing that is achieved for anthropology by the image relation 
is accomplished for cosmology by the schema of complicatio and explicatio 
[complication and explication; literally: folding together and unfoldingJ. 
As an example of how the limit ideas of transcendence reflect on 
immanence, let me cite a passage in which the Cusan takes as his 
point of departure the definition of God as the Not-Other, the Non
aliud. All heings derive this very characteristic, that they are nothing 
other than what they are, from the fact that God defines them as 
such; but beyond this they also derive from Him, as the Not-Other, 
the fact that they do not beget something different in kind from 
themselves but rather something similar.6 The principle, already es-

. tablished by Aristode, of eidetic constancy, the sole 'conservation prin
ciple' of Aristotelianism, is detached here from hylemorphistic 
metaphysics and elevated to the status of an absolute principle of the 
self-conservation of what is worldly. Thus when. the Cusan transformed 
the transcendence of the 'Entirely Other' into that of the 'Not-Other,' 
he employed a linguistic step with the appearance of a mystical end 
in itself as a means of extracting from the world's having been rendered 
insecure vis-a-vis its absolute principle an element. of stabilization of 
the world in its continuance and comprehensibility for man. But such 
an element would have had to be important to him if he had the 
central concern that we impute to him. 

The systematic conflict between transcendence and rationality tra
verses the history of medieval Scholasticism, which, on the one hand, 
was committed to carrying out the program of the proofs of God's 
existence and natural knowledge of God and, on the other hand, was 
obligated to promote the intensification of the transcendence of its 
God. Ansehn of Canterbury's (J 033 -1109) 'ontological proof of God's 
existence from His concept already makes the antinomy manifest, 
since the concept of a highest being must be definable from positive 
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predicates only, but the idea of transcendence precisely denies and 
excludes sucb predicates. Anselm conceals this dilemma in bis Proslogiun, 
in whose first cbapter he offers bis mucb disputed proof, while in the 
fifteenth cbapter he speaks of two concepts of God, a rational one 
defined by the intensification of what is thinkable to the point of 
insurpassability and a transcendent one requiring one to go beyond 
the limits of what is thinkable. Transcendence withdraws the concept 
from definability: "Ergo Domine, non solum es quo maius cogitari 
neqnit sed es qniddam maius quam cogitari possil" [Therefore, Lord, 
You are not only that than whicb it is impossible to conceive anything 
greater, You are something greater than can be conceivedl. But that 
means that the God Who could be proved to exist is not yet the God 
that the religious sense calls for. Only an 'ex post facto' reinterpretation 
of the concept, a projection of rationality into transcendence, makes 
this distinction disappear. Similar processes are found again and again 
in Scholasticism. The cosmological proof, which it favored, leads to a 
world cause, whicb as the final instance of the causal cbain remains 
within the connectedness of the world. Here more than a projection 
is necessary in order, first of all, to identiJY the world cause with the 
limit concept of thought and then, once again, to undertake Anselm's 
substitution of the highest thinkable thing for something beyond 
thought. This is what happens in the identification of Aristode's un
moved mover-whicb after all can 0110/ provide for the processes of 
a world given from eternity-with the Creator of this world, the 
identification that Thomas Aqninas (1226-1274) undertakes. Thus the 
'Creator' becomes a limiting case of the 'mover' function. What can 
be proved in this manner to exist belongs to the connectedness of the 
world, to whicb, however, it should not belong if the proof is to fulfill 
its _systematic function. 

It is against this theoretical praxis that the reaction of mysticism, 
nominalism, and the Devotio modernaa is directed: the volWltarization 
and the exaggeration of negative language. For the Cusan's very con
scious, even mannered, linguistic constructions, what is important is 
not only the reflection on language and its insufficiency developed by 
mysticism but also his discernible effort not to take part in the mere 
negativity of the language of mysticism. Characteristic of this - to 
remain yet a moment in the connection with Anselm - is the peculiar 
transformation the Cusan gave to the ontological argument in one of 
bis sermons: He identifies the concept of a first principle of whicb it 
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cannot be thought that it does not exist with tile truth as the primary 
object of thought that must exist even if it is only"to be claimed of 
some proposition-even if it were the proposition that God does not 
exist-that it is true, which, however, is certainly a claim that belongs 
to the essence of su~ propositions. Since God, he says, _ is this truth, 
the primary and necessary object of thought, what is asserted in any 
proposition at all, and particularly in propositions about Him, is a 
matter of complete indifference. For the condition of the possibility 
of any proposition as something laying claim to truth is presupposed 
as real in this proposition itsel£ "Beyond all opposition and contra
diction, therefore, God exists, Who by either of two contradictory 
judgments is seen necessarily to exist. "7 

This is an exemplary instance of the Cusan's device of the eoincidentia 
oppositorum [coincidence of oppositesl. This device makes logical an
titheses into marks of world-bound language, which lead" outward 
beyond world-boundness precisely by negating their perceptual con
tents. In this process, language is a medium that can only be brought 
into relation to the truth by taking itself as provisional and tending 
continually toward the point of its self-suspension. Imagination and 
language reflect one another from the point of view of the limiting 
case of their self-suspension; but this is no longer an act of medieval 
humility, no. longer the sacrificium intelleetus [sacrifice of the intellectl 
in view of the mysteries of faith, but rather a quasi-experimental 
procedure of continually renewed testing of the boundary of tran
scendence. Every negative theology that revels in the reabns of what 
cannot be said intrnediately draws upon itself the objection that really 
there is nothing that one needs to say or can say once one bas described 
God as what is absolutely inaccessible. But the Cusan's procedure sees 
an essential difference between muteness and falling silent. The lan
guage and system of metaphor that he developed for doeta ignorantia 
do not represent a state of knowledge but a praxis, a method, a path 
to a certain sort of attitude. They draw intuition into a process, in 
which at first it is able to follow linguistic instructions, for example, 
to imagine doubling the radius of an arbitrarily chosen circle and then 
to imagine it as expanding continuously in this way. But at a certain 
point. the instruction passes over into what can no longer be executed, 
for example, to think of the radius of the circle as the greatest one 
possible or as infinite, in which case the curvature of the circle (which 
decreases as the radius increases) approaches identity with the curvature 
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of a straight line, so that the circle's radius and its circumference 
coincide. The point is to make transcendence something that one can 
'experience' as the limit of theoretical accomplishment and for that 
very reason as a chal1enge to heterogeneous modes of accomplishment. 

The explosive material of such use of 'metaphors· of explosion' is 
the concept of infiniry. Its most influential model was the formula 
from the ostensibly Hermetic Book of the Twenty-Four Masters,8 according 
to which God is the infinite sphere whose center is everywhere and 
whose circumference is nowhere: "Deus est sphaera infinita~ cuius 
centrum ubique circumferentia nus quam est." It is characteristic of 
the Cusan's endeavor to let the world participate in the 'advances' of 
the comprehension and representation of transcendence that he applies 
this formula from what was originally a purely theological speculation 
to the world as well 9 The advantage of the mathematical construction 
for this exercise in transcendence lies in the freedom of variation of 
the given. The figure of the circle can be brought to its 'explosion' 
by having its radius conceived of as infinitely great, and its circum
ference thus identified with a straight line, but also by the instruction 
to let its radius become infinitely small, so that the circumference and 
the radius become identical in a point. The perceptible figure stands 
between the two infinities; it has, as it were, both an outward and an 
inward transcendence. 

The anthropological and cosmological correlates of this theological 
speculation -once such a correlation is assumed as a systematic prin
ciple in the metaphysical triangle-are obvious. This sort of repre
sentati~n of transcendence is called by the Cusan "symbolic 
investigation" (symbolice investigare), which he describes as follows: "All 
mathematical objects are finite; nor can they be imagined otherwise. 
If we want to use something finite like that as an example by which 
to ascend to what is absolutely greatest, we must regard the finite 
mathematical figures with their characteristics and relations and then 
transfer these very relations correspondingly to infinite figures of the 
same sort. Finally, on a yet higher level, we must tran,sfer the relation 
of the infinite figures to the infinitely Simple, which is free of any 
figure, Then only will our ignorance be incomprehensibly instructed 
as to how we have to think more correcdy and truly about the Highest, 
even if we do labor in an enigma. "10 The helpfulness of mathematics 
in grasping the difference in kind of the Divine is due to the fact that 
the constIuction of the coincidentia oppositorum is formally 'imitated' 
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[nachkonstruiertl by means of this method of double transfer. At the 
same time, the procedure provides a metaphysical ground plan that 
can also be traversed in the opposite direction, in that it specifies the 
inner structure of the origin of the world as the explicatio [explication, 
unfoldingl of the basic complicatio [complication, folding togetherl. Thus 
the reflexivity of transcendence-in other words: the continual re
translatability of theology into anthropology and consmology
continues to be secured. That a speculative theologian who was rooted 
entirely in the Middle Ages could convey impulses to the conception 
of 'world' and 'man' that press toward the end of the Middle Ages 
is grounded in this retranslatability of transcendence as he conceived 
it. 

The end of the Middle Ages-that also means overcoming the naive 
attitude to language that induces one to let an equivalent reality be 
associated with every linguistic element and that sees in this association 
a closed circle of accomplishment. Here nominalism had first cleared 
the way critically, but only in the direction of an economically regulated 
restriction of the association function. The Cusan begins to see the 
function of language as 'instruction,' and specifically in such a way 
that language always 'fulfills' its function when it refers one outward 
from the realm of what can be discussed. To cite the modem linguistic 
critic: "My propositions serve as elucidations in the following way: 
anyone who understands me eventually recognizes them as nonsensical, 
when he has used them-as steps-to climb up beyond them .... "H 

Only with Wittgenstein's metaphor of throwing away the ladder is 
the Scholastic remainder that the Cusan did not yet see, the coordination 
of transcendence of language and transcendence of the world, defin
itively eliminated; transcendence of language for the first time really 
leads one into the world. But such an end point of the break with the 
association function of language can hardly be understood without a 
glance back at that first escape from Scholasticism. 

The formula of docta ignorantia, of learned ignorance, whose origin 
the Cusan describes as his philosophical 'Damascus experience' during 
his sea voyage from Byzantium to Italy in 1437, unites an element of 
skeptical resignation vis-a-vis the metaphysical pretensions of the age 
with an element of indefinite expectation of a knowledge that could 
no longer have the form it had had hitherto. Man's situation in relation 
to transcendence, where there is no hope for theory, is newly illu
minated as the prospect of understanding oneself more clearly precisely 
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in and from this perplexity. To that extent the formula, which seemed 
in its rudiments to be more that a millennium old, was nevertheless 
new. Augustine's pia conflssio ignorantiae, the humble confession of 
ignorance, which he had opposed to the thoughtless pretense of know 1-
edge, was precisely not the knowledge resulting from and sought in 
the fathoming of ignorance but rather the mere point of the surrender 
of the pretension to knowledge in going over to faith. Precisely in the 
retention of the linguistic elements of the formula from the beginning 
to the end of the epoch, the lack of constancy and the radical change 
in its meaning emerge here. The Cusan's docta igrwrantta differs from 
both Socrates's statement that he knows that he knows nothing and 
the scientia nihil scire fscience of not knowing], which was Seneca's term 
for the various tendencies of Skepticism." The 'known negativity' is 
different from the knowledge resulting from negativity, which Philo of 
Alexandria (ca. 25 B.C.-ca. 50 A.DJ was probably the first to fonnulate: 
"When the God-loving soul investigates what that which exists is in 
its essence, it falls with its investigation into the formless and the 
invisible, from which a highest blessing accrues to it: compreh;"'cfuig 
that God, Who is in Hirllself, is incomprehensible to every one, and 
of seeing precisely this, that he is invisible."13 In Philo there is already 
found the definition of this positivized negativity as "seeking in itself, 
which is very much worth striving for, even without finding."" Petrarch 
(1304-1374) was the first to use this formulation in what was no longer 
a mystical context, and made it into the basic formula for criticism 
of the Scholastic pretension to knowledge. He alone could become 
knowing who recognized himself as ignorant and therein abhorred 
himself, since the painful insight into <;me's own backwardness is the 
point of departure for its overcoming. J

' 

One recognizes the ambivalence of this basic idea; on the one hand, 
it leads to the humble resignation vis-a.-vis inunanence that leaves 
everything to the Divinity, the leap of faith of the self-sacrificing intellect, 
while on the other hand, it leads to becoming conscious of a factual
and thus always objectionable and worth changing-state of knowledge. 
This was what was entirely lacking in Scholasticism, which seemed, 
in each of its representatives, to stand at the end of the summation 
process of what is humanly knowable. With the eusan there begins 
a recollection of the unknown, no longer only in order to reject the 
presumptuousness of the pretension to knowledge but also at the same 
time to refer to the still unknown scope for the expansion of knowledge. 
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The reproach that the Middle Ages had ascribed the character of 
definitiveness and completeness to their state ofkD.owledge and thereby 
crippled in themselves the will to theoretical progress and the ac
knowledgment of new experiences is part of the arsenal of the early 
modern age's critical distancing from its past; to have expressed it 
was more characteristic and more effective for thinkers of FranciS 
Bacon's type than even the advances that they could claim to have 
made in science. Rousseau was to generalize this reproach as cultural 
criticism and to speak of the good fortune of ignorance (t'heureuse 
ignorance), which protects us from the disappointments that come with 
the corrections to our supposed knowledge. In his letter to Voltaire 
dated September 10, 1755, he writes that what we do not know harms 
us less than what we think we know. "If we had not pretended to 
know that the earth does not turn, then no one would have punished 
Galileo for having said that it turns."" 

Of course the critical potential of docta ignorantia was not exhausted 
by the Cusan; it was only set out as the capacity to reflect on the 
surpass ability of the state of knowledge at any time. But that this 
humility does not turn into the resignation of definitive finitude, that 
it allows onc to see systematic stabilization as a possible exhaustion 
of the will to know, is the unrest that it restores to the age. 11 

. Instructive evidence regarding the direct challenge of docta ignorantia 
to Scholasticism is the opposition that it provoked from the Heidelberg 
professor Johann Wenck von Herrenberg in his polemic De· ignota 
litteratura [On Ignorant Erudition). Wenck resists the introduction of a 
novel cognitive procedure, that of the comprehension-uncompre
hending, and resulting from this incomprehension -of the incompre
hensible: "Quomod.o ergo in hac- vita incomprehensibilia 
incomprehensibiliter apprehenderemus?'" [Now how in this life were 
we to understand incomprehensible things incomprehensibly?) In this 
life there are for man only two sorts of comprehension, namely, iIi 
concepts and in images. For knowledge of God, man was assigned, 
in the thirteenth chapter of the first Letter to the Corinthians, knowledge 
through reflection and riddle [through a glass, darkly). What is feared 
here, as so often in relation to a mystical theology, is the effacement 
of horizontalltemporal transcendence by the supposed possibility of 
being able to displace in the vertical the boundary of the Divinity's 
concealment. The eschatological condition of blessed contemplation, 
the visio beatifica, which is held in reserve for man and so must at 
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present, in statu viae [en route], be withheld from him, could be an
ticipated or usurped if the possibilities of knowledge were demarcated 
less strictly." 

The assumption that knowledge proceeding by way of concept and 
symbol to contemplation is limited by the eschatological reservation 
was the common property of Scholasticism. It is also the basis of the 
peculiarly static Character of SCholasticism's conception of the human 
possession of knowledge as a stock. that was completed in the tradition 
and only needs to be arranged and defended ever anew. This context 
makes clear how it is that the Cusan's conception. in spite of its 
indubitably conservative intention, was de facto directed against me
dieval spirituality's basic attitude. This becomes particularly conspicuous 
where the' Cusan seems to comply with the restriction to concepts and 
images as the only possible alternatives by himself speaking in images. 
These carried-over descriptions are not the sort that refer to a static 
state of affairs, as had been presupposed by the Middle Ages' Classical 
doctrine of the figurative sense of a text." The Cusan's 'symbols' are 
precisely not of the kind that signify or even reveal a particular hidden 
state of affairs; rather-as I already tried to express by Characterizing 
them as "exploding metaphors" -they are figurations of a method, 
models from which a rule can be derived that can be applied and 
repeated in conzinually new operations. 

At bottom, in spite of Grabmann's two-volume and incomplete 
work, b there never was suCh a thing as a SCholastic method. The 
transposition of the modern concept of method to the Middle Ages 
belongs among the supposedly justifYing deobscurifications of the Mid
dle Ages that were long held to be necessary. What was called the 
SCholastic method consists simply of formal prescriptions for disputation 
and the composition of treatises. It is not an epistemological method. 
The imputation of a method presupposes that the stock. of knowledge 
can be amplified by the application of definite rules; the concept of 
method is related to the concept of progress-not necessarily to the 
concept of an infinite progress, but potentially so. 

Here lies the heart of the difference between Wenck. and the Cusano 
The assertion of the possibility-even if only a presumptive one
that one could open up new regions to knowledge, could displace the 
fixed boundaries of the hitherto exiszing stock. of knowledge into the 
region of the unknown, always implies an attack. on the esChatological 
reservation. The idea of :infinite progress is not the 'secularization~ of 
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Christian eschatology; vice versa, when this conception became possible, 
when its preconditions came into view, temporal transcendence-the 
eschatological future-ceased to be The Promise. It lost its compel
lingness as a possibility of heterogeneous fulfillment of the human 
desire for happiness and truth. Here Wenck went entirely astray in 
his arguments when he held it against the Cusan that dada ignorantia 
deprived the natural cognitive striving of the consciousness that it could 
be satisfied, by reducing the terminus ad quem [end poind of the re
alization of knowledge to. infinite shades and approximations. With 
his appeal to the first sentence of Aristotle's Metaphysics, according to 
which all men by nature desire knowledge, Wenck thinks he intervenes 
directly against the Cusan and in favor of confirmable progress in the 
acquisition of knowledge; but he fails to see that Scholasticism under 
the authority of this sentence could perfectly well rest content with 
the static inherited stock of knowledge. 

It was yet to become evident, in connection with Descartes's mistake 
regarding the finite perfectability of knowledge of nature, that the 
impulse of the theoretical will can be put in question by neither the 
suspicion nor the certainty of the infinitude of theoretical progress. 
On the contrary, the impossibility of speciJ:Ying or adhering to an idea 
of completion only makes this process yet more forceful. 

Very closely associated with this is Wenck's opposition above all to 
the Cusan's doctrine of the_essential "imprecision" of all finite knowl
edge. He argues that intellectual movement ceases to be movement 
when it has no point at which it can complete itself and against which 
it can measure its progress, so that consequendy it becom.es meaningless 
and futile. '0 Wenck argues in behalf of a progress that after all had 
not occurred under ;he presuppositions he defends. He reproaches 
the Cusan with destroying, by his presuppositions, the scientific process 
(destruente omnem processum scientificum)-a process that the Cusan cer-. 
tainly did not intend to induce as such, but the possibility of whose 
conception he unintentionally created through the antithesis of his 
presuppositions to the Scholastic ones. Precisely in the mirror provided 
by his inferior opponent, the Cusan's historical position emerges more 
clearly than in his own statements. The polemic against the logical 
consequence of the infinitude of the path of knowledge, against the 
insurpassably approximate value of each of its stages, for the first 
time makes disconcertingly clear how, from the still entirely medieval 
anxiety about the intensification of the transcendence of the absolute, 
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a new inference easily presents itself, one which, however, can appear 
as a daring anticipation of one of the basic ideas of the modem age 
only to someone who already knows what is to come. 

The difference between Wenck and the Cusan can perhaps be most 
penetratingly comprehended in terms of their use of metaphors that 
derive from what one could characterize as the leading medieval system 
of metaphor: that of the 'vestige' or 'trace' (vestigium). With the idea 
of the vestige, the basic Platonic idea of the universal character of the 
world of appearance as the image of an original is restricted and 
reduced, specifically in the sense of a restriction of this characteristic 
to anthropology; only man is meant to remain in the strict sense an 
imago [image]. Nature receives the basic character of a vestige, in the 
sense of not an image of an original but rather an impression of a 
feature that refers one to its Author. The vestige contains something 
of the figure of analogy, of partial identity; it becomes accessible 
through a causal inference from the impression to the Author. Although 
it is not a representation of the essential and the substantial, still it is 
an eidetic element, an authentic mark, a hermeneutically translatable 
value. Thus between the absolute and'the world there must indeed 
be, for Wenck, an unequivocal and overwhelming difference, but at 
the same time there must be a definite prope>rtion, just as there must 
in principle be a proportion between the precise definition of a truth 
and an arbitrarily imprecise statement of the same truth." The basic 
intellectual pattern employed by the opponent of docia ignorantia is 
analogy, static proportion. 

The Cusan, on the other hand, developed the metaphor in the 
direction of one of its entirely authentic possibilities of association by 
understanding the vestige as not the static signature of the Creator in 
His work but rather the reference, marking a path, of a fugitive goal 
to be pursued: "First there is the truth, then its vestige; one cannot 
seek after the truth without following its ~ce." For Wenck, 'vestige' 
and 'image' lie close together; the image is, as it were, the fully 
unfolded intention of the vestige, the full presentation of what is only 
hinted there. To that extent man would be a peculiarity of the Creation 
only in degree, not in kind. So far the knowledge that is possible from 
the vestige, knowledge arrived at through a process of inference, is 
still completely acceptable under the norms of ,the AristoteJian idea 
of science.22 For the Cusan, the 'trace' is a direction for movement, 
for pursuit. His image, introduced explicidy against Wenck, is the 
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hunting dog on the trail, the venaticus canis in vestigiis. There is no 
'proportion' between the 'trace' and the game that is pursued. The 
trace has the character purely of a signal; it has no imitative quality. 
The trace appeals to man's desire for truth, but it furnishes him with 
no fulfillment, not even a measure of it. Here a fann of truth possessio~ 
makes its appearance, in which each acquisition of knowledge only 
has the function of making possible and provoking the next step to 
a new application of the cognitive method. 

The metaphor of the hunt, already abundantly employed by Plato, 
is for the first time developed fully, and beyond its medieval presup
positions, in the Cusan's last work, The Hunt for Wis,wm [De venatione 
sapientiae]. But precisely here it turns out that the fully drawn con
sequence of a basic medieval idea, once it is set free, brings to light 
something entirely new: the hunt as the 'pursuit' that is necessarily 
always involved in the authority, for modern thought, of the concept 
of method. 

The Cusan answered Wenck temperately but firmly, with the Defonse 
of Learned Ignorance [Apologia ,wctae ignorantiael. In his own modification 
of the old simile of the sun, he likened ,wcta ignorantia to the knowledge 
of the sun that is possessed by one who sees, in contrast to a blind 
man's knowledge of it: The blind man believes, after he has heard 
much about the sun and the unbearability of looking at it direedy, 
that now, through what he has 'heard, he knows something about its 
brightness, about which he in fact remains entirely ignorant; the sighted 
man, on the o):her hand -precisely because he had to answer the 
question how great the brightness of the sun is with the admission 
that he did not know- has the knowledge of this ignorance, since 
from the experience of his own attempt to persist in looking at the 
sun directly, he is certain that its brightness exceeds the capacity of 
sight. 

Visual clarity causes a peculiarly dangerous lulling of the mind. The 
Cusan's own illustrative images always aim, of course, at making use 
of the attractiveness of the visual; but at the same time they aim; by 
breaking through what they accomplish, to lead one to the limit of 
this visual clarity. The recoining of the metaphor of the 'vestige' must 
be kept in mind here when he resists the division of all knowledge 
into knowledge in concepts and knowledge in images, the division 
that had been held up to him. The truth is by no means present in 
the image unless the image is always immediately suspended as such. 

( 
i , 
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For while each image does represent the truth, at the same time, as 
an image, it has already fallen away and is hopelessly distant from 
it!' This general formula is meant to be applied to both the language 
of revelation and mysticism and the character of the world itself as 
an image. This 'functions' only when it is understood as a vestige in 
the sense of the signal that sets thought in motion. 

Doeta ignorantia is 'method' in the preliminary and undogmatic sense 
that it does create a consciousness of a 'path' that can be followed. 
To the Scholastic form of thought, which all in all is characterized by 
belief in 'definition' in the widest sense, it opposes the indefinite as 
the unsurpassable restriction of man's situation. The sharp distinction 
between concept and image disappears once both have been seen as 
means for the preliminary direction of thought toward an objectivi1;y 
that is never entirely to be reached, received, or accomplished. Such 
disjunctions, such alternatives disappear for daeta ignorantia because 
they appear as aspects of a movement: "Docta vero ignorantia omnes 
modos, quibus accedi ad veritatem potest, unit" [Truly learned ig
norance unites all the methods by which it is possible to approach the 
truthl. 

But daeta ignorantia is not only the maxim of an intellectual process; 
it is also the means of orientation in this process. In the Defonse of 
Learned Ignorance, by comparing. it to the knowledge of the hunt of 
one who, stationed on a high tower, can survey the hunter's search 
activities, the Cusan represents dacta ignorantia as a knowledge that is 
withheld from one who remains entirely bound up with bis methodical 
'trace:'24 The need for such an orientation, for the determination of 
one's own station on a path, had never occurred to Scholasticism: 

The modern idea of science will be a sum total of such orientations. 
In. it too, knowledge of one's ignorance is an essential element, though 
admittedly less to know that one knows nothing than to know what 
one does not know, perhaps even what one cannot know, and, very 
important, what one does not need to know-the negative wisdom 
that belongs among the kinds of orientations that become ever more 
important in a world of surplus knowledge. All of this is quite certainly 
not yet present in the Cusan when he defends his idea of knowing 
ignorance by his opponent's arguments (ex ratione adversarii contra ipsum). 
He did not yet know that the progress of knowledge, the extension 
of the mastery of reali1;y, could be achieved by restricting one's 
pretension. 
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It is a constitutive element of the mode= age that it expands through 
restriction, achieves progressions through critical reduction: Renun
ciation of the principle of teleology discloses for the frrst time the full 
efficacy of the application of the causal category to nature; the elim
ination of the question of substance, and its replacement by the universal 
application of quantity, makes mathematical natural science possible; 
and renunciation of the phantom of the requirement of absolute ac
curacy makes possible an exactitude that can set itself tolerances for 
its inaccuracy. The knowledge of the modern age was decisively ren
dered possible by a knowledge of what we cannot know, and by the 
resolute concentration that made possible upon a realm that had 
become accessible to judgment. That essentially distinguishes modem 
knowledge from medieval Scholasticism's forms of knowledge and 
consciousness of knowledge. In this respect the scherna of tWcta ignarantia 
already belongs to that which, with the means and in the questions 
of the Middle Ages, is no longer medieval: "Quia non est scientia, 
qua quis credit se scire, quod scire nequit, ibi scire est scire se non 
posse scire" [Because there is no knowledge w4ere someone believes 
he knows something that carmot be known, in such a case to know 
is to know that one cannot knoWl.25 

The polemic between Wenck and the Cusan shows that "learned 
igoorance" had, to begin with, broken through the traditional schema 
of concept and metaphor, of literal and figurative speech. The treatise 
De coniecturis [On Conjecturel, immediately following the Docta ignorantia 
in the year 1440, already reveals that the Cusan felt the need to give 
the concept of learned igoorance a positive correlate in the form of 
"conjecture." This was so even though at least the second book of 
the Docta ignarantia had already shown that hidden in the basic con
ception of the knowledge of transcendent objects-in this case, of the 
totality of the universe-there was a potential for positive speculation 
and the variation of traditional doctrines. 

Between that which one was supposed to be able to know with 
certainty according to the criteria of the Aristotelian/Scholastic doctrine 
of science and that which, as unattainable mystery, was supposed to 
originate exclusively from the source of revelation and faith, a scale 
of possibilities opened up that rested directly on the fact that in the 
systematic structure of the metaphysical triangle, what one might call 
"projection rules" hold. If the concept of infinity proves to be the 
means of representation of the docta ignorantia for transcendence, then 
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for neither cosmology nor anthropology can this remain without con
seqences. The world is not only the appearance of the invisible God, 
but God is the invisibility of the visible itsel£" Such symmetry, derived 
once again from the Neoplatonic model, means not only that the 
assertions of metaphysical and mystical theology offer points of de
parture for speculation about the world and man but also that the 
propositions of the teaching of faith can provide premises for consid
erations that reach downward from the realm of theology. 

Here it turns out that faith and conjecture,.fides and coniectura, are 
functionally equivalent; they provide reason with the presuppositions 
that it lacks, proceeding from which it can arrive at items of knowledge 
within the total system. The Cusan saw that the threat to the scholastic 
architecture posed by the cynicism of the 'double-truth' theory co,ud 
not be removed from the world by obstinately repeating the apodictic 
assertion of the necessary agreement between reason and revelation 
but more likely by making visible a continuum of shadings, applications, 
projections. What did it really mean for man's image of the universe 
that he had learned of its creation from nothingness by an omnipotent 
and infinite Author? Could inferences be drawn from that fact, since 
after all the cosmology of the Middle Ages was still the same one that 
had been developed, even independently of the biblical theology, in 
the ancient world? And had consequences followed for man's knowl
edge of himself from the fact that he had heard that he was meant 
to be the image and likeness of his Creator? Was it not valid here 
frankly to digress into conjectures? 

But Scholasticism had done none of that seriously, nor had it even 
experimented with it. Now one sees, as soon as o~e investigates the 
Cusan's descriptions of the act of faith, that Wenck's opposition to 
the effacement of the distinction between the status of knowledge in 
this world and in the next was not groundless. The antithesis of earthly 
faith to the visio [visionJ in the world to come disappears when faith 
itself is defined as coincidentia visibilis et invisibilis [coincidence of the 
visible and the invisiblel and the intellect takes the content of revelation 
in certftudine, ac si vidisset [for certainty, as though it had seen itJ. 21 This 
mediation between faith and knowledge seems at first to tend, entirely 
.in the framework of the medieval, toward positing faith as absolute; 
but faith can now equally well stand in the service of knowledge, in 
that it postulates freedom for playing through new possibilities of 
knowledge. Here the original ambivalence of docta ignorantia between 
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skeptical resignation and encouragement of theory manifests itself: 
Knowledge of one's own ignorance is always in danger, as a result of 
consciousness of absolute transcendence, of turning into dogmatic 
skepticism, to the extent that no encouraging prospects of accessible 
possibilities offer themselves. 28 

> 

The Cusan presses the functionalization of faith a step further in 
the treatise De genes; [On Genesisl. He recommends that one should 
accept the declarations of theological authority as though they were 
made known by divine revelation, and only then should one attempt 
to grasp intellectually what one has at first assumed. He explicidy 
grounds this recommendation on his own experience.29 Here faith has 
drawn quite near to conjecture. They have in common the hypothetical 
function that has to prove itself by experience. 

Nicholas appeals to Augustine's formula of faith as the point of 
departure of knowledge (fides initium intel/eetus). But this formula has 
gone through a noticeable change of meaning. The presupposition on 
the basis of which one is supposed to understand why God revealed 
and offered Himself to faith in a particular way is the human spirit's 
cognitive pretension, to which God, as the essential fulfillment of the 
spiritual nature that He created and endowed for the infiuite, cannot 
refuse Himself But this nature's equipment is not sufficient to satisfY 
the requirements that emanate from its relation to infiuity. The re
demptive meaning of revelation, of passion and salvation, recedes, 
and there is already an intimation of what will be completed in the 
Cusan's doctrine of the Incarnation - his Christology as the last degree 
of intensification of his anthropology. The problematic of certainty 
that characterizes the end of the Middle Ages and that was to make 
necessary the modern age's attempts (typified by Descartes) at estab
lishing foundations, had become centrally operative here. Everything 
seerus to be designed to prevent the crisis created by the fundamental 
situation oflearned ignorance from leading to resignation. Hence faith 
is offered to reason as not the unreasonable demand that it sacrifice 
itself but rather the disclosure of the possibility of its self-fulfillment. 
That is clearly an attempt to restore the Middle Ages by means of 
their own substance .. 

It is in this context of a projective speculation that breakS through 
the constraint of Scholasticism and its bindin!'; force that the Cusan's 
cosmology,' the most influential part ofhis intellectual accomplishment, 
must be set. Placing it in this context is already sufficient to show that 
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the Cusan cannot be regarded, as has been suggested again and again 
since Giordano Bnmo and Kepler, as a forenmner of Copernicus, even 
if Copernicus did read him. Today, since the medievalness of Copernicus 
himself bas become ever clearer, the tendency is to go further and 
to state that the Cusan was less a preparer of the Copernican turning 
than a diviner of consequences of it which were still entirely hidden 
from its author: "Nicholas of Cusa really failed to discover the Co
pernican doctrine in the fifteenth century only because he already 
occupied the standpoint of the relativity of motion, which Copernicus 
did not reach";30 and "A correct cosmological conjecture must avoid 
the new deception of a heliocentric doctrine just as much as the old 
mirage of the geocentric world view."31 Independencly of the question 
whether there is really any difference between the Cusan's theory of 
motion and Copernicus's other than that Copernicus still preserved 
the finite reference space of the traditional cosmos, absolutely bounded 
by the outermost sphere, there are no grounds at all for the view that 
the Cusan would have changed, would have wanted to change, or 
could have changed anything in the preexisting world model con
structively and in regard to any astronornical problems and data 
whatever. 

F. J. Clemens, the early pioneer of research on the Cusan, was quick. 
to publish a note from the Cusan's own hand that he found on the 
last page of an astronornical work, preserved in the library of the 
hospice of Cusa, that the Cusan had obtained in Nuremberg in the 
year 1444." This cosmological meditation, as I would like to enticle 
the page, does not in the least enter into the scandal of the difficulties 
and confusions of the accepted Ptolemaic system; nor does it even 
implicicly take these into consideration. Consequencly to bring it into 
direct relation with the problematic of an astronomical reform seems 
to me to be a misinterpretation. The point of departure here, as in_ 
other questions bordering on the empirical, is the principle of "im
precision" as an application of the general rule of prudence that had 
followed from the initial step of doeta ignorantia. It disputes the three 
essential claims to precision that had been made by the ancient and 
Scholastic cosmology: the precision of the circular orbits and of the 
regularity of the movements of the bodies along these orbits, and the 

. precise centering of the earth at the midpoint of the world. The premise 
reads as follows: HI have arrived at the view that no movement can 
hold precisely to the circular form and that consequencly no star 
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describes a precisely circular orbit from one rising to tbe next."" The 
inference tbat tbe Cusan draws from his premise reveals tbat, at least 
in this note, he holds to tbe conception of tbe &xed stars as distributed 
on a sphere. He argues tbat tbe metaphysical prohibition of tbe precision 
of any process in tbe world, applied to tbe orbits of tbe heavenly 
bodies, necessitates tbe movability of tbe pole of tbe eightb sphere, 
so tbat tbe distances of tbe individual fixed stars from tbe pole will 
also be changeable." 

To believe tbat tbe Cusan intended here, witb divinatory foresight, 
to supplement changes in tbe station of tbe earth with tbe westward 
drift of tbe equinoxes (precession) or even tbe oscillations of tbe pole 
of tbe heaven of tbe &xed stars (nutation) seems to me to be an entirely 
inappropriate extravagance of tbe historical amusement tbat consists 
in making everytbing have already been present, if not forever tben 
at least since tbe earliest possible period. The unsteadiness tbat Nicholas 
ascribes to tbe position of tbe earth in space has notbing to do witb 
tbe phenomena witb which astronomy had been familiar since. tbe 
time of Hipparchus; otberwise he could not have speculated about a 
complete inversion of tbe poles of tbe heavens - an idea tbat was still 
to influence Giordano Bruno. But what deprived this speculation of 
any value for astronomy was its lack of any tendency to compensate 
for empirical "imprecision" in the prediction of its periodic regularity 
by postulating sufficiendy long observation time spans. For a tbeoretical 
attitude, imprecision could never be an ultimate characteristic of its 
objects, but only an intervening phase between tbe supposed precision 
of an imagined stellar 'simplicity' and a future, more complex precision 
of superimposed periodicities. 

Thus precisely as a speculative metaphysician, tbe Cusan could not 
even be tbe initiator of tbe reform of astronomy. This statement does 
not prevent him from having provided an opportunity for tbe renewal 
of tbe foundations of our view of tbe world, from having encouraged 
tbe forcing of a breach in tbe wall of tbe system. That is where tbe 
long-term relevance of tbe tbesis tbat denies pracemo [precision] to tbe 
world lies: Imprecision is not tbe speculatively anticipated and necessary 
state of affairs but ratber first of all a scandalous contingent fact, which 
through tbe discovery of a regularity tbat lies witbin tbe tolerances 
of measurement can finally be tbeoretically resolved by a causal ex
planation-in tbe case mentioned, by reference to tbe forces of at
traction of tbe other bodies of tbe solar system, witb tbeir influence 
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on the movement of the earth's axis. The divergence, as such, disturbs 
and irritates the empirical attitude, drives it to increase the precision 
of its measurements, and the periodicity of the divergences that then 
emerges assures it of at least the possible application of a causal 
hypothesis. 

With the Cusan, imprecision is a metaphysical postulate, which must 
be seen in its ambivalence. It can b"e a fonnula of resignation, as when 
Ptolemy, in the second chapter of the thirteenth book of the Almagest, 
had already deduced from the incomparability of terrestrial and stellar 
conditions a formula of epistemological resignation for. astronomy." 
But it can also be a formula that stimulates attentiveness and energy 
directed at experience, for which attention to the world and investment 
in the techriology with which to carry out measurements are motivated 
precisely by the fact that the constitution of the physical world cannot 
be arrived at by deduction. This kind of motivation was to become 
characteristic of early modern astronomy, with its consciousness of 
the necessity of increasing the accuracy of observation and the intervals 
of comparison. It prompted an empirical persistence that made its 
first great step forward with not Copernicus but Tycho Brahe. With 
the inferences that Kepler drew from Brahe's precise observations it 
won its first triumph over the things that traditional astronomy had 
taken for granted, over its metaphysical predecidedness, when Kepler 
departed, in the case of the orbit of Mars, from the classical requirement 
of circularity. Of this, I repeat, nothing was yet present in the Cusan's 
cosmological note in codex 211 at the hospice of Cusa, nor is there 
even a presentiment of it. But-and this is already a great deal to set 
against a dogmatic form of thought-the note does allow for this as 
a contingent possibility and puts it in a position where it could, po
tentially, be noticed by an observer (an observer who, however, was 
not the Cusan). 

The case is similar with the second part of the cosmological fragment 
as well, in which Nicholas arrives at the conclusion that the earth 
carmat stand still .but rather must move like the other stars, and in 
fact in such a way that it revolves once a day around.~e polar axis 
of the universe." This idea could only be regarded as·ap. approach 
to the Copernican revolution if it had been conceived as an explanation 
of the daily rotation of the heaven of the fixed stars, and thus intended 
to perform an astronomical function. But that is quite manifestly not 
the case. For the assertion immediately following, that the eighth 

.. _-_._--
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sphere, the heaven of the fixed stars, makes _ a double revolution in 
the same time-so that the simple apparent daily motion comes about 
through the subtraction of the earth's own movement from the move
ment of the heaven of the fixed stars, which is twice as rapid - keeps 
the explanatory force of the Aristotelian/Ptolemaic system in effect. 
In this context, the assertion of a special movement of;the earth has 
nothing at all to explain but must be an inference from metaphysical 
premises of the Cusan~s cosmology. We know, after all, from Platds 
Timaeus that such a special movement of the earth, which is neutralized 
again by the movement of the sphere of the fixed stars, fits into the 
context of a philosophically based world system better than the as
sumption of an absolutely resting world body, whose special properties 
Aristode was able to explain in his cosmology ouly with diflicnlty and 
by violating the principle of rational economy. With the Cusan, here 
as in other passages, the emphasis is on treating the earth as like 
another star (ut aliae stellae). 

This deviation from Aristotelianism, with its assertion of the hetero
geneity of the terrestrial and stellar realms, was to be the lasting 
triumph of the Cusan's cosmology; here he really does anticipate 
developments beyond Copernicus. But this anticipation in itself would 
not have been able to produce anything of theoretical relevance if the 
specnlative stellarization of the earth had not been given-by Co
pernicus, of course-a constructive foundation. It was only on this 
basis that the specnlation could become one of the universal hypotheses 
of physical astronomy. 

To return to the fragment, codex 211: The metaphysical principle 
of imprecision was not sufficient to lead to constructive alterations of 
the world system. Even if it motivated the Cusan to say that the earth 
did not stand precisely at the center of the world, still this does not 
yet mean that it had exchanged places with another world body within 
the system of planets or that there should no longer be any talk at 
all of the center of a system because the no longer finite world could 
not have a center. Rather it stands in the context of all the theses 
that repeatedly speak of the impossibility of occupying a point precisely 
or of having precisely a certain shape, for example, the spherical form 
for the heavenly spheres or the earth. In any case the earth remaills 
nearer to the center of the system than any other world body, and 
consequendy the system as such is not modified. 
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It is a mistake to claim the Cusan as a forerunner of Copernicus, 
despite the fact that Calcagnini, Giordano Bruno, Kepler, and Alexander 
von Humboldt praised him as such. Such a claim always presupposes 
that what was meant plays a mysterious and historically irrelevant 
outsider's role in relation to its own time and as what was really 
intended-and thus justified-bears a hidden relation to the new. 

The astronomical essay that lies before us in codex 211 could not 
represent a contribution to the reform of the traditional world model 
if only because it does not even reach the empirical level of medieval 
astronomy and is not at all comparable with the work of either Ptolemy 
or Copemicus. Nevertheless, it is evidence of the origin of the theoretical 
unrest of astronomy that characterized the subsequent centuries. Just 
as the simple layman in the Cusan's Idiota dialogues is able to open 
a new dimension of possible truth to the Scholastic who is heavily 
armed with book learning, so also Nicholas himself, while he did not 
actually initiate the reform of astronomy or prepare its method and 
its approach, did actualize the presuppositions under which the question 
of the constituents of reality could be newly and openly posed at all. 

The fragment in codex 211 lay dormant until its rediscovery in the 
library of the hospice of Cusa; that would be the most external reason 
for the fact that it exercised no influence. But the second hook of Of 
Learned Ignorance had a radiating influence that should not be mini
mized. The amazing thing about this second book is that now the 
'method' of Mcta ignorantia is applied to the universe. In fuct its trans
ferability seems to be unlimited; it leads ad infinita similia, quae pari 
arte eliei poterunt [to an infinite number of things of the same kind, 
which can be educed in the same wayl." And the very first example 
is astronomy and the application to it of the basic thesis that the lack 
of precision is an index of nondivine reality. This imprecision is de
scribed as one of measurement, which is understood as applying to 
both time and heavenly place. The astronomical technique of calcu
lation, the calculatoria ars, is said to presuppose (in relation to time) 
that motions of the planets can be measured by means of the revolutions 
of the sun. But here precision is just as impossible as it is in regard 
to the arrangement of the heavens or the determination of the locations 
of the risings and settings of the constellations or the elevation of the 
pole of the heavens. In regard to the measurement of the times of 
revolution of the planets with the help of the sun's movement, one 
may assume that the discussions of the Nominalistic school regarding 
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the incommensurability of the motions of the heavens were not un
known to the Cusano The ambivalence of the formula of imprecision 
becomes evident once again. This formula may just as well lead to a 
demand for and a claim to an unrestricted increase in the accuracy 
of measurement as to resignation to the expectation that astronomy 
can offer nothing more than a solution to the difficulties with the 
calendar. 

The transfer of the cognitive mode of docta ignorantia to the world 
goes far beyond the defect of imprecision all the way to the deter
mination of those characteristics of the indeterminable that withdrew 
the foundation from the traditional assertion, essential for Scholasticism, 
of the finitude of the world. One must let this assertion of the Cusan's, 
which was so iofIuential in the subsequent period, stand in the frame
work in which it originally belongs, that is, as a piece of docta ignorantia, 
of the conscious restriction of the will to make assertions regarding 
the form of the world. Only God llimself is, in the langnage of this 
metaphysical theology, a negative infinitum [negatively infinite thing]; 
the world is indeterminable in regard to its form and limitation, a 
privative infinitum [a privatively infinite thingJ-but lhat can also be 
formulated as saying that it is neither finite nor infinite." 

But this statement cannot be understood merely as an epistemological 
antinomy. It contains a presupposition that I would like to call the 
postulate of the adequacy of the Creation vis-a-vis its Author. "It is 
as though God had spoken His 'Let it be!' and because no God could 
come into being, Who is after all eternity itself, something came into 
being that became as similar to God as it could. "" In this passage in 
particular one can observe how the Cusan advanced his question of 
the adequacy of the world to a point beyond which he himself could 
on no account go but at which, with the given ground plan, the resolute 
reoccupation that Giordano' Bruno was to undertake appears as a 
possibility. But for the Cusan, it is already clear that: the Creation is 
no longer merely the act of Divine Majesty, no longer the sovereign 
decree of arbitrarily chosen content that the nominalists regarded as 
the epitome of transcendence, but rather an act in which the essence 
of its Author must unavoidably be invested, in which there could be 
no arbitrary reservation. The universe is a likeness of the absolute; it 
unfolds in time and space the original unity, the complicatw [complication, 
folding togetherl. Consequendy movement is the fundamental char-

I 
_J 
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acteristic of nature, for it is the unfolding of original unity, the explicatio 
quietis [explication-unfolding-of rest]." 

Movement is therefore the fundamental characteristic of the world 
in a more original sense than is the case in Aristotelianism, where the 
principle of movement, the unmoved mover, is brought in on the 
assumption that there is a continual need for an additional supply of 
movement causality to be provided from outside. For the Cusan, this 
assumption cannot be held to, if only because of his abandonment of 
the finitude of the universe. The Cusan's God is no longer the unmoved 
mover of Aristode and High Scholasticism; but consequendy He is 
also no longer the God Who can be verified by way of the classical 
proof of God's existence. Wenck saw correcdy that the Cusan, with 
his theory of complicatio and explicatio as the definition of the relation 
between Creator and creation, had destroyed the Aristotelian support 
of the entire Scholastic metaphysics: "Hoc corollarium destruit primum 
motorem, contra philosophum" [This deduction destroys the prime 
mover, contrary to the Philosopher (Aristode)J." 

In the Aristotelian cosmos, God is the last external factor on the 
radial scale of the transmission of movement to and in the cosmos; 
he is absolute rest as that which is utterly opposed to movement, and 
as such he is, as it were, the 'energy' of all processes of movement. 
For Aristode, the movement of the first sphere is the epitome of the 
eternal and eternally futile attempt to approach the prime mover, of 
the loving imitation of his self-reflexiveness-an imitation that takes 
the form of eternal circling as the 'substitute' for fulfilled rest. On the 
other hand, for the Cusan, without his admitting it, complicatio and 
explicatio stand in a relation of equivalence, in fact an equivalence of 
interiority, of emanation from a center from which everything real 
unfolds itsel£ For that very reason, for the Cusan, the center is meta
physically, and no longer cosmologically, accented. The 'center of the 
world' in this conception is no longer the lowest point of that radial 
scale, occupied by the inert mass of the earth, but rather the center 
of emanation-as Kepler will be the first to interpret it physically as 
well, relating it to the moving power of the sun in relation to the 
planets. If one considers this reversal of the fundamental metaphysical 
'direction' in the world, it "becomes comprehensible why Wenck. so 
emphatically charges with heresy the Cusan's thesis that God is the 
center of the world (deus est centrum mundi). He remarks at the same 
time on the connection of this assertion with the other, that the earth 
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is a world body of the same rank. as the heavenly bodies ("Subdit 
quod terra est nobilis stella maior luna" [He adds -that the earth is a 
noble star, greater than the moon]). 

It is critically important to pursue the connection seen by Wenck, 
for in it the immediacy of each member of the universe in relation 
to transcendence is postulated, and thus the Scholastic hierarchical 
order of things, including the traditional assigrunent of last place to 
the earth, is abandoned. The destruction of the traditional cosmology 
is already implied in this understanding of the idea of transcendence, 
although no alternative model can be given. Wenck still believed that 
he could at once expose and dismiss the unheard-of contents of the 
new conception by a simple appeal to the (for him) entirely indubitable 
Aristotelian cosmology: "Conclusio contradicit scientiae de caeio, nee 
adiecturn prius unquam est auditurn" [This conclusion contradicts CAr
istode's) science of the heavens; nor has such an addition ever been 
heard of be ford Inferior to the Cusan though his opponent may have 
been, still he possessed a capacity to scent out and see clearly the 
inner consistency of the overall picture that the Cusan draws. 

The denial of the earth's location at the center of the world thereby 
acquites a further aspect. hnprecision and infinity are only itritants 
to the traditional system. The deeper -lying motive is the reoccupation 
-of the center, which now no longer has to be the mere point of 
reference of a scale of order but is rather the substantial source point 
of the ontological viability and dignity of the whole. In the eleventh 
chapter of the second book of the Docta ignorantia, it can clearly be 
seen that the Cusan's primary concern was to establish the impossibility 
of identifYing the earth with the center of the world, and thus to make 
possible the no longer physically verifiable assertion of the pseudo
Hermetic proposition according to which the center and circumference 
of the world coincide in infinity and God is simply this coincidence 
of center and periphery. It is only from this premise, that the earth 
cannot stand in the center of the "Yorld, that its movement and thence 
in turn its equal rank. with the other world bodies are inferred: "Terra 
igitur, quae centrum esse nequit, motu carere non potest" [Therefore 
the earth, which cannot be the center, cannot be without movement]. 
But then the central component of the Aristotelian cosmology is also 
eliminated, according to which there is a radical division, not to be 
overcome by earthly experience, between the astral and the sublunar 
worlds. In the treatise of his old age on the hunt for the truth [De 
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venatione sapientwel the Cusan formulated the consequence of this 
intracosmic dualism: Aristode had indeed made reason into the first 
cause and the principle of movement but had nevertheless ascribed 
to it a rurect administratio [administration] only with respect to the 
heavenly bodies. Such a control was supposed to operate over earthly 
things only indirecdy, through the mediation of the heavenly bodies, 
so that it simply did not embrace the whole universe in the same 
way.4-2 

In this context there is found the remarkable sentence in which 
Epicurus appears to be praised for having ascribed to God the job of 
looking after the universe without any mediating instance or instru
mentality: "Epicurus vero totam deo soli sine cuiuscumque adminiculo 
universi tribuit administrationem" [Epicurus attributes in fact the entire 
control of the universe to God alone, without any aid whatsoeverl. 
This sentence, which could scarcely be surpassed in historical falsehood, 
becomes more intelligible only when one recognizes that what was 
most prominently impressive for the Cusan in Epicurus's unIverse was 
the equivalence of the worlds. For in his own cosmology, the concern 
is precisely to set aside the apparent differences of the world bodies, 
for' instance, their division into' dark and bright, reflecting and self
illumioating bodies, as illusions conditioned by one's standpoint. To 
judge from its construction, our world could have been designed to 
mislead man, who lives in it, as to his position and the nature and 
form of the whole. This suggestion, with its flavor of nominalism and 
volunrarism - a suggestion from which a rurect line of descent could 
lead to Descartes's thought experiment with the genius malignus [malign 
spiritl-was certainly not what the Cusan intended. But his thesis of 
the interchangeability of the fundamental orienting concepts-center 
of the world, pole of the heavens, axis of the earth, zenith, sphere
does nevertheless take into account the great skeptical apprehensions 
of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries: That in his endeavor to gain 
insight into the plan of creation, man could be a victim of futility. The 
Cusan's cosmology seems rurecdy aimed at constructing a system of 
possible limitations of standpoint. and observer's illusionS, thus fore
stalling,.in imagination, the eventualities to which nominalism saw 
itself delivered over. This is at any rate the way the last sentences of 
the eleventh chapter of the second book of the Doda ignorantw read, 
according to which one should test, with the help of imagination, the 
interchangeability of central and polar observers.4S 
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The upshot of such thought experiments is the statement that one 
cannot comprehend the world, its movement and its fonn, because 
it offers itself as a wheel withiu a wheel and a sphere withiu a sphere 
and nowhere possesses a center or a circwnference.4-4- At first glance, 
"learned ignorance" plays the same role as is played in nominalism 
by the consciousness of being excluded from access to the truth of 
the Creation; it is a prescription for playing through possibilities all 
the way to paradox, just like nominalism's theory of hypothetical 
inferences- only the Cusan's anthropology is permeated by the idea 
of the riclmess and authentic imaginative power of the human spirit, 
which therefore, in contrast to the barren nominalistic idea of the 
merely 'emergency' fUnction of reason, realizes its status as a coun
terpart to the creative world origin. It is thus able to achieve indirectly, 
by detour through that quality of being an image of God, what cannot 
be reached directly, in the pure subject-object relation. The imagination, 
which gets 'on the track' of the mechanism of the world, thereby at 
the same time invalidates the burdensome metaphysical apprehension 
that in his whole theoretical relation to the world man could be led 
around by the nose. The 'unsuspected' no longer exists. And deeming 
this accomplished has always been one of the elementary historical 
achievements. 

A good example of this sort of imaginative world orientation is 
provided by the theory, already mentioned, of the apparent difference 
between dark and bright, reflecting and self-illuniinating world bodies, 
which at the same time helps to underpin the ba,ic thesis that the 
earth is a heavenly body. 

The black color of the earth is no proof of its having little value, for 
if someone were on the sun, even its brightness would not appear to 
him as it does to us. For if one regards the body of the sun, one sees 
that toward the middle it contains somethiug like earth and that the 
fiery brightness lies around the outside, and between both a sort of 
water vapor and transparent air-so that the elements are arranged 
in layers as in the earth. If one were outside the fire region of the 
earth, then the earth would appear to him in the Whole extent of the 
fire region as a brilliant star, just as to us, who are outside the fire 
region of the sun, it appears to us so exceedingly brilliant. On the 
other hand, the moon appears to us to be not so bright because we 
no doubt find ourselves withiu its outermost elemental zone and more 
toward the inner regions, perhaps in the region corresponding to the 

, , _., 
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element of water. Consequently its light is not visible to us, altlIough 
it possesses a light of its own, which, however, becomes visible only 
outside its outermost periphery, while we perceive only reflected sun
light in it. . . . The eartl! consequently appears to stand between tlIe 
(outermost) elemental region of tlIe sun and tlIe (innermost) elemental 
region of tlIe moon and takes part through tlIeir mediation in tlIe 
influence of tlIe otlIer heavenly bodies, in which cases we behold only 
tlIeir bright regions because we are entirely outside tlIeir peripheries. 
So tlIe eartl! also is a noble star 4tella nobilis), which possesses its light 
and its warmtlI and its influence .... 45 

In tl!is passage tlIe cosmological accomplishments of tlIe Cusan's spec
ulation can be viewed in tlIeir totality: stellarization of tlIe eartl! and 
tlIus homogenization of tlIe physical structure of tlIe whole universe; 
establishment of tlIe equivalence of all observer's standpoints, or ac
tualization of a metlIodical reflection on tlIe conditionalities of tlIe 
observer's standpoint; suspension of tlIe Aristotelian unilateral direction 
of tlIe causality of movement; and establishment of tlIe principle of 
reciprocal action in tlIe universe, of tlIe reciprocity of all sorts of 
influentia [influence]. 

The ancient/medieval world picture was geocentric in not only its 
static but also its dynamic structure. The eartl! not only 'stood' in tlIe 
center, but it was also tlIe ultimate pole of reference of all cosmic 
influences, which always passed from 'above' to 'below.' The God of 
High Scholasticism still made use, for tlIe exercise of His world regime, 
of mediating agencies, secondary causalities, and tlIus adhered to tlIe 
very schema on which tlIe continuing acceptance of astrological ideas 
also depended. The eusan breaks witlI tl!is schema; tlIe heavenly 
powers no longer flow only in one direction, from above to below, 
from tlIe sublime spheres to tlIe purely receptive and tlIus all too 
'earthly' eartl!. That old idea now proves to be dependent on tlIe 
cosmological illusion of tlIe central position of tlIe eartl!, toward which 
tlIe directions of influence of tlIe universe appear to converge-a 
dubious interpretation even of an anthropocentric teleology, if it has 
to assign to man tlIe location of greatest passivity. The ancient and 
medieval hierarchical cosmos has lost its reality, and indeed precisely 
because its mediating function between God and man has been elim
inated. The operation of the Divinity streams unhindered and un
mediated into tlIe world, and in spite of intensified transcendence is 
more intensively omnipresent tlIan could be conceived in tlIe shell 
cosmos of Scholasticism. 
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The Cusan's transcendence is not only a transcendence of externality 
and distance but also at the same time of interiority and proximity. 
That is why the transfer of the mystical formula -so awkward when 
regarded by itself-of the intelligible sphere, whose center is every
where and circumference nowhere, from the Divinity (for whose mys
tical representation it had originally been invented) to the universe is 
such a significant accomplishment. Transcendence is no longer related 
to an objective topography, a cosmic ground plan. It appears precisely 
when man, in the manner of Scholasticism -as though upon the ladder 
of the hierarchical cosmos-wants to pursue his argumentation to a 
successful conclusion and in the process has an opportunity to ex
perience the incomprehensibility of the world's form, the infinity of 
the finite: transcendence is a mode of negation of definitiveness of 
theory. This instability of predicates makes Wenck break out into the 
most extreme and daring and most desperate of all possible reproaches: 
The author of the Docta ignorantia deifies everything, annihilates every
thing, and presents the annihilation as deification ("Omnia deificat, 
omnia annihilat, et annihiIationem ponit deificationem").46 That is the 
tenor of Wenck's entire opposition. Transcendence and immanence, 
divinity and nothingness have become interchangeable in such a way 
that they no longer represent real predicates and localizable agencies 
in a well-ordered cosmic configuration. 

Traditional antinomies of metaphysics show themselves for the first 
time in the Cusan's speculation as magnitudes bound to the position 
and pretension of the observer. In the dialogue On the Globe Game; at 
one point the duke of Bavaria says to his interlocutor, the cardinal: 
"If it were possible for someone to have a standpoint outside the 
world, then for him the world would be invisible, like an unextended 
point." The cardinal praises this conclusion because it comprehends 
the world as a magnitude that can neither be surpassed nor undercut: 
"Et sic concipis mundum, quo nulla quantitas mai~r, in ptmcto, quo 
nihil minus, contineri, et centlUm atque circumferentiarn eius non 
posse videri" [And so you understand that the world, than which no 
magnitude can be greater, is contained in a point, than which nothing 
can be smaller, and that its center and circumference cannot be seenJ.47 
For the world to become nothing to someone, he would have to regard 
it from outside; for bne who considers this a chimerical requirement, 
an Archimedian point~for one who perceives the internal standpoint 
as unrenounceable-the world remains or becomes an all-including, 



515 

· Chapter 2 

all-providing, insunnountable magoitude. The metaphysical speculation 
that thinks it can choose a standpoint outside the world, that operates 
with the infinite, is not accessible by any process of transition. But is 
it also the normative standpoint, to which man has to transfer himself 
if he wishes to gain a concept of the world as a whole? This is the 
point where the insistence begins that separates the Cusan from the 
mysticism of the late Middle Ages and from its Neoplatonic tradition. 
The mystic strives 'to adopt God's standpoint,' by seeking identification 
with the absolute; this point of view, before which everything real 
collapses into nothing, is for him the only valid one. For the Cusan, 
the standpoint from which the variety of the visible world shrinks to 
the status of an invisible point is only the external aspect of the finite, 
and to imagine oneself occupying it represents a possibility that cannot 
be equated with the mystic's ardent desire to exist on that basis, that 
is, as it were, to become external to both himself and· the world. 

The choice between observing the world 'from outside' and 'from 
within'-between the standpoints of God and man-was contested 
by the Cusan's followers (chiefly his followers in language) to the point 
of an explicit refusal to allow the nothingness of the world. Thomas 
Campanella, the tragic contemporary and equal of Giordano Bruno, 
obstinately insists that if the earth is a point in the universe, in any 
case it is the object of our science, and thus for us it is not a point. 48 

The objectivity of theory permits subjectivity's self-assertion: What 
may be a metaphysical point for him who need not live with or on 
it is for man his all in all. The hierarchical order of objects that 
Scholasticism had either set up or retained no longer means much in 
comparison to the certainty that can be gained from what lies 'near 
at hand' [was 'nahe liegt': what is nearby, or what is obvious]. The 
quality of being known is decisive, as against the worthiness of being 
known-the security of the subject as against the absolute magoitude 
or value [Grosse] of its objects. The' Cusan made this decision visible, 
but he did not make it, nor was he able to make it. It was beyond 
him on account of his readiness to regard, and to force together, as 
mere aspects of one system, things that on the contrary pressed toward 
the 'unilateral' character of the human standpoint, toward bracketing 
out the medieval option. 

The Cusan's cosmology has immediate consequences for his anthro
pology. It is not only that the center of the universe could no longer 
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be a distinctive and descriptive position for man. More important was 
the fact that the equivalence of the heavenly bodies -as 'worlds' (partes 
particulares mundiales unius universi [particular worldly parts of a single 
universeD implies not only their inhabitability but also the playing 
through of the idea that the universe has other aspects besides the 
one it presents to man and that this latter aspect no longer has any 
precedence. The world is no longer something that was created on 
behalf of man and around him as its central point. Plato and Aristotle 
are blamed -incorrectly, to sure-for having ascribed to the heavens 
the purpose of being serviceable to man." God created the world for 
His own praise, but He could do this only by expending His potential 
without reservation; this preruise involves man's diguity and rank to 
a higher degree than does the idea of a teleology directed at man 
and perceivable by him in the world. It forces one to put in place of 
the passive anthropocentrism that had made ,man the viewer and 
beneficiary of the universe an active existential detennination of man, 
realized in terms not of his circumstances in the world but of self
realization. 

In general the Cusan has an aversion to teleological interpretations 
in his cosmology; teleology appears to him as compensation for a 
deficiency in creatures such that the latter are supposed to find in the 
preparation of their world circumstances what is deuied to their self
realization. Creation without reser:vations excludes economic teleologies; 
the stars shine in order not to give light to man or to other beings 
but rather to fulfill their own nature. Light shines by virtue of its 
nature-that its light also allows one to see is not its primary defiuition 
but rather a secondary process of putting it -to work - a process that 
is based on the activity of the seer, that is, on what he makes of the 
world. 50 It is evident that the Cusan wanted at the same time to save 
and to take the edge off of the oppressive idea of Aristotelian Scho
lasticism that God created the world only for Himself and for His own 
glory and created man as a mere functionary to admire this work. 
Precisely because and if it was the case that God indulged in this self
referential behavior, His work had in the highest degree to give to 
each being what belonged to it. But this train of thought has its limit
the very limit that Giordano Bruno will transgress: the irreducible 
difference between the Creator and His work as infiuity and fiuitude, 
whose mediation makes the Incarnation the pivot of the system: "God 
created all things for His own sake and in such a way that the universe 
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would have its full greatness and perfection only in relation to Him; 
but even this could not become one with ffnn, since for the finite 
there is no proportion to the infinite."5! God's lack of reservation in 
the Creation, as a principle of the enhancement of the universe, has 
not yet been thought through to the end. 

Thus the fact no longer speaks for man that he alone inhabits the 
physical world and may refer it to himsel£ But neither does he need 
to refer the inferiority of his standpoint in the ·universe to himself, to 
interpret it as an orientation regarding his own rank in reality: "For 
even if beings of different rank came forth from God, as the center 
and circumference of all the regions of the heavenly bodies, into the 
respective regions, so that so many places in the heavens and on the 
stars would not be deserted and not only this earth -which after all 
may be one of the smaller heavenly bodies-would be inhabited, still 
there is no more noble and perfect ben,g of this kind than the nature 
endowed with reason, which is at home here on this earth and in its 
own region, even if inhabitants of another species may be at home 
on other heavenly bodies." This comforting assumption, which of 
course is not retained much longer in the later tradition of speculations 
about inhabitants of the heavenly bodies; is substantiated by the Cusan 
inlmediately after the cited passage with the root proposition of his 
anthropology that "man has no desire for a nature other than the 
one he has, but only wants to bring to perfection that which he is."52 
This self-affirmation of man, presupposed as a fact of consciousness, 
determines his view of the world from within. This axiom for the first 
time completes the revaluation of the universe, which, although it 
appears from the point of view of the infinite as the mere nothing of 
a point, still cannot be this nothing if within it man possesses such a 
consciousness of the sufficiency of his nature for itself and the attain
ability of the perfection· of this nature .. 

The Cusan is a mystic without the mystic's 'absolute interest in the 
absolute.' That interest is directed at consuming what is finite and 
destroying any possible standpoint in it. What is described as mystieal 
experience destroys itself as experience insofar as its object forces the 
subject to abandon itsel£ If one considers that this idea was already 
familiar to Neoplationism, one sees that the Cusan opposes not only 
Scholasticism and its theoretical self-contentedness but also the tradition 
in which he is rooted. One can describe the unifjring basic feature of 
the traditions to which he adheres as one of 'demanding too much.' 
He does not give up the demand that is posed there, but he strengthens 
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and enhances the addressee who is supposed to satisfY it. Just as he 
seeks to keep cosmology in systematic communication with theology, 
he also supplies compensatory substance to anthropology. 

It is true that for Nicholas of Cusa the new cosmology was nothing 
but the consequence, thought through to the end, of the old idea of 
creation. But what happened to man while the cosmos grew into the 
infinite with its Author? The step in metaphysical speculation by which 
finitude was suspended had as its consequence not only that from 
then on the world was, as it were, 'on the point of itself becoming 
divine, but also that it became-instead of a realm of experience 
capable of completion and thought to have been largely completed
a field of data that are in principle always surpassable, an inexhaustible 
store of objects of knowledge. For man, according to the Cusan's 
picture, th~re emerge as a result two dimensions in which the truth 
can be pursued into the infinite: on the one hand, the imprecision in 
principle of any given whatsoever, and withit the inexhaustible potential 
of the theoretical comprehension of each object; and on the other 
hand, infinity as the never-to-be-overcome indefiniteness of the uni
verse of empirical knowledge, the imprecision, as it were, of the universe 
itself. 

It was no accident that precisely the Cusan's speculative approach 
led in a direction in which infinity and imprecision could be positivized. 
It will emerge in full clarity for the first time with Leibniz that there 
is an indissoluble connection between the concept of infinity and that 
of individuality because only the infinity of the universe of monads 
excludes any repetition in the always finite actualizations of its rep
resentation in the monads. The uniqueness of the subject is secured 
by the (now permitted) infinity of its constitutive elements. Since the 
subject is understood as the power of representing the universe, the 
latter's intensification into immeasurability is indirecdy to the former's 
advantage. For the Aristotelian tradition of High Scholasticism, on the 
other hand, individuality had been seen only in the horizon of a finite 
multiplicity of essential forms, whose concrete individual presence 
could not be taken into account in a cognition whose sole appropriate 
object had to be the universal. But individuality was the refraction of 
. the universal form in the medium of the material. It is easy to see 
how litde this harmonizes with a conception for which the world is 
the manlfestation of an infinite will. For how can the matrixlike du
plication of identical essential forms be adequate to this will, since 
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after all such duplication seems practically to demonstrate the ex
haustability of the stock of forms? Or should one impute to the infinite 
power and infinite will a sort of self-restriction to that which the human 
understanding, with the finite capacity of its conceptual faculty, could 
represent? But how, on the other hand, could the concern of the divine 
will with the fate (the salvation or damuation) of the individual man 
be appropriately interpreted if the individual has only the arbitrary 
character of an 'instance' of its general species form, which possesses 
intelligible dignity only in its universality? Although one would think 
that this motif should have become pressing for the Middle Ages, 
nevertheless the ancient, predominantly Aristotelian idea of indivi
duation was overcome only laboriously and late. 

But this very circumstance could become the precondition for the 
fact that the modern age could be the first to see in the discovery of 
the individual one of its most intimate and authentic accomplishments. 
This is one of the most important phase displacements, nonsynchron
icities, that we know of in our intellectual prehistory. Something that, 
judging by the urgency of its motives, should really have been due 
in the Middle Ages experienced its realization only this side of the 
medieval system. The turning away from the Aristotelian doctrine of 
individuation that set in as early as the Franciscan line of High Scho
lasticism did not prove very fruitful for anthropology because in this 
schoolit was imrnediately- that is, at the latest with William of Ockham 
and the Ockhamists-interpreted purely epistemologically and pushed 
on to the extreme of nominalism. It is true that the universal lost its 
constitutive meaning, but the realm of the concrete was by no means 
assigned a higher value thereby; rather it became an amorphous sea 
of particulars, on which the concept -creating understanding had to 
set up orientation marks. The Cusan tried to maneuver through between 
the Scylla of Scholastic rationalism and the Charybdis of nominalism. 
It is palpable that he accomplished this in neither epistemology nor 
anthropology; it only shows that he became conscious of this problem 
as one of the fundamental matters in question in the situation in which 
he stood. 

It is no negative assertion if one must state that the Cusan's attempts 
at mediation between the Scholastic structure and its destructive fer
ment, beween rationalism and nominalism, remained more or less 
stuck in the purely linguistic realm, in an ingenious artificial inter
meshing of rationalisms and voluntarisms-with the high point perhaps 
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in the formula of the work of Iris old age: "deurp. ab aeterno concepisse 
velle creare" lGod has, from eternity, conceived the will to createJ.ss 
In this passage, a Platonizing exemplarism conflicts with the absolutism 
of will that is supposedly owed to the sovereignty· of the Divinity: 
"Quid igitur aliud sunt exemplaria illa ... quam tennini determinantes 
omnia?" [What then are those 'examplars' ... but termirii determining 
everything?] Certainly it will be possible to view the juxtaposed ap
pearance of rationalistic and voluntaristic terms for the intradivine 
preconditions attributed to the world's prelristory as a piece of the 
Cusan's coincidentia oppositorum. But then one discovers how little this 
piece of doctrine really performs in relation to the lristoncal task with 
which the Cusan is confronted as soon as it is meant no longer only 
to bring about mystical obscurifi.cation but to accomplish the har
monization of destructively incompatible positions. If it is said of the 
detennination of the intradivine exemplars that it is '~rational,"54 then 
this would be meaningful only if such rationality perruitted additional 
reasonable assertions. But this is not possible because the Cusan ex
plicitly rejects the path, later taken by Leibniz, of the ratio sufficiens 
[sufficient reason]. 

The Cusan's path from the Docta ignorantia to the Venatio sapientiae, 
over almost a quarter of a century, is not consistent. It begins with a 
God Who, as the [absolute] maximum [der Griisstel could produce likewise 
only a work of His order of magnitude, the [restricted] maximum [das 
Grosste].55.. TIris God is replaced by a God of complicated formulas, 
for Whom the world that He was actually to create had no precedence 
over any other entirely heterogeneous-to us, admittedly, inconceiv
able-possible world contents. 56 It is just as understandable as it is 
instructive that the reception of the Cusan's ideas related almost ex
elusively to the early works. Only in connection with them can Leibniz, 
with Iris attempt to dissolve the intolerable contingency of the world 
for man, be related to the tradition of the Cusano The later Nicholas 
of Cusa returns to the intradivine volitional decision, which is indeed 
asserted to be rational but is not accessible as such, and which ordains 
this world like a decree. That this was not supposed to be voluntarism 
becomes evident from the effort to separate the positing of reality 
from the positing of possibility. But this is no more than an indication 
that the Cusan was conscious of what he was doing, and that he 
escaped from this consciousness into hairsplitting. 

I , , ., 
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In the treatise De possest, composed in 1460, he attempts to bring 
the concept of possibility fposswuitas}, whicb was so irritating for Scbolastic 
thought, into dependence on the creative Origin itself, and thus to 
divest it of its critical function vis-a-vis what actually exists. The universe 
of unrealized possibilities cannot be played off against the actual uni
verse. For the Cusan, the logical concept of possibility is only a reflex 
of the metaphysical reality of the creative ground of being. Thus every 
'it could be' is legitimized by an absolute 'it is.' Nothing has happened 
except that the universe of 'unexplained facts' [der Faktizitiiten) has 
been reduced to an Original Unexplained Fact. This does not dintinish 
reason's characteristic offense at everything [merely) factual. But one 
can certainly see an effort to undertake a reduction of the questions 
that come up and are often posed in this context, and in this way to 
setde the surplus of problems inherited from a theological age, an 
age that had entangled itself in insurmountable contradictions precisely 
in connection with the concept of possibility and its liberation by the 
theological principle of omnipotence. 

In the interval between the treatises De possest (l460) and De venatione 
sapientiae (J463), there appears in the Cusan a certain resignation re
garding his own attempt at disposing of this problem, whicb is evident 
particularly in the increase in the variety of formulas that are tried 
out. Theit mutual inconsistency is made obvious by a thorough reading 
of cbapter XXVI of The Hunt for Wisdom." Here the important thing 
is to see the virulence of the problematic of possibility precisely in the 
fact that in it man is implicidy concerned with himself because at 
bottom he is asking whether he could have a 'right to exist' if and 
although what is at stake in the Creation is after all only the gloria dei 
[glory of God). For this roundabout glorification would mean nothing 
but a reflexive procedure, mediated by the world, of the Divinity with 
Himself-the self-glorification of the absolute, detouring by way of 
man and inconceivable to him in its necessity. Can man, who is inserted 
into this circle, lay claim to insight into the possibility and security of 
his existence as something other than an accident? 

The man of the modem age declares himself by the fact that he 
no longer endures the consciousness of perhaps being a venture haz
arded by a God. The concept of 'providence,' whicb had already been 
comforting for the ancient anxiety about the world, lost .all its de
pendability and protective function for man in the working through 
of Scbolastic speculation, especially in its combination with Aristote-

.. ~-- ---- - ------.------
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lianism and the latter's image of the god who is turned toward himself 
alone. This is already evident early in the Cusan's'work, when he tries 
to draw the concept of providence into his system in the Docta ignorantia. 
It is true that the essential constitution of the world is not yet grasped 
here as a variable assumption, but the administration of the world 
certainly is, insofar as it is composed of individual destinies. The prin
ciple of the origin is not the principle of history. 

What the Cusan tries to do here for providence already carries in 
itself the germ of the return of voluntarism to the concept of creation 
that characterizes his late phase. He deduces the universality of prov
idence from the unity of opposites in God. If God is the folding 
together of everything-that is, even of opposites-nothing remains 
that could escape His providence. This universality can neither be 
increased nor decreased, even if it had provided for something other 
than what it has in fact provided for or will provide for, and although 
it has provided for much that it did not need to provide for. 58 A 
concept, then, which in its native philosophical environment was sup
posed to guarantee the possibility in principle of interrogating the 
world regime and the world's course is here transfonned into an 
instrument of the assertion of its radical contingency. 

The example that the Cusan adduces to illustrate his thesis is sig
nificant: If a man were born whose birth had never been anticipated, 
then nothing would be added to the extent of human nature, as also 
nothing would be taken from it if the man were not born, no more 
than when those who have once been born die, since the humana 
natura [human nature] comprises both those who in fact exist and 
those who do not exist and will not exist, although they could exist. 
Thus in the Cusan's early-work, providence is already referred to the 
concept of possibility, so that it would remain Unaltered even if some
thing were to happen that in fact will not happen. But that means 
that the' individual cannot find a justification of his existence in the 
concept of providence. 

If one considers the Cusan's anthropology from this angle-the 
establishment of creative exemplariness [Urbildlichkeit] and its restriction 
to the universal eidos [form, Idea]-then one does not see how this 
entanglement in the difficulties of the problem of universals could 
have led out of the late-medieval crisis. But the systematic difficulty 
reaches yet further. It is magnified precisely by the way the Cusan, 
as it were, repeats the diagram of theology on the levels of cosmology 
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and anthropology. For this means that not only is the universe the 
unfolding of what lies folded together in the Divinity but the 'natures' 
of which the world is composed are in turn foldings together of the 
infinity of characteristics that are realized in the individuals of a kind. 
Thus -the Cusan can compare these 'natures' with divine provide:nce 
itself, with the result that human·nature also "contains infinite things 
folded into it because it comprises not only the men who have been, 
who are, and who will be, but also those who could be, although they 
never will be-in fact it comprises changeable things in an unchangeable 
way. "59 If one pursues this analogy further, it has the consequence 
that while unfolding into an infinity of individual destinies is indeed 
founded in human nature, as individuality it remains below the thresh
old of what is necessary and relevant for divine providence. His Pla
tonism, his fundamentally Scholastic realism regarding universals, 
prevents the Cusan from really closing the systematic gap between 
God and the individual, between humanity and man. Everything that 
he contributed to the positivizing of individuality and freedom must 
be seen under this proviso. 

What can it still mean, in this constricted situation, to say that the 
individual is no longer the instance of an essential form multiplied 
like cookies from a cookie cutter as Aristode and the Scholasticism 
that was obedient to him had seen it, but rather arises as the explicatw 
[unfolding] of the complicatio [folding together] of the one nature? 
"Everything that exists in the universe enjoys a uniqueness that it 
shares with no other thing. "60 ThiS conception still gives no inner value 
to individuality. It only establishes that the great number of mutually 
differing individuals is necessary in order, as it were, to demonstrate 
the complicatw of the kind. Multiplicity, as such, is justified, not the 
uniqueness of the individual. The latter remaios contingent. because 
the possible variations are not afrer all exhausted but only played 
through 'in examples.' Agaio it was Leibniz who saw and tried to 
eliminate this inconsistency also, by making the universe of monads 
and consequendy the predicates of each individual monad infinite. 
For the Cusan, the concept of freedom stands in this gap, freedom 
that over and above the differentiation of individuality is a special 
form of self-realization for man, one that breaks through the schema 

. of "explication." 
All of this finally makes it understandable that nothing irrevocable 

had yet been said about man's position in the universe either-
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especially if one thinks of the geocentric passage ,in De venatione sapientiae 
XXVIII 83, which seems like a demonstration of timidity on the part 
of the aging man, like a senile recession. What is more important is 
that the indicative function of a cosmic position comes to nothing in 
the moment in which man has become a being who regulates and 
centers himself in the world, or has begun to see himself as such. The 
question of where man may find himself in a pregiven world of natural 
things has lost its relevance for his self-consciousness.' In this context 
the concept of freedom as man's special independence from the de
termination of nature gains a new aspect. Not only is man's moral 
quality seen as the epitome of his capacity for self-determination, but 
also his self-consciousness is freed from its orientation to nature and 
nature's 'framework of positions.' The interpretation of the Copernican 
reform as a catastrophe for human self-consciousness sigrrifies a retro
gressive fixation on something incommensurable with this freedom. 
If the Cusan can be regarded as a forerunner of Copernicus in any 
respect at all, then' it is surely in the fact that, for him, man's cos
mological placement gives no information as to what he can credit 
himself with and regard as his worth. This suspension of the indica
tiveness of cosmology for man's self-consciousness found its finest 
formulation after the Cusan's death in another unique work of his 
century, the Oration on the Dignity of Man of Giovanni Pica della 
Mirandola (1463-1494).61 

This oration was conceived for the opening of a mammoth dis
putation on 900 theses, for which Pico had invited people to come to 
Rome in 1486, but that was prevented by the condemnation of 13 of 
these theses and the subsequent proceedings of the Inquisition. Pico 
places before us the creation of man and iroagines God addressing 
man. When God (summus Pater archilectus Deus [supreme Father, God 
the master builder]) had finished creating the world, there arose in 
Him the wish (desiderabat) for a being that could estimate the dimension 
of this work, could love and admire it (" ... esse aliquem qui tanti 
operis rationem perpenderet, pulchritudinem amaret, magnitudinem 
admiraretur"). The result is not only that man's place is the last in 
the work of creation, but also that he does not belong, he is heter
ogeneous to the priroary order of beings: "Idcirco iam rebus omni
bus ... absolutis, de producendo homine postremo cogitavit" 
[Accordingly, now that all things had been completed, He lastly con
sidered creating man]. The decisive fact here is that no pattern for 
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this creature had been provided in the original 'world program': 
"Venun nee erat in archetypis unde I;lovam sobolem effingeret ... " 
[But there was nothing in the archetypes from which He could mold 
a new offspring ... J. Here the biblical idea naturally suggested itself 
that precisely for lack of an ideal paradigm, God could ouly create 
man in His own image; but Pico does not avail himself of this op
portunity, no doubt because it would have stood in the way of his 
later statement that man was meant to be "sculptor of himsel£" The 
idea of 'creation in the image of ... ' has already become too static, 
as is made very manifest by a comparison with another passage in 
Pieo, wherein man is compared with the statue that a nUer causes to 
be erected in a city that he has founded.62 In the Oratw there is no 
place for man in the world, which is already complete ['voll' endetJ
he is a 'superfluous' creature for nature, necessary only for his God: 
" .. . nee in subselliis totius orbis, ubi universi contemplator iste sederet. 
lam plena omnia; omnia surnmis, mediis, infunisque ordinibus fuerant 
distributa." [ ... nor in the galleries of the whole world was there a 
place where that contemplator of the universe could sit. Everything 
was filled up; all things had been assigned to the highest, the middle, 
and the lowest orders. Accordingly God's speech of investiture says, 
"Nee certam sedem, nee propriam faciem, nee munus ullum peculiare 
tibi dedimus, 0 Adam, ut quam sedem, quam faciem, quae munera 
tute optaveris, ea, pro voto, pro tua sententia, habeas et possideas" 
[We have given to thee, Adam, no fixed seat, no form of thy very 
own, no gift peculiarly thine, that thou mayest feel as thine own, have 
as thine own, possess as thine own the seat, the form, the gifts which 
thou thyself shalt desire]. Man is not so much placed in the center of 
the world as exposed there. The privileged position of the world viewer 
in Stoicism has become the point of departure of the world masterer 
and self-shaper, who is able to engage in contemplating and admiring 
ouly after he has realized and regulated himself." 

For his part, the Cusan-with his characteristic tendency to appeal 
to names defamed in the tradition-cites Protagoras's thesis, in dis
repute since Plato, that man is the measure of all things, so as to 
indicate sharply the untenability of the cosmic/physical orientation of 
human self-consciousness. According .to the account that Plato gives 
us of this dietuIn of the sophist, it lUllS, "Man is the measure of all 
thngs; of that which is, [he judgesJ that it is; of that which is not, that 
it is not. "64 When Nicholas refers to this sentence four times in his 
treatise On the Beryl, it is with an attitude directed against the conception, 
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predominant in the tradition, of the human cognitive faculty as a 
receptive imaging process, which makes the presence of things and 
their mediation by the senses into the measure of man. What Protagoras 
might already have seen is the heterogeneity of knowledge and reality, 
at least in one entirely elementary case, the distinction between existent 
and nonexistent objects, as a possibility that exists only in judgment 
but reflects nothing in what is present. The nonexistent is precisely 
that which does not exist and consequendy cannot be represented 
receptively as an image of an original, even in a true judgment whose 
content is just that this thing does not exist. The possibility of negative 
propositions is based on the fact that man sets up the standard of his 
concepts and measures what is given him against it; the given itself 
does not contain the standard against which it is measured. 

I will not make what I believe would have to be a futile attempt 
at a unitary interpretation of the Cusan's theory of knowledge. Here 
in particular the inner consistency ofhis philosophical accomplishment 
is doubtful. The reason for this can be specified: It lies, again, in the 
inability to deal with or successfully to evade the consequences of 
nominalism. 

The standard-setting character of human logic with respect to the 
world, which Protagoras had discovered in the quality of judgment, 
is extended for the Cusan by the paradigm of mathematics. Mathe
matics shows that the fundamental relation between the spirit and 
objectivity is not receptive but projective, and that means that in what 
can become objective for him, man ultimately only meets with himself 
again: "Whenever the soul by means of itself and from itself stretches 
out to everything else, it finds in the manifold of the sensibly perceplJ.ble 
just what it also finds in itself; thus everything is sintiIar to it. And 
the more it stretches out to other things so as to know them, the 
deeper it penetrates into itself so as to know itself"" Self-referentiality 
as the basic form of all cognitive acts, even of those directed outward, 
carries a theological category over into anthropology. That fact is 
expressed in the third chapter of the first book of On conjectures: Con
jectures are supposed to issue from our mind as the real world issued 
from God's infinite reason. For by virtue of its exalted sintiIarity to 
God, man's mind participates-so far as possible-in the fertility of 
creative nature and produces from itself, after the image of the om
nipotent formative power, intellectually existing things in approxi
mation to concretely existing things. 
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Thus the human mind becomes the formative power of a world of 
conjecture, as the Divine Mind is that of a world of things: " ... but 
since God does everything for His own sake, in order that He may 
be both the intellectual origin and the goal of everything, so also the 
unfolding of the world of intellectual entities comes to pass from our 
mind, which contains it folded together, in that our mind creates it 
for its own sake. But the more profoundly it recognizes itself in the 
world unfolded from itself, the richer the fertilization it experiences 
in itself .... " This analogy between the cognitive procedure and the 
creative process means not only and not primarily an anticipation of 
the emphasis on spontaneity, on the projective character of knowledge, 
but rather, above all, a supersession of the theory of truth finding 
that saw the problem of knowledge as exhausted in a relation of 
individual objects to individual assertions. Since man is now supposed 
to be conceived as quasi alius deus, as "like another God," his knowledge 
also will necessarily have to be assimilated to the conception that had 
been developed of the origin of the totality of the objects of knowledge. 

If the world is a structure of meaning emerging from the radical 
unity of the complicatio and preserving this unity in spite of all of its 
unfolded multiplicity, knowledge cannot consist in assigning individual 
assertions to individual objects. The totality of possible assertions about 
the world is to be grasped as a unity that is systematically interde
pendent in itsel£ The eusan recognizes that comprehension of human 
knowledge as the explicatio of an underlying complicatio can be gained 
only if attention is paid not primarily to the connection arising between 
object and judgment but rather to the immanent unfolding of a system 
of assertions, Hconjectures," which can be related to and tested against 
the encountered reality only once it has gained a certain complexity 
and consistency. This intraintellectual explicatio .sets up the human 
mensura [standard of measure] against whose prestabilized metries things 
can then be examined as to whether they accommodate themselves 
to it. Thus the Cusan's medievally pious effort to take seriously and 
to think out the biblical description of man as the "image and likeness" 
of God leads to a revision of the traditional formulations regarding 
knowledge. 

When he tries to describe man as a creature of divine self-prodigality, 
he acts as though he is conscious of the fact that if this effort were 
to fail, man's enhancement would be effected not with theology but 
against it. of course the Cusan may not have suspected in connection 
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with this concept that the formula of quasi alius deus [like another God] 
could also be isolated and taken into service as' a metaphor of human 
existential autarky and that this long-term effect was to be preceded 
first of all by a rapid metastasizing of the formula to all possible reahns 
of human realization and activity. 

The isolation of man's quasi-divinity was a detachment of the self
comparison to God from its foundation in the relation of image to 
original, a reverse translation from the quality of a distinct substance 
into marks of accomplishment. The adoption of ancient formulas could 
not be the motive operating in this process because divinity for. the 
ancient world meant primarily not at all omnipotence and omniscience 
but rather immortality and self-sufficiency, in other words, a syndrome 
of characteristics that does not manifest itself in actions. When the 
Cusan posits the discovery of logic and of mathematics, of systems of 
rules of games and the forms of artificial objects, 0 as comparable to 
the divine capacity for creation, the metaphorical quality of the com-

o parison (its not being meant 'stricdy' or literally) is protected precisely 
by the fact that God's analogous 'accomplishments' are specifically 
heterogeneous in kind; the creation of the world remains something 
incomparably sublime in comparison to the invention of logic and 
arithmetic. As long as this is the way one 'likens' man to God, the 
quasi alius deus formula retains its good medieval appearance, at least 
remaining on an equal footing with the biblical crealion of man "in 
the image of' God. This still holds even for the standard analogy 
between the poet and artist and the Creator of the world. But it no 
longer holds when the unsurpassability of an accomplishment can be 
grasped in its own evidence, and thus [human! divine] equivalence 
makes any relation of foundation a matter of indifference, and it no 
longer holds when the supposedly given condition of being an image 
[of God] becomes something that one wants to be, as the full enjoyment 
of a newly discovered potentiality. The latter, as the radical velie se 
esse deum [wanting to be God oneself] of human sinfulness-precisely 
in wanting to be good-was what Luther suspected; the former was 
discovered by Galileo when he thought that he had disclosed, in math
ematized natural science, a level of truth unsurpassable even for God. 
Husserl still formulates the eidetic evidence of the phenomenological 
act in such a way that even God cannot have given Himself anything 
more or anything else of the essence of, for instance, red than one 
who knows in that manner, just as Goethe had already said to the 
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chancellor, lv1iiller, regarding the "Urphiinomen,'" that "God Himself 
knows it no better than I do." 

The Cusan's development of the idea of man's likeness to God also 
relates to the theological predicate-speculatively just as fruitful as it 
is destructive-of infinity. Only by that means can dada ignorantia also 
become the anthropological 'method,' as it was the theological and 
the cosmological method. The nature endowed with intellect is in 
potentia infinita [potentially infinite], is "infinite in its power of com
prehension," but it is this essentially in time as a process of semper 
plus et plus intelligere [always comprehending more and more]. If the 
infinite potentiality of the human spirit as progress in time realizes 
itself in an always open dimension, then this idea at least does not 
exclude a conception of the realization of knowledge that would have 
to functionallze the individual man and his finitude for itsel£ If, in the 
modem age, such a foundation of the ,idea of infinite progress in a 
genuinely theological image of man has no longer been attempted, 
then that proves neither the radical heterogeneity of the idea of progress 
nor that it originated, as is asserted, in a 'secularization' of theological 
eschatology. Instead the theological speculation itself had both given 
rise to the necessity and also provided the systematic connection to 
set the categories that had been gained from speculation about God 
in communication with the idea of man. 

However, this communication system did not yet allow the fact to 
emerge that the triad infinite God/infinite world/infinite human spirit 
opened up alternatives, that it held in readiness the possibility of each 
of its components becoming autonomous. For the Cusan, it was still 
entirely beyond question that in spite of its infinitude, the world could 
not offer man an essentially adequate, fully satisfYing object. The fact 
was still concealed from him that this privative, ,indefinite infinity could 
fail in its 'Platonic' effect of referring to .the ideal infinity of God and, 
precisely in its lack of definiteness, could become the compelling motive 
of cognitive movement for man, An interpretation of the Cusan that 
sees the aspect of his work that points toward new formations and 
begins to move toward them as resulting from a basically conservative 
motivation will of course have to respond to the question to what 
extent pretensions are granted to man in the Cusan's anthropology 

. that were to be raised by and for man in the coming epoch. Here 
the bracket cormecting these pretensions to the ·conservative motive 
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always remains the presupposition that can be reduced to the formula, 
Man is great because his God is great. . 

This appears most clearly in the ascription to man of an originating, 
creative potency. The entire intellectual structure of man is understood 
in terms of this potency, and yet within the unity of this structure 
there is an entirely definite and very problematic differentiation. The 
cognitive capacity of the human spirit, its accomplishment all the way 
from the construction of concepts (notiones) to the projection of con
jectures (coniecturae), is understood, as we saw, according to the theo
logical model of the unfolding of an original simplicity: "Anima 
rationalis est vis complicativa omnium notionaliu.m. complicat;ionurn" 
[The rational soul is the power of folding together (complicating) all 
conceptual unities (complications)].66 This conception of knowledge re
mains peculiarly unproblematical only because in the case of man the 
Cusan leaves out the difficulties of his theological model. It appears 
self-evident. to him that the performance of the divine likeness, for its 
part, is also a likeness; it imitates not the world, but the origin of the 
world. So the explicatio that is carried out in the human spirit becomes 
a 'representation' of the divine explicatio of the world. 

The possibility of things, insofar as it is projected by the human 
spirit, cannot be traced back behind the act of will in which God 
posited the possibility of the world before He created it. What a world 
is or can be is preconceived and predecided in this aggregate of ex
emplary possibilities as something that, being beyond question, is 
reassuring for one's attitude to the given and rejects or restricts the 
problem of theodicy. Consequendy, a world of concepts and conjec
tures, insofar as it is merely a 'world,' simply Camlot fail to hit the 
mark that is the world of things . .In this context, the proposition that 
"the sirnilarity of the human intellect to the divine lies in its creative 
activity"" is a logically necessary result of the human intellect's capacity 
for truth, insofar as what can result from a process that can be called 
"creation" seems to be firmly established. But now the Cusan's theo
logical deliberations, which we have already described, show what 
difficulty arose for him from the fact that the power of God the Creator 
had been conceived as an omnipotence independent of the exemplary 
pregivenness of a uniquely possible world and realiziog the world, as 
a contingent fact, only by a volitional decree. From this position, the 
Cusan can polemicize against Aristode's metaphysics of substance and 
deny reason the right to demand a reason for the specific constitution 



531 

Chapter 2 

of the world. He compares this denial to the fact that no reason, but 
only stipulation, can justifY the establishment by decree of particular 
units of measure within a state: "Why the heavens are the heavens 
and the earth, the earth and man, man-for this there is no reason 
other than that He willed it so, Who created them. To question beyond 
that is just as foolish as to demand yet more proof in the case of 
Aristotle's first principles. "68 The human spirit imitates the God Who 
created it, not the God Who willed its possibility. 

Thus the Cusan deprives his anthropology of his own formulas, in 
which he distinguishes between reason and will in the prehistory of 
the Creation. The will is the world aspect of the infinite, and the world 
therefore has an elemental communicative character; it is "like the 
Word become an object of the senses. "" The Cusan always sinIplifies 
this basic problem when he is concerned to stabilize the relation of 
complicatW and explicalioas the firm and dependable dinIension of his 
speculation. Then he asserts that the theologians have sinIply identified 
the exemplars of the Platonic tradition, the Ideas, with the biblical 
concept of the divine· will. '0 Where, on the -other hand, the Cusan 
speaks outside the consistency constraints of his system, for instance, 
as a preacher, he gives way to the voluutaristic sovereignty proviso 
of the late-medieval concept of God, with its exposure of the world 
as a contingent fact. In the sermon Ubi est qui nalus est rex Judaeorum 
[Where is he who was born King of the Jews?l," he takes up the 
obtrusive questions regarding the problem of the Creation and rejects 
them with a citation from the prophet Jonah (I : 14): "Sicut voluisti, 
fecisti" (Just as He wanted it, He made itl. One would have to answer 
those questions by saying that if God had willed it, He would have 
been capable of it ("Sic igitur respondeas: si voluisset, potuisset"). 
Unde}:' the pressure of the question of the reason for existence, the 
authorities of reason and freedom diverge, and the place of the required 
reason is filled by the appeal to the decree of freedom: "Unde non 
est alia responsio nisi: voluntas dei est libera, et pro ratione respondet 
libertas" [Whence there is.no other answer except that God's will is 
free, and freedom answers instead of reasonl. That which in the 
preacher's edifYing discourse puts inIpious further inquhy in its place 
cannot be similarly blunted in the thinker's system. Does man's creative 
potency also possess in this respect something of its divine original, 
so that it must be granted the capacity to posit contingent facts, to 
advance into the realm of uurealized possibilities? Could the Cusan 
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break through the principle of imitation, the obligation deterrninillg 
all human productivity since the ancient world?' 

So long as nature in its constitution was not a contingent fact, so 
long as it realized exhaustively the full scope of the possible, because 
the eternal exemplars were already imitated in it, nothing was left to 
man either except to imitate this pregiven stock in his turn. This world 
might be worse than its original, and then man could undertake to 
represent it not as it was but as it should be. Man's latitude lay in the 
distance between original and image, between concept and reality. 
That was also the theory, dogmatized by Aristode, of art as the per
fection of what nature had been able to bring to a certain point. But 
the late Middle Ages' consciousness of contingency cut the ground 
from under this conceptioIL The perplexity aroused by the question 
why the Creator had singled out this and no other tiny particle from 
the sea of infinite possibility, the idea of a choice without human 
intelligibility, made reality indifferent with respect to what surrounded 
it as the corona of possibility. Of course the question was not meant 
that way; it was meant to enforce not utopian speculation but rather 
submission and acceptance of the mortgage attached to the revealed 
promise of salvation. 

It is true that the means by which this coercion could be evaded 
was also resignation regarding the question of the justification of the 
world, but given this resignation, it was also the new urgency of the 
question of what then was left for man. It was left to man resolutely 
to turn his gaze to the scope of what was not pregiven in the factual 
world but could perhaps be realized by his own power. In the difference 
between reality and possibility, between infinite onmipotence and the 
factual world-taking offense at the scandal of the unfathomability 
of the world -man discovered that he could be something other than 
an imitator of nature. 

Could man be a creator? TIlls question was prepared in the history 
of one of the Scholastic questions that were entirely devoted to working 
through the concept of God and the predicates reserved to it. In the 
Sentences of Peter Lombard, to comment on which was obligatory 
journeyman's work for every teacher of theology, there also arose the 
problem whether anything besides God could bear the attribute creator. 72 

Into the fourteenth century it seemed perfecdy obvious that this ques
tion could only be decided in the way the Lombard had decided it, 
that is, negatively. The unequivocaloess of the answer then became 
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dubious, from two directions: first of all from the side of its provability, 
which William of Ockham, against Duns Scotus, was the first to hold 
not to be given;" and second, from the side of the speculation about 
omnipotence, which finally had to pose for itself the question whether 
a restriction of God's omnipotence was not implied when one denied 
the possibility of His creating a being with the power of creation." 
Here, as so often, it turns out that Scholasticism first raises, in the 
composed presumption of unequivocal answerability, those questions 
on which its positions were finally to shatter. 

For the Cusan, the question is not already decided by the fact that 
in his theory of knowledge he interprets man as creative. For this 
daring is blunted by the requirement that what man projects must be 
appropriate to the divine Creation. The question is now posed more 
radically, and specifically because it seeks in man's status as "created 
in the image of God" the element of infinitude as well. In the treatise 
On Conjectures, man is designated as humanus deus [a human Godl: 
"Human being (fiumanitos) is a unity, and that means that at the same 
time it is infinity realized in a human manner (infinitos humaniter con
tracta). Now, however, it is the nature of such a unity to unfold beings 
from itself (ex se explicare entia), for it contains in its simplicity a mul
tiplicity of beings. So also man has the capacity (virtus) to unfold every
thing from himself into the circle of the region he inhabits (omnia ex 
se explicaTe intra regionis sUae circulum), to make everything arise from 
his power as the center (of that circle) (omnia de potentia centri exercere)."15 
Here the diagram of circle and center represents the inclusiveness of 
the relation between creative origin and projected world, the way in 
which the reality that arises from man refers back to him. "Human 
being itself alone is the goal of the creative process (activae creationis) 

founded in it. Man does not go beyond himself (non pergit extra se) 
when he is creative (dum creat): rather, in the unfolding of his power, 
he comes to himself" 

Inevitably this is followed, once more, by the restriction that still is 
and must be self-evident to the Cusan in this phase of his thought, 
namely, that man, who is creative in the unfolding of his essential 
unity, produces only the universe of possibilities that is already laid 
out in him and therefore creates nothing new in the process (neque 
quiquam novi eJficit). Creative production and true knowledge are still 
identical here: "There is no difference between advancing in appre
hension to everything and containing everything in onesel£"16 Thus 
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even as the origin of a creation, as princtpium contrq,ctum creationis [the 
restricted principle of a creation], man continues to be harnessed into 
the correspondence structure of theological, cosmological, and anthro
pological infinity. 

About a decade later, in ills Jdiota dialogues of 1450, the Cusan 
makes the Layman, the simple craftsman, say something different to 
the philosopher about ills own handicraft, woodcarving. Tills man 
displays a spoon he has carved and says, "The spoon has no original 
other than the idea in our mind (coclear extra mentis nostrae ideam non 
habet exemplar). If the sculptor and the painter take their models from 
the things that they strive to intitate, that is not true of me; I who 
make spoons out of wood and dishes and pots out of clay. In this 
activity I do not intitate the form of any naturally given object, since 
the forms of spoons, dishes and pots arise by virtue of human skill 
alone. Consequently my art is more perfect than one that intitates 
the forms of objects, and thus is more similar to infinite art."71 The 
Layman represents a new type of human self-consciousness, opposed 
to ScholastIcism and rhetorical humanism. When once the philosopher 
says to him that he appears to be a follower of Pythagoras, he answers 
him, "I don't know if I am a follower of Pythagoras or of someone 
else. But I do know this, that I don't allow myself to be fixed by the 
authority of any man, even if it seeks to influence me." To this con
sciousness of original self-realization belongs the triumphant indication 
of the realm of ills technical forms, which are no longer something 
he owes-as having been read from nature-to a piously accepted 
pregivenness but rather are supposed to have come into existence sola 
humana arte [by human art alone]. It is important that the Cusan 
presupposes no specifically 'elevated position' of reflection for this 
self-consciousness. It is not the traditional special circumstances of 
artistic production on which such a self-consciousness is based; on the 
contrary, the spoon carver directly contrasts ills accomplishment with 
that of painters and sculptors, who depend on the intitation of nature
nontamen ego [but not Il is ills formula." 

It is significant that this pathos of 'creative' man commences here 
with the technical, not the artistic, type. If one keeps in mind how in 
the following period the testimony of creativity concentrates almost 
exclusively on the fine arts and poetry, so that it will belong to the 
manifestation of art in the modern age that the author begins to speak 
of himself and his productive moments, whereas technical invention 

i 
I 
I 
i 
i 
i 
i 
i 



I 
I 
I 

535 

Chapter 2 

and production still had to contend for a long time for self-appreciation 
and recognition on the same level, and then finally nevertheless could 
only reach back to the language of the self-interpretation of the fine 
arts in order to formulate themselves-only, then, if one keeps this 
in mind, does the figure of the idiota [layman] obtain its significance. 
But it is nevertheless not a figure of human self-empowerment. In 
the final analysis, the Cusan breaches the principle of imitation in 
describing man's productive relation to the world only in order to use 
the concept of imitatio all the more emphatically and exclusively for 
the other side ofhis metaphysical triangle: When man does not imitate, 
but rather originally produces, he imitates immediately the absolute 
origin of everything imitable. He was created for this one imitation. 
In the dialogue On the Mind, he makes the Layman say that the Mind 
was created by the art of the Creator as though this art had wanted 
to create itseI£79 But, precisely, only "quasi"; if this Has thoughH were 
missing, Giordano Bruno would be closer at hand. 

Can this anthropology that reaches ahead of itself in daring formulas 
arrive at a concretization, a confinnation in man's complex perfonnance 
structure? The Cusan gave perhaps the finest, most deliberate ex
emplification of the originality that is characteristic of his image of 
man, and one that still points least of all toward modem technicity, 
in his treatise On the Globe Game. Here the guide for the investigation 
of human spontaneity is not the tools of self-assertion but rather the 
invention of a game as a reality closed in itself, a 'world' that unfolds 
itself with its own elements according to set rules. The ideal of knowl
edge of a coherent reality is thus derived from the way in which man 
knows, precisely, his world of playas the reality that is continually 
derivable from and perspicuous through his positings. In On the Globe 
Game, the invention of the new becomes the possibility of the self
discovery that the soul practices with itself so as to assure itself of its 
power, self-movement. The difference between man and beast is 
sharpened to this very specificity, that man hits upon the idea of 
inventing new games for himself. Further: Man alone is able, in the 
absence of light, to help himself and to make vision possible by the 
light of a lamp; he alone can aid deficient vision with eyeglasses and 
correct the errors of sight by means of the art of perspective.80 

Regarded in this way, phenomena move together, become visible 
in their genetic convergence, which previously had scarcely been seen 
in such proximity. Language, writing, number, and syllogism each 
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become particular world-explications, like the invented game; in the 
second book of On the Globe Game, the disciplines of the quadrivium
arithmetic and geometry, music and astronomy-represent original 
inventive accomplishments of man, which, we are explicidy assured, 
have the condition of their possibility exclusively in the human soul. 
Man's 'equipment' is regarded less from the point of view ofits function 
as means ·to ends than from that of itS explicative worldliness; the 
astrolabe of Ptolemy and the lyre of Orpheus are exemplary novelties 
of invention, which are structurally closed in themselves and yet at 
the Sanle time are mediating orientations, reified conjectures, as it 
were, for knowledge." The world map that the cosmographer produces 
is an especially characteristic simile for the Cusan; it does indeed bear 
a similarity to the represented world, but it is anything but a com
bination of images of what it represents. It is a reCA>DStruction, and 
resembles conjecture in that it is indeed 'partidpation/ insofar as it 
represents, but participation in otherness.82 The cosmographer furnishes 
a representation of the whole world apprehendable by the senses 
because, while it is true that he works up, orders, and brings to a 
common scale the data and information brought to him from outside, 
nevertheless in fact he remains at home, shuts the door, and turns 
his gaze inwards to the world ground that lies in himself, which alone 
·provides him with the principle of the uuity of all Ihe facts brought 
to him from outside." NiCholas made use of an experience of his own 
in this picture of the cartographer; he had had a map of Central 
Europe drawn on the basis of critical accounts of journeys, which, 
however, was ouly engraved in Ekhstatt in 1491, long after his death. 

Finally, in the work ofhis old age, De venatione sapientiae, the Cusan 
uses the example (exemplum remotuml of the creation of the art of the 
syllogism, not indeed for the creation of the visible world, but rather 
for that of the ground of its possibility, its posse fieri itsel£ Here the 
voluntaristic element that presses forward so strongly in this late work 
is already allowed for in the initial formula: "Intellectus magistri vult 
creare artem syllogisticam" [The mind of the master wants to create 

. the art of the syllogismJ. The teacher of logic posits and secures the 
possibility of this art's coming to be ("Ponit igitur et firmat posse fieri 
huius artis"). However, the forms of the procedure of inference are 
grounded in reason (in ratione jundatae) in such a way that every syl
logism that is concretized in language must intitate them - at this point, 
then, the imitative moment joins the creative one. This is why it is 
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possible for the inventor of this art (inventor magister) to hand it down 
to the teachable student. And just this is the simile for the origin of 
the world artifice: "Sic forte se aliqualiter habet mundi artificinm" 
[Perhaps it is the same with the world artificel." God also creates first 
of all the world's posse fieri [possibility of coming to bel and hands it 
over to obedient nature as though for 'application.'85 

When the Cusan brings up geometry as a further example, it is 
significant that this exemplification does not lie on the same plane. 
It is said of the geometer, as distinguished from the logician, who 
imitates God immediately in the creation' of the ground of the possibility 
of his art, that he imitates nature.86 The geometer directs his gaze at 
the pregiven concept of the circle, its praedeterminata ratio, and seeks 
to carry thiough in construction the instruction given there. He imitates 
nature inasmuch as he arranges the transition from concept to per
ception. This concept is not that of an absolutely precise ideal figure, 
from which all concretely drawn figures deviate by their imprecisions. 
Rather it is an instruction concerning the distance of specifiable points 
on the circumference from the center of the circle, an instruction that 
says nothing about the magnitude of the radius, and thus also permits 
the symbolic paradox of allowing it to increase infinitely. Only such 
instructions are inventable; their constructive execution, the concrete 
rendering visible of their implications in a figure, is nothing but ex
plicative carrying out, imitation. For the Cusan, the geometer stands 
on a different level from the logician. 

This special position of geometry as compared to arithmetic and 
syllogistics is not yet seen in the Cusan's early writings. Between De 
doeta ignorantia and De eonieeturis, which favor (respectively) geometrical 
and arithmetical metaphors, there is no distinction in the evaluation 
of the guiding realms. In the first of the two early works, the topic 
of methodical utility is explicidy raised: Mathematics helps us the most 
toward comprehension of the differentness of the divine {"Quod math
ematicalia nos iuvet plurimnm in diversornm divinornm apprehen
sione")." The advantage of the mathematicalia [mathematical thingsl, 
as against the naturalia [things in nature1 in illustrating the knowledge 
of God lies in the fact that as products of hnman construction, they 
are 'deformable' by following specific rules, like that of making the 
radius of a circle infinite- that is, it lies in the fact that man is not 
hound to a pregiven essential form that he has to respect. Hence the 
possibility of employing 'explosive metaphor' in this field as a means 
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of symbolic investigation (ad divina per symbola accedendi nobis via [a 
path by which we approach the divine by means 'of symbols]. 

His Platonist start has led the Cusan so far beyond Plato that in the 
treatise On the Beryl he can charge him with the error of not having 
distinguished between the ideas that are given to us and those that 
we ourselves produce and of having missed the differentiation of truth 
that goes with this .. "For he said that one could regard the circle in 
its name or its definition, in a drawing or a mental concept; and with 
all of that one would not have the nature of the circle. Its essence, 
which subsists free from all contradiction, simple and immortal, can, 
on the contrary, only be seen by reason. In fact Plato asserts this 
equally of all things. If he had reflected on this, he would have found 
that our mind, which creates the world of the mathematical, has that 
which it can create more truly and more actually in itself than it is 
outside of it. Thus man has shaping art, and the configurations of this 
art, more truly in his mental capacity of conception than they can 
take shape outside it .... And so it is with all that sort of thing: with 
the circle, with the line, with the triangle, so also with our concept of 
number-in short, with everything that originates from the human 
mind and not from nature. "88 

At this point, if not earlier, the question arises whether and how 
.the freedom that the Cusan grants man as the independence of his 
theoretical and technical accomplishment from pregiven reality includes 
the final and central element of every anthropology, the moral au
tonomy of an active being. For the Cusan's system of synchronized 
intensifications in the metaphysical triangle of God, cosmos, and man, 
this question must acquire a critical importance. Can the theological 
speculation about transcendence be 'translated' into the idea of human 
autonomy? In connection with this question, research on the eusan 
has depended on the testimony of the treatise On God's Vision. This 
treatise, produced in 1453, explains man's self-conception by the simile 
likening it to the portrait that seems to look all of its viewers in the 
face at once. Thus each individual in his place stands immediately 
before the absolute. No position is distinguished above the others; 
transcendence levels off hierarchies and stratifications in what it sur
passes. Everyone who raises his gaze to the picture is regarded; but 
he is regarded only when and because he, for his part, looks toward 
the picture. The plurality and individuality of the viewers are not 
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opposed to the identity of the picture; rather they are the partnership 
appropriate to it that for the first time unfolds its mysterious potentiality. 

Not all of the Cusan's metaphors are equally successful and clari:fYing. 
One need only think. of the simile of casting peas, in the second book 
of On the Globe Game, with which, perplexingly, something entirely 
opposite seems to be meant, namely, ·that the variety of objects in 
the world, as a deviation from absolute unity, is simply not founded 
in the will of the Creator: In the casting of a handful of peas to the 
ground, the falling motion of the individual peas results in accidental 
variation, although the caster has after all performed only one cast. 
It is true that the simile is meant to retain the uniqueness of the 
individual, but at the same time it leads to the indifference of accident 
and thus to a devaluing origin; between the will of the Creator and 
the individual a mechanical factor intrudes. Aristode and Epicurus 
appear to be harmonized in this image, and the fact betrays itself that 
toward the late works, the power of more than superficial harmonization 
dirrrinishes in the Cusan, and the thinkee s achievements, which seem 
to be bullied out of the Scholastic tradition, nevertheless still occupy 
insecure ground. Of course in the case of the simile of the all-seeing 
picture, which originated ten years before the pea-casting simile of 
On the Globe Game, one could also adduce the misgiving aroused by 
the element of illusion. But that belongs to the emphasis on perspective 
in the Cusan's thought and includes the attempt to establish a systematic 
consistency between cosmology and anthropology, between the loosing 
of human self-understanding from the orientation of cosmic localization 
and the definition of its freedom vis~a -vis the absolute origin. 

When each individual before the all-seeing portrait in the simile 
conceives of himself as the one who is expressly and uniquely regarded, 
an optical illusion arises analogous to the one that is described, for 
each location in the cosmos, as the illusion of centrality. "It seems to 
everyone, whether he finds himself on the earth, the sun or another 
star, as though he himself were at, as it were, an- unmoving center, 
and as though everything else were moving. "" But just as that cosmic 
illusion of centrality was not only an illusion but also a metaphor of 
a metaphysical state of affairs, so also the illusion before the all
regarding picture is not only an illusion. "Thus the world frame will, 
as it were, have its center everywhere and its circumference nowhere, 
because circumference and center are God, Who is· everywhere and 
nowhere. "90 The fact that the world has no actually designatable center 
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and nevertheless everywhere furnishes the viewer with the appearance 
of being in the center is thus the cosmic metaphor of the metaphysical 
state of affairs familiar in the Cusan's thought as the pseudo-Hermetic 
doctrine of the infinite sphere. This might have served to prevent any 
disappointment resulting from the Copernican exposure of the geo
centric illusion and to ascribe a new symbolic role to the world, symbolic 
in relation to absolute transcendence. 

The gaze of the all-regarding picture, which every viewer can refer 
to himself, 'exists' just as litde as does the center of the world; but 
the very illusion that caunot be objectified discloses to man his position, 
which can no longer be read off from worldly realities. In the reciprocity 
of the transcendent relation, in free and response-awakening turning 
toward [God], he finds himself made capable of a self-consciousness 
that even, indeed particularly, over against the absolute is not pure 
lostuess and utter dependence. Thus the Cusan has man experience 
his emancipation in the simile of the all-regarding picture: "When I 
thus rest in the silence of contemplation, you, Lord, answer me in my 
own breast, saying: Be your own, and I will be yours. You, Lord, have 
left me free to be my own, if I will. If I have not become my own, 
then You also are not mine. You make my freedom necessary insofar 
as You caunot be mine if I am not my own. Because you have left 
me free for this, You do not constrain me, but You expect that I will 
decide to be my own. "91 

One will not diminish the importance of the passage by asking what 
type of concept of freedom is intended here. For precisely in the 
implications of this concept of freedom, the Cusan's acute concern 
regarding the disintegration of the Middle Ages becomes tangible. 
This disintegration had led at first to the position of nominalism, which 
had deprived human freedom of any significance over against God's 
absolute demand for justification and had put man in the position of 
having the condition of his salvation offered to him in naked contin
gency, as somedting to which to submit. And then even this submission 
was supposed to have resulted from an act of election on the part of 
the Divinity. Nominalism had seen God's demand as humanly un
fulfillable and had thus posited the path of grace as absolute. Moral 
quality and fulfillment of the theonomic condition of salvation had 
parted company. After that, any attempt to satisfy God's demand 
became entangled in human self-validation and necessarily failed to 
meet the intentio praecipientis [teacher's intention]. Luther will formulate 
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this paradox of theonomy in the treatise De servo arbitrio as follows: 
"Man is not capable of humbling hhnself fully 1llltil he knows that his 
saIvation depends, entirely outside his powers, decisions, efforts, outside 
his will and his works, on the free judgment, the decision, will, and 
work of another, namely of God alone.'" On the question of human 
freedom and its significance for salvation, the Middle Ages disinte
grates-its dissociation is effected-':'into radical self-disempowering, 
on the one hand, and equally resolute self-empowennent, epitomized 
in the zone of what will be called the "Renaissance," on the other 
hand. 

It is only as a C01llltermove against the unreasonable demands of 
theology's contesting of freedom that it becomes 'possible to understand 
the attractiveness gained by the ideal of the Stoic wise man, who 
satisfies hhnself in the rigorism of the inner consistency of his virtuous 
will and withdraws from the accident and uncertainty of worldly fate 
into the undisputedness of his disposition over hhnself But even this 
ideal undergoes an essential change in its presuppositions. The ancient 
wise man secures for hhnself the space of his undisputedness by not 
meddling with what is not open to his power of disposition. He seeks 
his happiness as inwardness. The new premise, however, is that man 
does not meet with the boundary between what is and what is not 
at his disposal as a fixed determination, but rather that he begins to 
regard nature also as something potentially masterable. 

The program of knowledge of nature is governed by this presup
position, that the theory of physical processes suspends the pure ex
ternality of nature and brings under control those of its workings that 
are relevant for man. The systematically complete connection between 
a Stoicizing ethics and a new concept of :science will become evident 
in Descartes. For hlm freedom is bound to the presupposition of mastery 
over that which without insight remains pure accident and delivers 
man over helplessly to the conditions of the reality surrounding hlm. 
Knowledge makes nature into man's property. The connection between 
property and freedom persists also and particularly in this conception. 

If one keeps these two directions of the final medieval dissociation 
process in mind, then the Cusan's conservative effort becomes evident 
here too; he attempts at a late hour to ,make the autonomous power 
of man, which is in the wings, result yet again from an empowerment, 
and thus to bind it to an original act of absolution or emancipation 
[Freisprechung]. But he can do this only by holding to and thinking 
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through further a basic figure of the traditional concept of freedom, 
namely, freedom as the suspension of a property relation, as a passing 
over of the property right to one who is 'set free' from the original 
property relation. God, so says the Cusan, wants man to take over 
for himself and to exercise the original property right of the Creator 
in His creature. The· theological concept of man's absolution fFreispre
chunglliberates from guilt; the philosophical concept fFreisprechung in 
the sense of emancipationlliberates from dependence on the ownership 
that God, as the Author of his existence, has in man. 

That freedom has its origin in an act of liberation is founded, as a 
basic idea, in the ancient tradition and conception of right. The Cusan's 
taking over of this idea has the difficulty that the emancipation is not 
an effective legal act in itself. On the contrary, a duty is ascribed to 
man, which as such already presupposes freedom, to bring about the 
conveyance of his property in himself and to assert himself in it. This 
construction of a 'theonomic autonomy' is fragile enough. It is not a 
purely metaphorical illustration, however, but rather stands in a thor
oughly medieval frame of reference, which, at the same time, it points 
beyond 

For the background of the leading metaphor of property and lib
eration, it is instructive to go back to some testimony from the beginning 
.of the Middle Ages, which is found in Augnstine's argnment with 
Julian, the Pelagian.92 In the disputation that Augnstine simulates, 
Julian proposes a definition of' freedom of the will: The free will by 
which man is released from God's power of disposition consists of the 
possibility of admitting sin or abstaining from it. Augnstine answers 
with a sentence that does not enter at all into the main part of his 
opponent's definition but rather refers to the subordinate clause: Julian 
speaks of man's liberation by God-does he not notice, then, that 
what happens to someone who is set free in that way is that he no 
longer belongs to the father's family?" Perhaps one may find in this 
short exchange of words one of the basic decisions that underlie an 
age, or that one must think of as underlying it if one wants to understand 
it as a meaningful unity. The Cusan made of the liberation an act of 
self-emancipation, which, however, at the same time is the epitome 
of obedience and does not dissolve the 'family bond' but rather is 
grounded only in God's self-abandomnent to the free man. 

At this very point, where the discussion of the Cusan's anthropology 
culminates and could be concluded, an essential systematic piece of 
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the Cusan's speculation must be brought up, whose indispensability 
already follows from remembering that the Docta ignorantia has a third 
book, of which we have not yet spoken. This third book contains the 
essentials of the Cusan's Christology. One could say that he then 
crosses the threshold into dogmatic theology. But the Cusan's anthro
pology is not complete without his Christology. It is the central element 
of a system that is meant to carry ouf the exaggeration of transcendence 
without paying the price of the annihilation of innnanence, that is 
meant to let the additional gain to the absolute flow back into the 
substance of the conditioned. But even independendy of the desirability 
of presenting the Cusan's system in the integration that he himself 
gave it, the Christology is indispensable in order to make visible the 
epoch-making difference between the Cusan and Giordano Bruno, the 
Nolan. The intellectual offense that ultimately led Giordano Bruno to 
the stake is directed against the dogma of the Incarnation. 

For a Christmas sermon, Nicholas wrote regarding the necessity of 
God's incarnation, "God created all things for His own sake and in 
such a way that the universe would have its full greatness and perfection 
only in relation to Him; but the universe could not unite with Him, 
since there is no proportion between the finite and the infinite. Con
sequendy everything has its goal in God through Christ. For if God 
had not taken on human nature, which as something intermediate 
includes the other natures in itself, then the whole universe would be 
incomplete; indeed it would not even exist. "94- To represent the In
carnation as the inner consequence of the Creation, to lead the eternal 
predestination of the Son of God to become man, of which Duns 
Scotus had already spoken, out of the voluntarism of the concept of 
predestination and to bring it nearer to human comprehension by 
means of a rational deduction, is the program of the first four chapters 
of the third book of On Knowing Ignorance. 

Whereas the first book had dealt with God as the absolutely greatest 
(absolute maximum), and the second book had dealt with the universe 
as the restrictedly greatest (contracte maximum), the third book deals 
with the simultaneously absolutely and restrictedly greatest (de maximo 
absoluto panter et contracto). The concept of contractio [contraction, re
strictednessl causes difficulties for the understanding;" on the one 
hand, it is the opposite of abstractio, and then it signifies the concrete 
object'S heing characterized by a drawing together of predicates each 
of which in itselfis abstract-and on the other hand, it is the restriction 
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of the individual, which as something actual never exhausts the range 
of the possibilities of its realization. "Restriction" -is thus the general 
and thoroughgoing characteristic of the actual world and of what is 
actual within it. What is actual is this or that, which is to say that as 
this and not that,. it is actual at the expense of possibilities no longer 
open. Nothing actual is what it can be. That makes movement the 
continual conversion of possibility into actuality, a conversion char
acteristic of all reality in the world. Hence there is a multiplicity of 
the individuals of a species in the world - an admission, as it were, 
of the inexhaustibility of what is possible within the species by what 
is ever actual in it. But the wllverse also, as a uniq~e whole, the universi 

prima generalis contractio [the first, general contraction of the universe], 
which is followed by the further degrees of restriction into genera, 
species, and individua, does not exhaust the horizon of possibility, which 
is defioed by God's omnipotence." "The universe does not reach the 
limit of the absolutely greatest, just as the genera do not reach the 
limit of the universe, the species the limit of the genus, the individuals 
the limit bf the species. So everything- that is, between the greatest 
and the smaliest, is to become ever more perfect, and only God is to 
be the origin, center, and goal of the universe and of the individual 
things .... " 

Here reflection on omnipotence, the most agitating motive of late
medieval speculation, falls into one of its antioomies: If the universe 
exhausted the creative potential of its origin, then it would be at the 
same time the limitation of this potential, insofar as it would manifest 
the inability to do more; but insofar as the universe is supposed to 
be the work of the highest wisdom and goodness, which manifest 
themselves in it, it is inconceivable that that potential could not have 
spent itself in its prodigality and not have realized the greatest thing 
possible for it. Thus the Creation must, on the one hand, possess the 
highest possible perfection and may not, on the other hand, reach the 
limit of what is possible for its origin. Formulated differendy: If God 
could not make the world into the most perfect possible work because 
He would have contradicted Himself in the process, then He should 
not have willed this work. This is the basis of the idea pursued in the 
passage quoted from the sermon, that the universe would not exist 
at all if it were not capable of being brought to perfection. 

i 
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Tills antinomy is 'resolved' by the Incarnation. There must be among 
the realities of world, among the aggregate of restrictions, one real 
thing that exhausts the potentiality of the species in which it exists. 
"If there were an entity that as an individual represented the greatest 
in the restriction of a. species (maximum contractum individuum), then 
its existence would have to be the fulfilhnent of that genus and species 
and it would be the way and the form, the essential reason and truth 
in the fuIlness of perfection for everything possible in this species. 
Such a maximum in restriction would surpass the nature of restriction 
and would at the same time be its final goal, since it would contain 
in itself all its perfection .... "91 But the world, of itself and in itself, 
cannot contain such an entity because it would violate the requirement 
that God's omnipotence not be restricted from outside. Only if this 
creature could at the same time be the Creator would it lose the 
character of externality with regard to God and become the perfection 
of the Creation as the Creator's self-restriction. "Such an entity, insofar 
as it is something restricted, would not be God, Who is the pure 
absolute (absolutissimus), but instead, as the maximum in restriction
that is to say, as God and creature-it would necessarily be absolute 
and restricted at once, and specifically in a mode of restriction that 
could not subsist at all in itself if it did not subsist in what is absolutely 
greatest (in absoluta maximitate)." 

Thus we are led in a purely hypothetical consideration to the basic 
idea of the 'hypostatic union' of God and creature. Tills idea does 
indeed remove the antinomy of ominipotence, but by means of a 
solution that in its turn, as the Cusan himself admits, entirely exceeds 
our understanding: "Haec admiranda unio omnem nostrum intellectum 
excelleret." This mysterious unity of creator and creatura is to 'be con
ceived neither as Il1i4ture nor as compositiori (absque conjusione et 
compositione). 

What is now still lacking from the introduction of the dogma of the 
Incarnation is only the demonstration thai the species of creature that 
would be most perfectly disposed for this union is human nature. Tills 
occurs in the third chapter through the thesis that that entity is suited 
for union with the Divinity that includes in its being the most of the 
universe of reality. TIlls should be neither an extremely lowly nor an 
extremely sublime substance, then, but rather a natura medta [inter
mediate natureJ. Such a nature in fact is human nature, which was 
already correctly designated by the ancients as a microcosm. "If this 
nature were elevated to union with the greatest, then this would be 
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the fulfilhnent of all the perfections of the universe and of its individual 
beings, so that in human being everything would reach its highest 
stage of existence." Once the path has been traversed this far, what 
is still needed is only the scarcely more difficult demonstration that 
only an individual human nature and only a particular person of the 
trinitarian Divinity could enter into this unification. 

But so far the discussion has been entirely in the mode of potentiality. 
The proof must still complete two steps: first, that this solution not 
only does not contradict God's essence but rather is in the highest 
degree suitable and essentially appropriate to it; and second, that this 
unification of natures has been manifested as an actual phenomenon 
in the world. 

The first step already resembles the significance of the ens perfec
tissimum [most perfect being] in Descartes, with which he extracts himself 
from his experiment with doubt. "If one does not recognize this path," 
the Cusan writes, "then everything could still be more perfect than 
it is; but no one, unless he is a denier of God or His goodness, can 
rationally dissent from this train of thought. For all jealousy is foreign 
to One Who is pure goodness, and His. actions can have no defects; 
just as He Himself is unequaled, so it is also with His work, which 
comes as close as possible to being unequaled. But the unequaled 
power has its limit only in itsel£ ... " This requirement is fulfilled 
when a man is elevated to unity with the unequalled power itself, so 
that he is no longer man as a creature subsisting for itself but rather 
in unity with infinite power, so that this power is limited not in the 
creature but in itsel£ 98 The Cusan accomplishes the second step by 
subsuming under the foregoing prerriises the additional one that the 
temporal position in history required for the appearance of a human 
individuality is already given, so that this historical appearance can 
be designated with a name.99 

As with other doctrines, Wenck did not characterize the Cusan's 
Christology as incorrectly as might be expected. In the passage in 
which he reproaches the Cusan with turning anniliilation into deifi
cation, he also imputes to him an identification of the generation of 
the Son of God and the creation of creatures. lOO This imputation is 
not so false, since while for the Cusan the generation of the Son of 
God is not an event bound to the act of Creation, his Incarnation is 
such an act, one which alone removes the antinomy of the Creation 
and is thus necessarily implicated in it. Not only does the Incarnation 
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complete the Creation, it is only the reality of the Incarnation, de
termined from eternity, that makes the Creation possible at ali. This 
is bound up with a further accusation made by Wenck against the 
Cusan, namely, that he universalizes human nature in Christ (uni
versalisatione humanitatis Christi) and inevitably does away with the bis
torical concreteness of this figure (tollit singularitatem humanitatis Christi).'Ol 
But then Christ's redemptive service would be ascribed to human 
nature itself 

Now this last remark in particular fails to hit upon the essence of 
the Cusan's Christology to the extent that the latter's saving significance 
fHeilsbedeutungl is hardly in redemption and a merit gained for men 
but rather in the fulfillment of the essential potential of the world and 
man .. _ This" has made the Incarnation a universal, a cosmic event. 
Nowhere is there talk of the fact that man's sin has compelled God 
to sacrifice His son. The Creation, not sin, the deficiency of nature, 
not that of man, presses toward this consequence. 

But is it already the ultimate consequence? Has the theological furor 
of the late Middle Ages been successfully reconciled with the will of 
perplexed man to secure bis own right over against transcendence 
and not. himself to come to nothing in the face of an inflated God? 
The death of Giordano Bruno will be a beacon signaling the failure 
of this reconciliation. 

Translator's Notes 

a. See translator's note b to part ill, chapter 7. 

b. Martin Grabmann, Die Geschichte der sclwla.stischen Methode <Frciburg: Herder, 1909-1911). 

Co This paragraph begins an extended discussion of the Cusan's cosmology. The chapter is 
completed by a discussion of his anthropology (and, finally, his Christology) that begins with 
the paragraph of text corresponding to note 49. 

d. I have inserted the Cusan's distinguishing tenns, "absolute" and "restricted," in brackets 
here in lieu of the difference in gender (tier Grruste versus das GrOsste) in the original" text. On 
the concept of "restriction" (contractio), see the text corresponding to note 95 of this chap;er. 

e. A teon coined by Goethe to designate a primary, irreducible phenomenon or experience 
that illuminates day-to-day experiences. 

f. The author analyzed the history of the principle of 'imitation' in his " 'Nachahmung der 
Natur.' Zur Vorgeschichte der Idee des schopferischen M~chen," Studium Generale 10 
(1957):266-283, reprinted in his Wirklichkeitm in denen wiT [eben (Stuttgart: Redam, 1981), pp. 
55-103. 





The Nolan: The World as God's 
Self-Exhaustion 

For the Cusan, the moment of the Incarnation of the son of God, 
which he believed to be accomplished in historical inelividuaJity, was 
at the same time the culminating point of metaphysical speculation, 
with its all-dominating effort to 'overtake' the transcendence of the 
Divinity by means of the communicating transcendence of man and 
to draw the universe, in its representation by man, by an inelividual 
man, into the reflection process of the Divinity. Precisely this basic 
figure of the Christian self-conception-God's entty into the singularity 
of man in the universe-becomes the fundamental scandal, the offense 
that could not be suppressed by any threat, to which Giordano Bruno 
of Nola testified on February 17, 1600 at the stake in the Roman 
Campo eli Fiore by averting his face from the crucifix that was held 
before him, a kind of testimony that had been regarded, in the early 
part of the epoch that now and not least with this event came to an 
end, as the highest martyrdom for the truth. 

Bruno e1id not e1ie as a doubter, as one of the heretics whose dogmatic 
deviations always strike the historical observer as intra-Christian goings
on. Bruno e1ied for a e1isagreement that was cJirected at the center and 
the substance of the Christian system. In the notice of the burning of 
the Nolan that theAvvi5i diRoma carried on February 19, 1600, emphasis 
is placed on the dogmatic irregularity of the element of caprice, which 
was also to be taken over more or less explicidy by the literature on 
Bruno under the rubric of 'hypertrophic imagination': The Nolan had 
"eli suo capriccio formati e1iversi dogmi contra nostra fede" [capriciously 

~~~~~~ ..... ~'-~ 
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formed diverse teachings contrary to our faith), and in particular he 
had directed his opposition at the Holy Virgin and the saints. For this, 
so the incidental newspaper announcement emphasizes, he wanted to 
die as a martyr: " .. . valse obstinatarrlente morire in quelli 10 scelerato; 
e diceva che moriva martire e volentieri ... " [The villain obstioately 
wanted to die for them, and said that he was dying freely, as a martyrJ.' 

The substantial direction of thrust is clearer in the accusation made 
against the Nolan in an older document from the time of the nego
tiations for extradition between the papal nuncio and the Senate of 
the Republic of V enice, on December 22, 1592, in which the Incarnation 
and the Trinity are named explicitly as the subjects of the heretical 
errors of which he was suspected.2 This state of affairs requires emphasis 
not only because the documents could tend to give the iropression of 
dogmatic arbitrariness in the deviations but also because the circum
stances of Bruno's death by fire as established by historical research 
are not congruent with the iropression that it produced, historically, 
in which it appeared as the widely visible beacon of the Copernican 
truth.' This assignment of symbolic status to the event in history is 
not, indeed, a misunderstanding, but still it is not corr~ct in the direct 
manner in which it was undertaken; it could only be verified by means 
of a systematic linkage between Copernicanism and the 'Incarnation 
trauma,' a linkage that is not manifest at first glance. 

The ready expectation that the Nolan was a victim ofhis Copernican 
enthusiasm is not confirmed by the documents of the proceedings of 
the Inquisition against hiro that have become accessible so far. It is 
characteristic of these proceedings that the sole mention of the Co
pernican thesis of the movement of the earth comes spontaneously 
from Bruno's own mouth. In defending his work, The Ash Wednesday 
Supper (La cena de Ie eeneril, Bruno says that he intended it to ridicule 
the pre-Copernican standpoint of some doctors: " ... in questo libro 
la mia intentione e stata solamente di burlanni di quei medici edell' 
opinion loro interno queste materie" [~ this book my intention was 
only to ridicule some doctors and their opinion on this subjectJ.' The 
tribunal does not respond with a single word to this 'offer' of the 
Copernican theme, which gives the iropression of an attempted di
version; instead it moves immediately to the question, aimed in an 
entirely different direction, whether Bruno had praised heretical princes. 
Also the doctrine of the infinite plurality of worlds, which has to be 
regarded as a consequence of Copernicanism, is not something that 
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the tribunal charges him with but is put into words by Bruno himself, 
and without any perceptible reaction, in fact, on the part of those who 
are examining him. Neither in the patriarch's request for extradition 
nor in the representation of the nuncio to the Senate of Venice in this 
connection are there indications of blrune directed at Bruno's Co
pernicanism. Still, in interpreting the Venetian records, the possibility 
would still have to be considered' that the tribunal in the republic 
wanted or had to avoid creating the impression that it had not remained 
within its purely ecclesiastical and theological competence. The fact 
that the Roman armouncements in connection with Bruno's burning 
at the stake also betray no Copernican 'impact' speaks against this 
interpretation. 

However; it will become evident that the post-Copernican cosmology, 
with its superabundant consequence of the infiniti mondi [infinite worlds], 
represents the background against which the denial of the Incarnation, 
of the saving event that is centered on man and that draws the uIuverse 
into cosuffering and coredemption with him, attains intuitive evidence. 
The post-Copernican universe no longer holds ready any designated 
location or distinct substratum for the divine deed of salvation. In this 
universe, the Divinity had already fully spent Hhnself in the Creation. 
Since He did not and could not hold anything back, vis-i-vis the infinity 
of worlds, He was left with nothing to make up in relation to any 
creature in this world. Nothing 'supernatural' is possible. Only the 
infinite cosmos itself can be the phenomenality, can be such a thing 
as the 'embodiment' [Verleiblichungl of the Divinity, to think of which 
as a person-that is, as bound to a definite creature in the world. 
-made actual by a temporal position-is something that the Nolan is 
no longer able to do. In his thought, the conflicts that were painstakingly 
concealed or were still 'adjusted' in the Cusan's system are fully carried 
through; alternatives are posed in the triad of theology, cosmology, 
and anthropology and are decided. 

Nevertheless the Nolan's opposition to the historical Incarnation of 
the Divinity is not an anticipatory bit of 'Enlightenment.' That could 
perhaps be most impressively verified if one were to investigate in 
this context the Nolan's use of metaphors of light, that is, the metaphors 
that are most closely associated with the self-consciousness of the 
Enlightenment. Copernicus, then, would have been defined as the 
dawn light, which preceded the sunrise, which itself was accomplished 
through him, the Nolan. But this sunrise is no more a first occurrence 
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than it is final in history; for what is rising is the sun of the old, true 
philosophy {"l'uscita di questo sole de l'antiqua vera folosofia"}, which 
makes its new, not its first and only, day break! The metaphor of 
the coming of daylight is associated with the idea of a cyclical per
iodization of history, in which the absence of light-that is, the night 
of the Middle Ages-is just as 'natural' an event as its- return. 

How the image of the cyclical operation of history as a natural 
process can be combined with the heroizing of Copernicus and of his 
own accomplishments is only one of the many problems of consistency 
that arise with this thinker. If truth and error alternate with the same 
regularity as daylight and nocturnal darkness-and this was how Bruno 
explicitly formulated it in the Excubitor that he placed before his Paris 
theses of 1 5866 -then it is diffieult to comprehend the reality of the 
liberation, as a 'deed' on behalf of the human reason so long suppressed, 
that Bruno ascribes to- himsel£ Such a real liberation would presuppose 
that reason itself can be led astray, that is, that its light, when it had 
already once dawned, could be extinguished and robbed of its power. 
The pagan fundamental idea of the recurrence of the same in history
that is, of a regularity of history dominating the realization of reason 
rather than arising from it-blocks off the possibility of a relation of 
adequacy between the Nolan's self-consciousness and the new con
stitution of the epochal self-understanding of the modern age. One 
can see how Bruno takes over from Lucretius the figure of a bringer 
of salvation, which in Lucretius is the figure of Epicurus. But he does 
this with a clear aversion to the solitariness and uniqueness of the 
event that would make of it something like a central point of history, 
and thus would place in time something that cannot be allowed in 
space in Bruno's acentric universe. The elimination of the illusion of a 
central point from time-from history- as well, is a piece of logical 
consistency with Copernicus; though it goes beyond Copernicus and 
radicalizes him. 

But it is not carrie<:l out with complete consistency. Like Epicurus 
in Lucretius, Bruno also breaks through the walls of the singular cosmos, 
the limits of a finite world,' and gains a homogeneous immeasurability 
of the cosmic space that is equivalent in all of its points. But he does 
not accomplish the same thing for time, which retains a closed structure 
of repeating cycles and thus preserves a lawfulness that prevents an 
escape from the dogmatic bonds of the Middle Ages into a period of 
unrestricted forward progress. -The metaphors of the periodic return 
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of light encroach upon and relativize the idea, which was later con
stitutive for the Enlightenment, that reason not only is the dawniog 
light of a new day but also brings itself to this dawn and maintaios 
itself in this day, so that it is the guarantee that after this 'day' (in a 
sense no longer literal because no longer periodic!), it will not become 
night again. Of course that presupposes that the new epoch for its 
part is not the repetition of a past epoch, that it is not the 'renaissance' 
of, for instance, the ancient world and its philosophy. The modern 
age was to repeat, purely formally, in its self-understanding the Chris
tian conception of a unique turning point and epochal new beginning 
of history. In this process, it was not, of course, to accept or 'secularize' 
the transcendent contingency of the origin of this singnlar event, since 
by asse:rtiD.g the definitive progressive form of rational selfcrealization, 
it had conceived itself precisely against the theological view of history. 
Just this is not possible for the Nolan because with his rejection of the 
singnlar historical act of the Incarnation, he had deprived himself of 
even the point of reference· for a cotmterconception. 

While the rationality of the modern age does philosophize on the 
whole in opposition to the theological concept of history, it obtains 
its counterpoint from the formal remainder of faith in the possibility 
of an absolute epochal threshold. It considers itself capable of stepping 
out of the sequence of finite formations of history, typical in themselves, 
that the 'ancient world' and the 'Middle Ages'-as surpassable real
izations delivered over to rational critique-are supposed to have been. 
For Giordano Bruno, reason is an intraworldly magnitude, having a 
place among more general process laws of nature, and is therefore 
something that cannot be stabilized. Bruno remains standing in the 
entryway to the historical self-consciousness of the modem age-in 
fact precisely because he is unable, on account of his negation of the 
Christian understanding of history, to accept the formal structure of 
the change of epoch itself as it had been developed by the Middle 
Ages. Thus he is forced back to a concept of history whose implications 
put in question the pathos of the new beginning and its rationality. 

The fact that while Giordano Bruno already stands outside the 
Middle Ages he has not yet found the fundamental formulas of the 
modem age is apparent in not ouly his idea of the structure of the 
course of history but also his concept of historical time. In discussing 
the importance of the time factor for astronomical knowledge, Bruno 
at first follows a remark made by Copemicus in the forward to the 
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first book of the Revolutiones. There Copernicus had seen one of the 
principal dilliculties of his discipline in the fact that· the paths of the 
heavenly bodies, and especially of the planets, could be reliably cal
culated and completely known only 'with time' and given many pre
vious observations handed down to later generations. The deceptive 
appearance of completion in Ptolemy's system and its 'so long un
contested acceptance had arisen precisely because the available as
tronomical tradition had been too brief and consequently had not yet 
allowed certain motions in the heavens to become noticeable. The 
present, in which Copernicus spealts, possesses better preconditions 
for its theory building because the interval since the founding of as
tronomical science has grown longer, and thus the distance for the 
comparison of observations is greater. Here, for the first time, the 
role of the time factor is seen in the fact that a 'progress' of knowledge 
is accomplished not so much in time-as the continual increase of a 
mass of knowledge, on the basis of the stock achieved at any given 
time-as by means of time itself, that is, on the condition of purely 
temporal distances between observations of identical objects. 

The required intervals are not to be thought of as quantities of an 
abstract cosmic time, however, but rather as historical times filled 'With 
human life, times in which a will and conCe:n1 for tradition receive 
and preserve knowledge once it has been collected. Only thus does 
elapsed time become the 'base lihe' that makes possible the accuracy 
necessary for the determination of very small changes and differences 
from given predictions. Copernicus mentions, in addition to the problem 
of the lengtbof the year, the displacement of the points of the equinoxes 
as a magnitude that had moved into the realm of quantitative deter
minability since the time of Ptolemy.' Historical time, then, is not the 
dimension of the self-development of rationality and the accumulation 
of empirical data but rather the condition of the possible objectivity 
of certain empirical magnitudes themselves, inasmuch as they achieve 
observability and measurability by means of time. But this is accom
plished only if man also, in his theoretical interest, lives beyond himself 
and the finite duration of his existence and, by creating and securing 
tradition, makes humanity itself into the bearer of an effort that sur
passes the capacity and the actual possessions of the individual, an 
effort that is internally homogeneous by virtue of 'method.' 

Giordano Bruno included this idea, which drives directly toward 
the modern idea of method, in his organic overall conception in a 
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very characteristic way. Copernicus was able, he says, to see more 
than the ancient astronomers because 1,849 years had elapsed between 
Eudoxus and him. It is true that wisdom, as Prudencio says in the 
dialogue The Ash Wednesday Supper, lies in antiquity, but, so Teofilo 
replies, intelligence lies in the number of years. And now there follows 
that reversal of the familiar schema of the age and youth of the epochs, 
with the help of which the self-understanding of the modern age was 
to formulate itself: An appropriate way of dealing with talk of 'antiquity' 
leads to the opposite of what is thought by one who appeals to 'the 
ancients' as binding authority, namely, to carrying over the sequence 
of phases of the individual life to the history of humanity, so that the 
relation between youth and age becomes relative to the amount of 
time that has been traversed. 

But then one would have to say that we, who are contemporaries 
at a given moment, are older and have more time behind. us than 
our ancestors did 9 "The judgement of Eudoxus, who, although as
tronomy did not first find its rebirth in him, still did not yet find a 
lengthy astronomical tradition ready at hand, could not be as mature 
as that of Callipus, who lived 30 years after the death of Alexander 
the Great and could already, with the advance of time, compare 
observation with observation. For just this reason, Hipparchus had to 
have more knowledge than Callipus because he observed change up 
to a point 196 years after the death of Alexander. The Roman geometer 
Menelaus possessed the prerequisite to comprehend more than Hip
parchus because he had before him the change of motion (Ia difJerenza 
de moto) up to 462 years after Alexander's death. Mohammed Aracensis 
[Al-Battam] had to observe still more, 1,202 years after that. But Co
penricus, as good as our contemporary, had seen yet more after 1,849 
years. But some of those who came after him have not after all been 
wiser than those who were before him, and the multitude of our 
contemporaries have learned nothing more; this is because the fonner 
have not lived the years of the others and the latter do not live them, 
and-the latter as well as the former-even experience the years of 
their own lives like lifeless ones. "10 Thus t:irn.e cannot merely take its 
course and pass by as an objective datum; it must be lived as history, 
as conscious tradition, by the later ones in relation to the earlier, just 
as both must consciously 'live' their OWIl present if the integration of 
a humanity-wide continuity of experience is to succeed. ll 
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The organic model of an individual life from,birth to death supplies 
the leading metaphor; but in contrast to older panillels between the 
individual life and the history of humanity, the genuinely 'organic' 
aspect, the conception of the form of the overall passage of history, 
begins to drop out of the metaphor here. The schema is relativized, 
in that those who are present at a given time can be both the old and 
the young at once: the fanner in relation to their predecessors, the 
latter in relation to their successors. What is more, the organic element 
of the high point of maturity and the aging and deterioration that 
then set in is left out-and once again no doubt because the Nolan 
shrinks from centeriog, because he avoids the possibility of questions 
regarding the high point, the axis of historical symmetry, just as pains
takingly as he avoids those regarding the center of the world. The 
localization of the present in history is a question not of relation to a 
center, to an axial event, but only of whether it is day or night. For 
it is from this stipulation that the answer to the question of what one 
may expect of one's own judgment, or in what suspicion one must 
hold the dominant opinion or the impression nearest at hand, depends. 

The importance of such self-localization results from a course of 
history that is regulated by a supposedly higher lawfulness; it can also 
imply unnerving self-association with downfall, with the 'decline of 
the West,' for example. But related to the situation and the self
consciouSness of the Nolan, which knows itself to be at the dawning 
and sunrise of the epoch, this fatefulness is encouraging, promoting 

'a surumoning up of effort and the prospect of still unsuspected pos
sibilities. "Aristode remarked that the changeability that is the rule 

, with other things determines opinions and their various effects no less. 
If one were to evaluate philosophies accor<ling to their age, then that 
would be like wanting to decide whether day or night came first. What 
we must direct our attention' to is whether we find ourselves in day 
or night and whether the light of the truth is above our horizon or 
whether this light shines in the horizon of our antipodes-whether, 
that is, we or they are in darkness and consequendy whether we, who 
have begun the renewal of the old philosophy, stand in the morning, 
so as to make an end of the night, or have arrived therewith at evening, 
so as to end the day. And that is certainly not difficult to decide .... "" 
It becomes clear what is of importance in this self-localization in history: 
the encouragement of consciousness to begin absolutely anew. Together 
with this there is the certainty that one does not stand, in relation to 
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the transmission of the ancient stock, in the resignation of the evening, 
but rather that, proceeding from that stock, one can win new achieve
ments, which are not absent from the tradition as a result of mere 
accident or failure but simply could not be present in it. 

Here, however, the apparendy rigid principle of repetition, of the 
cyclical periodicity of world history, changes; because these cycles are 
bound together by a tradition that reaches across them, as though 
bridging the nights between the days, novelty, gain in truth, becomes 
possible. And that does not relate, perhaps, only to supplementary, 
nonessential material, but rather essentially new possibilities are opened 
up. 

In the fifth book of The Ash Wednesday Supper, the talk is of the fact 
that the illUsion of the eighth sphere of the fixed stars, which encloses 
the cosmos on the outside, could only be effectively destroyed by very 
long term comparisons of observations from which movements of the 
fixed stars with respect to one another could result-but nothing had 
been done toward handing down the necessary data because no one 
believed even in the mere possibility of such displacements. The point 
of departure of inquiry is the knowledge not only that a certain thing 
exists but also that something is possible and compatible with other 
known facts, and what can be inferred from that." Man's impotence 
consists essentially in his reckoning with, and seeking to behave ap
propriately toward, only those realities that he knows of or thinks he 
knows of. An index of the beginning of the modem age is the fact 
that the suspicion of an obscure field of possibilities, a preponderance 
of terra incognita round about the known, arises and determines the 
directions of thrust of curiosity and needs. 

It is evident that 'imaginative' spirits of the speculative type of the 
Nolan could playa role in the articulation of the consciousness of the 
incompleteness of the familiar reality. But it is also evident how the 
methodical idea of widening what is suddenly perceived as the narrow 
province of the familiar is formed. What comes into play here is not 
only the pedantry of the intelligence that sets up rules and maxims, 
as with Bacon and Descartes, but also an imagination that is always 
pressing toward total conceptions, exhaustive schemes, like that of 
Giordano Bruno. He posited as a criterion of the best philosophy, 
besides its working toward the perfection of the human spirit and 
besides its truth content, the requirement that it must be "cooperatrice 
di natura" [a cooperator with nature].14 This is still meant in a way 
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that is distant from any technical utilization of nature. Rather it concerns 
man's capacity to 'measure up to' the standaId of nature by means 
of the technique of his cognitive methods, as when, in the long-term 
comparison of astronomica,l data, he rescues even the motionless pros
pect of the heaven of the fixed stars from its apparent unchangeability. 

Time enters the theory of nature as the natural baseline. Time is 
seen as not only the continuum in which the stock of facts is pro
gressively enriched but also the distance between theoretical points 
of view, the space in which parallactic changes in the field of what 
was hitherto supposed to be eternal and unchangeable are to be ex
pected. This requires the constitution of a subject that is permanent 
in time. It presupposes that the concrete subject in history learns 
consciously and methodically to transcend itself as an individual and 
knows how to dispose over the time that is beyond its existeutial 
capacity, just as, in spite of being fixed to the earth as its standpoint, 
it begins to project its extrapolations out into space. That in the process 
each step will be the presupposition of the next one, that each basis 
arrived at leads to new ventures, that each step in Copernican con
sistency will consider itself as still insufficiendy Copeio.ican, that the 
universe of suns and earths will provoke ever newer superposed sys
tematic constnIctions like the Copernican solar system - here, before 
the threshold of the seventeenth ceutury, all of this cannot yet be 
anticipated. That is why Giordano Bruno, in spite of the consequence 
of acentricity that he drew from Copeio.icanism, still remained so 
distant from the rationality of the Enlightenmeut and from the principle 
by which to master the infinity he gave to the universe. 

This distance from the Enlightenment also holds for the Nolan's 
relation to Christianity and his critique of the dogmatic core of Christian 
theology. If it is correct that the model of the universe that Giordano 
Bruno imagined was not yet equipped to serve as a guide for a new 
rationality, then this statement would .have to hold equally for his 
critique of theology, insofar as cosmology was also supposed to have 
provided the pattern for that critique. An indication of the possibility, 
indeed the probability, of such a foundational relation was already 
given us in the concept of time and history, specifically, in the rejection 
of any centering, any symmetry construction, any assumption of an 
absolute point of view. On that account, what F. J. Clemens writes 
about Bruno's relation to Christianity and his dependence on the 
Cusan can scarcely be correct: "For his opposition to Christianity, 
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although it ... turns out to be unconditioual and a matter of principle, 
simply cannot have been such originally because the Nolan took his 
departure from Cusa,and the initial agreement in principle is still 
evident; and consequendy the opposition in principles must have been 
introduced by ano.ther, more subjective one; so we are left as the 
deciding factor for the development only the ... opposition that was 
grounded in Bruno's personality and his natural predispositions, which 
attacks Christianity first of all in its moral teachings."" In its method, 
this approach relinquishes the possibility of using precisely the reception 
of the Cusan in Bruno, which is so palpable on the level of means of 
expression and representatio:n, so as to exhibit in the continuity of 
the medium the discontinuity of systematic function and logic. 

Common to Bruno and Nicholas is the Platonizing attempt-which 
with Bruno in fact reaches all the way back to Parmenides-not only 
to take up the problem of unity and plurality, of unity in the manifold, 
as a metaphysical and cosmological problem but to apply it to over
coming the pluralism of the tradition. For the Cusan, the escape from 
the forced unitary form of Scholasticism, leveled off on the plane of 
Aristotelianism, meant that even the disreputable names of a Protagoras 
and an Epicurus could have their share in the complex substance of 
the truth. Even the multiplicity of religions could be brought into an 
almost perspectival schema of concordance. With Giordano Bruno we 
are nearer to the age of criticism. In place of the great reconciliation 
that hovered before the Renaissance of the fifteenth century and 
seemed possible as an overcoming of the Schow;ticism that continually 
pressed toward the magisterial determination of sic et non I thus and 
not (otherwisel], we have the literary form of a mythical self-criticism 
such as is imagined in the Expulsion if the Triumphant Beast" as the 
ancient pantheon sitting in judgment on itsel£ Bruno's paganism here 
becomes neither the return nor the renaissance of the ancient myth 
of the gods but rather the transparent medium through which the 
moral basis of the formation of shapes of the divine is supposed to 
be made visible. The great revision of the constellations that is put in 
the mouth of Jupiter in this mythical dialogue is an allegory for the 
tracing of what is historical back to its supposed universally valid 
ground, a tracing that the new age was to set for itself as its task. 
One theology is not decided against and described as overcome from 
the point of view of another, nor is an eclectic concordance of theologies 
held to be still attainable; rather the critique of theology is begun from 
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the point of view of the principle of its possible binding force. The 
standpoint to which the aging Jupiter is 'converted' is that of a morality 
as the criterion of every theology. 

The satire on the gods, which looks like the clothing of a moral 
treatise in Renaissance garments, thus becomes the literary form for 
implicit criticism of the fundamental theological ideas of Christianity 
as well. It opposes the voluntaristic foundation of Justification,' that 
is, the doctrine, shared by the late Middle Ages and the Reformation, 
of the unfathomable dualism of election and damnation. What it is 
for man to be well-pleasing to the Divinity should be left neither to 
concealment nor to a rationally inaccessible revelation. The trees that 
grow in the gardens of the law are intended by the gods to bear fruit, 
and in fact fruits by which men can nourish and preserve themselves 
and in which the gods have no other interest and satisfaction than 
this - a statement that is clearly directed against a paradise in which 
there grow forbidden fruits or fruits reserved to divinity alone. Love 
and fear of the gods should secure men's socialization and hold them 
back from everything that can harm them. 

So far that is quite 'enlightened' and has the unspecific generality 
that was not to avoid the reproach of triviality. But Bruno also aims 
more accurately; he makes Jupiter not even spare his favorite bastard 
son, Hercules, in clearing up the starry heavens and then puts in the 
mouth of Momus the praise of the highest god, that he did not allow 
his fatherly love to lead him to restrict his principle of justice in the 
reformation of the catalog of constellations. 17 The apostrophising of 
Christiauity and its central theme of the Son of God as the Son of 
Man, and the transition from the metaphorical fatherhood of God· the 
Creator to the mystical fatherhood of God the Savior, is palpable. A 
less disguised statement is the infamous passage toward the end of 
the Spaccio [Expulsion], where the story is told of the banishment of the 
centaur Cheiron, whose double nature is mockingly defined in the 
theological language of the hypostatic uuion: "in cui una persona e 
fatta di due nature, e due sustanze concorreno in una ipostatica unione" 
[in wlllch one person is made of two natures, and two substances 
concur in one hypostatic union]. 18 

For understanding Bruno, everything depends on grasping what is 
compelling in this rejection of the theological idea of the uuion of two 
natures, of the identity of the divine person in its uuion with humauity, 
in connection with his new concept of the world; for him, this central 

I 
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Christian event becomes the symbol of a theological 'modeL' The 
concept of predestination is representative of a system of extraordinary 
actions and conditions, preferences and acts of grace, which is su
perimposed on a reality that seems to be established as 'order,' as 
'nature,' solely in order to make the extraordinary, the supernatural, 
definable. Bruno, on the other hand, sees forms and natures as equiv
alent possibilities, over time, of successive participations in an eternal 
redistribution of roles, by which the ability of anything to become 
anything is accomplished. Both theocentrism and antbropocentrism 
are the abandoned counterpositions of this new metaphysical model, 
in which the Divinity bears innumerable names for a transcendent 
substance that stands behind everything, and is no longer the 'person' 
who could choose one nature from the abundance of the forms of his 
creation for his Incarnation, but is rather the divinita [divinity] that 
'appears' in all forms, without simply becoming one of them and 
definitively entering into it. 19 That Bruno's God, too, can only be 
defined by a negation, in this case the negation of personality, is no 
longer the logical means of mystical transcendence but rather of pre
cisely the opposite, of asserting the impossibility of such transcendence. 

The problem with which the Cusan had struggled and with which 
every attempt to come to terms with the late medieval crisis had to 
deal-stabilizing the world in the face ofits being put in question by 
theological absolutism-now is no longer dealt with by means of a 
relation of image to original, but rather by means of a congruence 
between divinity and worldliness. One runs no risk in designating this 
as "naturalization," because it reoccupies the position of the sovereignty 
of the divine will with the necessity of the self-transfer of the divine 
into the worldly-and thus with the necessity of the identification of 
possibility and reality, of potentia absoluta and potentia ordinata [absolute 
power and ordained (regulated) power] (to continue to fonnulate this 
in Scholastic language). Because the world as the Creation absolutely 
'exhausts' the potential of the ground of being, it becomes a contra
diction to think that the Divinity could still have realized a new and 
supremely special possibility, after the Creation and into it, indeed 
against it. If the world as such already credibly represents God's self
extravagance, then He cannot have made Himself once again into the 
historical fact of an Incarnation in it. 

Bruno directs everything against the one premise that fascinated 
Scholasticism and continually drove it to new deductions, that Bon-
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aventure paraphrased with the metaphor that while God had given 
away much of His treasure when He created the world, He had not 
given away everything: Multa de SUM thesauris pr'!ftrt; non omnia,20 and 
to which William of Ockham gave the sharper inverted formulation 
that He is able to create much that He does not want to create: M ulta 
potest facere quae non vult facere. 21 In another passage, while discussing 
the question whether God could create something that He neither has 
created nor will create, Ockham gave his affirmative answer the jus
tification, which is significant in our context, that the exhaustion of 
the totality of what is possible would qualify the Creator as a mere 
natural cause.22 The Nolan does just this, and he does it in opposition 
to the consequences that the principle of personality, as voluntarism, 
had produced. This is the very point upon which (on the one hand) 
Copernicanism-insofar as it had prepared the way for the meta
physical consequence of infinity with the cosmologically necessary 
asSumption of an inuneasurably great world radius-and (on the other 
hand) the epoch's interest in self-assertion, in opposition to nominalism, 
converge. Copernicus offered the point of departure from which to 
introduce the infinity of the universe, not as a mere speculative ex
travagance' but rather by letting the consequence of a scientific insight, 
as it were, 'unfold' on the basis of a metaphysical need that had 
.become historically pressing. Bruno shows the age that the new per
spective of the (optically unexpected) inuneasurability of the heavens, 
which followed from the surrender of geocentrism, did not need to 
be translated into disappointment, into the diminution and annihilation 
of man with respect to the world. Instead, this could be the price paid 
for overcoming the distressing consciousness of contingency that man 
had experienced in himself and the world. and that now was removed 
by a newly characterized world. Hence Leonardo Olschki is mistaken 
when he says of Bruno that he "thought that he had got rid of the 
Cusan's theological conclusions by transferring the latter's doctrine of 
the infinity of God to the universe. "23 

One should rather say that at a point at which the Cusan stood still 
with an arbitrary and questionable construction, Bruno took, and was 
able to take, the decisive step, because in the meantime there had 
been Copernicus. The transfer of infinity from the divinity to the 
universe is not a talting over and transformation of a historically pre
given doctrine, but rather a resolute contradiction of one consequence 
of the conception of the potentia ahsoluta [absolute powerl that was 
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developed and thought through more and more radically by the Middle 
Ages - a conception in which the world was represented as absolute 
power's self-restriction to an arbitrary particle of what was possible 
for it, and thus drew upon itself the rationally intolerable imputation 
of unfathomable facticity and contingency. The point at which the 
Nolan goes bcyond the Cusan's position can be precisely indicated: 
In the second chapter of the second book of the Docta ignorantia, the 
Cusan says that the infinite form is only taken up in a finite marmer, 
so that everything created is, so to speak, a finite infinity or a created 
God (quasi infinitas finita aut deus aeaius), and conseq!lently could be 
more perfect than it is, and that with the "Let there be!" of the 
Creation, it was only because a God could not come into being (quia 
deus fieri non potuit) that something came into being that could become 
ever more similar to God. This sentence designates the limit that is 
set to the penetration of the omnipotence speculations of theistic re
ligions and their scholasticisms. That limit is in the rejection, whicb 
carmot be based on a logical contradiction, of the possibility that 
omnipotence could become absolute precisely by being able to posit 
its equivalent, by reproducing itself. Of course, the God Who is jealous 
of His uniqueness compels one to exclude this idea. But is that an 
element that a metaphysical theology must accept without inspection? 

Perhaps Brund s theological sensitivities, which came together in 
the syndrome of the 'Incarnation trauma' and made him become a 
heretic-not a sectarian of arbitrary wilfulness, but the significant 'her
etic' of the beginoing of the modern age-can now be systematized 
in t= of their central impetus. The seemingly quite diffuse accu
sations and adruissions of the records of the lnquisition gain consistency 
in the process. In particular, it no longer seems a mere evasion when 
Bruno insists that his point of departure in these questions was purely 
philosophical and without regard for what faith commands one to 
believe, so that his intention consisted not in opposition to religion 
but rather in the exaltation of philosophy." Consequently his theses 
had not directly offended against the teaching of the Church, though 
perhaps they had done so indirectly. With respect to his specific phil
osophical views, he mentions the infinity of the universe as the effect 
of infinite divine power ("un infinito universo, cioe effetto della infinita 
divina potentia"), and in fact with the explicit reason that he would 
bave regarded a finite world as unworthy to be the product of the 
divine goodness and power.25 This infinity, he says, relates to both 
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the magnitude of the universe and the number of worlds. Further, he 
holds that the earth is a heavenly body like the other heavenly bodies 
and that there is a universal providence, as an omnipresent world soul 
or nature, but also explicidy as God's essential omnipresence "in modo 
inesplicabile" [in an inexplicable manner]. 

In mentioning the doubled infinity, Bruno spontaneously and ex
plicidy adntits that the truth according to faith could be affected by 
this indirecdy: " ... onde indirettamente s'intende essere repugnata 
la veritii. secondo la fede." This shows sufficient candor for us to be 
able to believe him also when he says that he adhered to the origin 
of the world from Creation and to the complete dependence of the 
creatures on this cause. Bruno does not help his inquisitors to un
derstand the inner connection between this position and his theological 
offenses, although he goes on innnediately and without renewed ques
tioning to the problem of the Trinity and Chrlstology. He was not 
able to comprehend the Incarnation with the concepts of philosophy; 
he doubted and faltered in his faith: "10 stando nelli termini della 
filoso:fia, non l'ho inteso rna dubitato, e con incostante fede tenuta .... " 
Could it be that Bruno himself did not know how to make explicit 
the decisive connection between his infinite cosmology, his concept 
of creation, and his perplexity about the Trinity and Christology
namely, that his infinite universe occupied the very position that the 
intratrinitarian generation of the second Person occupied in theology? 

A God who must actualize what He can necessarily produces HiInself 
once more. Generation and creation coincide.26 Where the Creation 
exhausts-Cod's productive power, there cannot be any more room 
for the trinitarian process. But if, and that is the next step, the absolute 
self-realization of divine omnipotence is the 'world' and not a 'person,' 
then the character of personhood must also be denied to the ground 
that reproduces itsel£ Accordingly Bruno rejects the concept of a 
'person' as a new introduction of Augustine, which he finds incom
prehensible.27 In a later hearing, he repeats that the predicate "person" 
seemed to him to be mcompatible with divinity.28 

It seems to me that the analysis cannot advance beyond this point. 
But the result pulls together what we see as the modey, scattered 
world of the Nolan's ideas, imaginings, and inherited ideas into an 
intelligible structure. Bruno could after all be the "metaphysician of 
Copernicanism" - a description that Max Scheler wanted to see kept 
within quotation marks.29 
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Systems of ideas-whether explicitly formulated as such in relations 
of substantiation between propositions and correlations between re
gional groups of propositions or only potentially formulable as abstracts 
of the explanatory accomplishments of a historical mental formation 
or an individual mind - systems ofideas. stand to one another in certain 
relations of equivalence of their elements. This is the more true, the 
nearer they are to one another in history, so that the later one must 
transfoITIl the assertions of the earlier into questions that it now claims 
to answer itself. It is not only when the canon of questions, as such, 
and thus the formal structure of positions, is decisively altered-that 
is, expanded or reduced-that we have to do with what we call the 
epochal threshold. 

This model conception can be verified in connection with the con
frontation of the Nolan and the Cusano To begin with, it is the case 
that one can only understand the Nolan's metaphysical cosmology if 
one, sees it in relation to the systematic 'volume' of the Cusan's meta
physics. Giordano Bruno's universe, as the necessary and unreserved 
discharge of the potentia absoluta [absolute power] of God the Creator, 
occupies the systematic position space that for the Cusan had been 
occupied by the intratrinitarian generation of a divine Person, the 
creation of the world, and the clamping together of both in the In
carnation of the Son of God. One can verifY this once again in the 
critical point of differentiation of the two systems, in their attitudes 
to the Incarnation. 

For the Cusan, the Incarnation of the Word was the supplementation 
and perfection of the Creation, complementum et quies, as he says in 
the sermon Dies sanctificatus. Only in this divine self-insertion intO the 
Creation does God's power fully actualize itself(quiescit potentia in seipsa). 
The duality of generation and creation.is closed at this juncture and 
integrated into the unity of God's self-expression. But this presupposes 
. t:!llit thne, by which an interval is laid between the Creation and the 
Incarnation· in the midst of history, is a purely human measure of 
successiveness, which is imposed on the inner and essential unity of 
the divine action. The Cusan's theory of thne as a category produced 
from the human spirit accords with this. 

Only in the temporal form of human speech is it admissible and 
necessary to say that the Creation was incomplete and imperfect and 
contained a reserve of something that '\Vas possible for the Divinity 
before it received its Christological complement. But still more: The 
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Cusan also interpreted this connection teleologically and used it to 
prove the singularity of the created world, since the uniqueness of the 
Son of God presupposed the uniqueness of the world into which he 
could enter and to which he could bring perfection ("Et ipse quia unus, 
est unus mundus ... "). And still another step: The essential constitution 
of this world was defined and relieved of contiogenq by the com
plement tl:iat was provided for it, in that what remained in reserve 
fur perfection deterntioed just what would be capable of this perfection: 
HEt propter ipsum omnia, quae in mundo sunt, id sunt quod sunt" 
[And on account of this, everything that is in the world is what it is]. 

Just this framework of positions now yields the condition that was 
to be fulfilled by the Nolan's cosmological speculation. Since for him 
creation and generation lose their differentiation, since the Creation 
is already the whole of what could and had to 'come forth' from the 
discharge of the potentia absoluta, not only the Cbristological complement 
but also its teleology, which required the singularity of the world, falls 
away. The infiniti mondi [infinite worldsl fill the scope that had been 
left open by discontiouing the restrictiog teleological intention of the 
Cusan's speculation, a scope in which the unreserved logic of absolute 
omuipotence's complete self-exhaustion could now be discharged as 
the double infinity of the created world. 

The universe of Nicholas of Cusa was the outcome of the potentia 
absoluta only insofar as that power impose.d on itself the ritual of action 
of a potentia ordinata. Only this makes it comprehensible that that 
power posed conditions, in turn, for man's salvation, which made up 
an agenda separate from that of rational morality. In spite ofhis effort 
to eliminate the voluntaristic element from his metaphysics, the Cusan 
had only, as it were, shifted it further back, made it less easily rec
ogoizable in the obscurity of the speculative prehistory of the Creation. 
"The world," so he had written in the first book of On the Globe Game, 
"is not made so perfectly that in its Creation God made everything 
that He could make, though, on the other hand, it was made as perfect 
as it could become .... But the 'ability to become' of that which was 
made is not the absolute 'ability to make' of almighty God'" One 
can understand that this is a desperate attempt to remove the con
tiogency of the world as a scandal to rationality without abandoning 
God's personhood. The strained character of this attempt indicates 
the path that leads-instead of to the solution of the problem, which 
appears impossible-to its elimination. 
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That the purpose is to take the edge off of the problem rather than 
to solve it is shown by yet another comparison with Descartes, who 
did not move, as far as the formulation of the problem is concerned, 
beyond the point where the Cusan intervened-except that he brings 
the radical insecurity of voluntarism, as a merely methodical prelim
inary stage, into a processual relation to the guaranteeing operation 
of the ens perftctissimum [most perfect being]. God is reduced, for the 
benefit of His auxiliary function in theory, to the single attribute of 
His goodness. That is not indeed the denial of His personhood, but 
it is its purposeful amputation and reduction to the metaphysical func
tionary God, Who has only to supply the "maitre et possesseur de la 
nature" [m~ster and possessor of nature] with his license. Seen in such 
historical surroundings, Bruno is not an outsider, not the "knight
errant of a fantastic nature wisdom, "SO but rather a magnitude that 
can be precisely classified historically and that clearly indicates the 
gradient of the problem. 

But it is not enough to say that the Nolan philosophised further 
within the horizon of the given questions and only sought to give new 
answers. On the contrary, he pressed forward far enough to put the 
questions themselves in question, that is, at least as fur as the possibility 
of their delegitimation. The firmest evidence of this is his inference, 
which sounds entirely naive, from the statement that the concept of 
a person had been invented by Augustine and had no authentic le
gitimation in the first daytime phase of our history, from which Bruno 
takes his models of thought, in the ancient world; from which he infers 
that it should be possible to extirpate from philosophical theology the 
questions that arose when 'personhood' was introduced. 

For Bruno's concept of God, the passage in the SpaccW [Expulsion] is 
essential in which Simplkita [Simplicity] is placed among the constel
lations, specifically on account of its similarity t6 God's countenance, 
which consists in the fact that simplicity absolutely carinot go beyond 
itself, add to itself, or pretend anything, that it is its own immediate 
self-realization; but it has that self-realization as neither consciousness 
nor a concept." To think oneself and to have only oneself as the object 
of this thought was the distingnishing quality, found by Aristotle and 
. through him convincingly offered to the tradition, of the pure and 
highest being; but the Aristotelian god needed only to move the first 
sphere of the heavens, by allowing himself to be loved by it, without 
for his part turning to it or even wanting this-he had an effect without 
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acting, in that his noetic reflection was translated into the physical 
metaphor of eternal circular motion. High ScholaSticism made use of 
the pattern of theoretical self-reference and associated with it the 
element of will, which as the divine will now could only have itself 
as its goal. If this will wanted a world and a man in Ihe world, it could 
want this only as the counterpoint of a movement that returns into 
itself: as means to and mediator of the gloria divina [glory of GodJ. 

The enormity of this conception of the God Who serves Himself 
and nevertheless so evidendy manifests Himself, in the world, iIi His 
dissatisfaction with Himself has always been perceived in its conse
quences only, and scarcely ever in the premise. It is personhood-.as 
the imputation of biblical ideas to ancient metaphysie,-that first brmgs 
out the enormity in this amalgam. Bruno opposes to it the primeval 
element of the divine, which was given privileged status, alongside 
immortality, by ancient thought: the self-sufficiency of divinity. Its 
autarky means that it intends to be neither more nor anything else, 
and thus excludes not only the will, as a predicate, but also 'becoming 
objective to itself,' self-consciousness. Self-consciousness as the self s 
becoming noteworthy and obtrusive to itself is seen here as resulting 
from a basis of dissatisfaction with oneself, as the decomposition of 
unity and simplicity into the duality of object and subject, of knowing 

. and known, and thus for the first time as the origin of the will.32 Here 
Bruno is taking aim at the connection -which Augustine and Scho
lasticism bad set up-between self-consciousness, as God's personhood, 
and the trinitarian process of generation, in which God necessarily, 
that is as person, loses His simplicity [Einfalt: literally, onefoldnessJ and 
only recovers His self-reference and closes the circle of reflexiveness 
in threefoldness. Against this theory of the divine self-consciousness, 
Bruno sets his concept of the "semplicissima intelligenza" [simplest 
intelligence], which finds its realization in the metaphor of light. With 
this mode of expression, Bruno gives the Neoplatonic tradition a critical 
applicability, against the concept of a personal Goel, which it did not 
originally have: light as excluding the circular process of reference to 
the world, light as absolute unconcealedness and radiating openness, 
of which it can only be sald negatively that it cannot be hiddenness 
even from itself: "absolutissirno e semplicissim:o lurne, solo dunque Se 

dice intendersi negativamente, per quanta non si puo essere occulta. " 
Here at the same time something is said about the manner in which 

the 'world' is founded in and results from the Divinity, namely, as 



569 
Chapter 3 

the self-manifesting unconcealedness of a principle that by its nature 
cannot withhold itsel£ The fact that there is a world is grounded in 
the nature of the Divinity, not in His will The world is the correlate 
of God's impersonality, and consequently it is manifestation, but not 
revelation. Revelation presupposes the,possibility of God's being able 
to conceal and reserve things for Himsel£ The world is not a com
munication of the Divinity, and consequently it is not the 'book of 
nature.' It is not accentuated like a mode of expression, it is not 'order' 
in the sense of a 'documented' authority originating in the will and 
its positings and to be made binding for another will. The Nolan's 
nature does not provoke the hermeneutics of a lex naturalis [natural 
law]. It is acentric, indifferent in each of its forms with respect to every 
other and in each of its positions with respect to all others. Consequently 
it is filled with movement and the metamorphosis of forms; conse
quendy-and this is its most radical opposition to Leib~'s ~verse, 
which it anticipates in so many ways-it is ruled by the principium 
rationis insufficientis [principle of insufficient reason], insofar as one poses 
any other question than that of the right of the whole to existence. 

"Plurality of worlds" here is not only rhetorical hyperbole but rather 
. the necessary expression of the principle of unreservedness in the 
origin of what is real. If one world deserves to exist, all other possible 
worlds cannot be excluded from this." Put still more briefly: If anything 
at all exists, everything that is possible exists. That everything that is 
possible is equal before existence- this, overcoming of the ontological 
comparatives that had proliferated since Plato, and of their legitimation 
of predestinations behind which thought could not penetrate-is Bru
no's positivization of the nominalistic destruction of the traditional ordo 
[order] of reality. The pathos of the plurality of worlds-which was 
taken up so emphatically by the subsequent period -is based on the 
metaphysical assurance that the Divinity' gave up everything and turned 
it over to the world, in which therefore anything can become of 
anything. Though this may not yet be formulable as an appeal to 
man's effective will, it still implies something like an original meta
physical command. Bruno put such a command in the mouth of the 
metamorphoser Circe in the preface to the Eroici Furon [Heroic Frenzies]: 
to traverse the world from form to form and to appropriate reality 
after reality in the succession of forms.34 

If the world is therefore nothing but the essential undisguisedness 
of divinity itself, the concrete contradiction of the deus absconditus [hidden 
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God] of theology, then there can be no special moments in its temporal 
subsistence either. Then it makes no sense to' speak of a beginning, 
in which the constitution of the world was posited as an eidetically 
fixed and self-preserving or again and again self-regenerating sub
stance, so that everything further would depend only on this 'beginning.' 
Instead, time itself becomes the real dimension of the self-Teproduction 
of God, which is continuous, but of equal value in every one of its 
moments. For the Cusan, time was the instrument of the measuring 
spirit, mensurantis animae instrumentum; it was only the human aspect 
of a process that was at bottom simultaneous, operating out of eternity, 
For Bruno, time is just as much the correlate of the potentia absoluta 
as is infinite space and the infinite number of worlds in it, since this 
power must expend itself in every possible dimension. We could 'invent' 
no concept with which such a dimension could be constructed without 
contradiction, without its having to receive immediately the predicate 
of existencess-,:this looks like the application of Anselm's 'ontological 
proof' to the reality of the world. At the moment, we need not concern 
ourselves with the deficiencies of the argumentation but only with its 
productivity in exbibiting the consistency of the speculative system: 
in this case, the sharpening of the differentiation between Bruno and 
the Cusan in regard to the systematic position and fimction of the 
concept of time. . 

The reality of time is based for Bruno on the fact that it alone 
admits the identity of possibility and reality as 'world,' whereas the 
eusan was concerned to distinguish the possibility of the world in the 
sense of the Aristotelian doctrine of potentiality from the possibility 
of God in the senSe of the theological potentia absoluta, so that while 
the world does fully actualize its possibility in its reality, it does not 
actualize His possibility [potentia], in relation to which it retains precisely 
the character of 'imprecision,' of the 'could be more' that always 
remains open. In the third book of the dialogue On the Cause, the 
Principle, and the One, this contrast to the Cusan's speculation on pos
sibility is clearly discernible. For Bruno, the posse fieri, the world's ability 
to 'become,' is not a self-determination of the divine will as potentia 
absoluta but rather the· symmetrical correlate to omnipotence, just 
another aspect of the same magnitude, so that the eternity of the 
creative capacity is necessarily accompanied by the eternity of the 
world's existence. 56 
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But this deductive anticipation is contradicted by the consciousness 
of contingency that man has with respect to himself and the world, 
his suffering of finitude in the presence of the idea of infinity. His 
penetrating experience of himself is that while he is what he can be, 
he is not everything that can be; while he is the actualization of his 
eidos [form, Ideal, he is at the same time the exclusion of every other 
eidetically definable thing." Here finite time excludes the individual 
entity from the abundance of possibilities because it holds the concrete 
being closed within the limits of its nature as a member of a species 
and leaves it only a coming into being and a disappearance within 
this outline. 

Time as an infinite dimension tears open this limit. If the totality 
of possibilities can be played through in it, there is no coming to terms 
with the contingency of what happens only once, what exists now; 
instead the substratum enters into the great process of variation, into 
the everlasting metamorphosis, which is how 'nature' is to be conceived 
here. Movement, therefore, is necessarily the fundamental character 
of what exists, and the distinction, which was essential for the Aris
totelian cosmology, between the central body at rest and the bodies 
in motion on peripheral paths has lost its meaning for Bruno. Here 
Bruno presses beyond Copenlicus, who had still only replaced one 
central body at rest with another. 

But the whole, the world, does not take part in this dissatisfaction 
of the individual and thus in its movement; it is not only the summation 
of its individual members and the epitome of their ontological char
acterization but also their essential surpassing. It is this attempt to 
place the whole on a different level from its parts that motivates 
Bruno's so characteristic reference back to Parmenides, which becomes 
extremely clear in the Paris disputation theses of 1588 on the Aris
totelian physics and cosmology, especially in article 17. sa In Aristotle, 
he says, the movement of the heaven of the fixed stars, that is, of 
the outermost sphere, is not an arbitrary physical determination but 
rather belongs to the heaven by virtue of its essential definition. But 
this first heaven is not, of course, a world body among the others that 
are in motion within the world and can be discovered to be moving 
by their relation to the first heaven. Movement of the first heaven 
meant, then, something new in t;"egard to the reality of movement, 
namely, that with it, the empirical confirmability of one movement 
was in principle no longer given. A movement of the whole becomes 
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a nonsensical assertion, and such a paradox practically demands that 
one bring up the Eleatic metaphysics. 

To Bruno it seems equally nonsensical that there should be both 
moved and unmoved world bodies. All individual heavenly bodies, he 
says, are moved individually, and thus act upon one another; they 
are all alike in that respect; but as soon as a movement of the whole 
appears, this must turn out to be an illusion. Hence, still independendy 
of astronomical verifiability, it is philosophically necessary that apparent 
total movements of the universe, like the daily motion of the heavens 
and the annual movement, are purely phenomenal, that is, that they 
must result from change in the observer's standpoint. By the detour 
via Parmenides, Copernic\Js is justified in having pronounced the 
movement of the heavens as a whole,. contrary to the tradition since 
Aristode, to be an illusion and the movement of the individual world 
body on which we find ourselves to be the cause of this illusion. 

Bruno attempts at the same time to interpret Aristode better than 
the latter had understood himself when he said that circular motion 
is essentially appropriate and natural to heaven. Here he should have 
used the plural and said that circular motion is proper to all heavenly 
bodies by nature, but that the turning around the earth of the 
supposedly rigid vault of the heavens is only an illusion. It had to be 

. such in the systematics of Aristotelian physics if only because the 
distinction of rest-as the goal of all movement and the state of 
achieved perfection -could not possibly belong precisely and uniquely 
to the earth. This perfect and therefore resting thing is, for Bruno, 
only the whole, in which the movements of all individual members 
are integrated into the result of the self-exhibition of the potentia 
absoluta. Thus rest and infinity become identical because only infinity 
is without the dissatisfaction of what is finite. 

Bruno had already referred back to.Parmenides earlier, in the fourth 
of the Paris theses. According to Parmenides, Bruno says, that which 
exists is spherical, absolutely one and absolutely homogeneous. From 
this the correctness of Melissus's view is inferred that it must then 
also be infinite. That infinity and the form of a sphere do not exclude 
one another" is substantiated with the pseudO-Hermetic doctrine, 
familiar from the Cusan, of the infinite sphere whose limits are nowhere 
and center everywhere. A totality of being that was conceived as finite 
and spherical could not, he says, fulfill the requirement of absolute 
homogeneity, since it would be uniform in every direction only from 

i 
I 
i 
I 



573 

Chapter 3 

its center: HQ..uod est finitum non est ubique aequale, sed a centro 
duntaxat .... " In a world satisfying Parmenides's demand - as it is 
understood by Bruno-every point, paradoxically" would have to be 
the center of a sphere, Thus Bruno's principle of indifference surfaces 
again. For the universe of sense perception, it implies that no star, no 
world body, and no standpoint can lie on the periphery for another 
one, without itself being a possible center, so that from it also a full 
horizon and the equivalent illusion of a vault of the heavens would 
be given.40 

If we return from here to the text in De fa causa, it turn:s out that 
the reception of Parmenides, whom Aristode treated so badly ("ig
nobilmente trattato da AristoteIe"), and that of the mystical doctrine 
of the infinite sphere explicate the concept of a universe that realizes 
in its unity the identity of possibility and reality. The meaning of this 
universe for the description of the difference between the epochs 
results from the fact that it not only draws to itself theological an
thropology's unique predicate of the "image and likeness" but also 
reabsorbs the trinitarian theology's predicate of the "only-begotten." 
Thus it draws the triad of the Cusan's metaphysics together into one 
point: "La universa, che e il grande simulacra, la grande imagine e 
l'unigenita natura ... " [The universe, which is the great likeness, the 
great image and the only-begotten nature ... J. But this holds only if 
one coordinates time-as the dimension 9f movement and of nmning 
through possibilities but also of the unity of the many that are scattered 
in individualities and constellations-with the concept of space, so as 
to remove from the identical substratum of unceasing change of form 
the metaphysical odium of the mere negation of definiteness, which 
it had borne since antiquity." 

As has become evident, in Bnmo a Copern.icanism drawn out to 
its consequences and a reception of the "old, true philosophy" are 
mutually illuminating. We caunot expect any unambignous result of 
the analysis to indicate that one of these elements had temporal or 
logical precedence and that the inclusion of the other was founded 
only in it. Thus it becomes understandable that the question of the 
truth of Copernicanism-which had only secondary importance for 
the purely astronomical calculus, and the exclusion of which, since 
Osiander's foreword to the Revolutiones, had been meant to blunt the 
Copernican controversy and to neutralize the theological and meta
physical vulnerability of the system-receives its full weight for Bruno. 
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In the third dialogue of the Gena [The Ash Wednesday Supper], he 
makes his Teofilo cite this foreword of Osiander's in detail and ridicules 
it as the work of an "ignorant and preswnptuous ass" (HEpistola super
lirninare attaccatta non so da chi asino ignorante e presuntuoso"),42 
who, as a questionable doorkeeper, serves the master of the hOllSe 
and his venerable knowledge, without whose acknowledgment the 
whole art of astronomical reckoning is only an ingenious pastime." 
Copernicus, Bruno says, was not only the mathematician (to which, 
in Bruno's eyes, he had been demoted) but also the natural philosopher 
who had proved, not merely introduced as an assumption, that the 
earth moved." The extent of his insights could very well compare 
with everything that Aristode and his school had accomplished in the 
investigation of nature. 45 The conception of a revolution of the heavens 
as a whole is "falsissima, contra natura e irnpossibileH [most false, 
contrary to nature,' and impossible], indeed the whole of nature cries 
out against the assertion that the earth is unmoved." But precisely in 
connection with the Copernican certainty that he asserts, Bruno insists 
on his claim to have been the first to bring the full light of day after 
the twilight of sunrise. Here Copernicus steps back into the great series 
of supposed forerunners, from the Pythagoreans to the Cusano They 
had all, he says, been timid and uncertain in asserting the new and 

, had spoken more out of the conviction of faith than from that of 
knowledge. He himself was the first-with his authentic and firmer 
principles, and without any appeal to authorities, but by means of 
living perception and reason-to make the new system as certain as 
anything at all.41 

However great the pathos with which Bruno emphasizes that he 
procured certainty for the truth of the Copernican system, he did not 
'die for this truth itsel£ Seen in the broadest perspective, it did indeed 
have a crucial firoction in the genesis of his thinking; but in relation 
to the consequences Bruno thought he could draw from it, it sinks 
back into the status of a preliminary phase and had only the importance 
of a key that had opened access to a speculative space. Infinity, with 
its characterization as the coincidentia oppositorum [coincidence of op
posites], swallows up finite realities and problems whether their de
terminate qualities are of one kind or another. One would simply have 
to declare a contradiction in Bruno's evaluations and accents - especially 
in connection with statements between which there is, biographically, 
no space for such a thing as 'development,' for example, between the 
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Gena [The Ash Wednesday Supper] and the dialogue De fa causa, both of 
whieb appeared in 1584-if one did not introduce into the analysis 
this distinction between genetic function and systematic position. 

While the entire Ash Wednesday Supper is devoted to establishing the 
truth of Copernicanism, the dialogue On the Gause terminates by again 
divesting the Ptolemaic/Copernican antithesis of its relevance vis-a
vis the infinite universe: "Even if an individual world moves in relation 
to and around another, as the earth does in relation to and around 
the sun, yet nevertheless no world moves in relation to the universe 
itself or around it, but only within it. "" Thus the Copernican truth is 
lost in the higher-level truth that it itself first made possible. This 
sublime indifference of systems embraces all finite beings and their 
proportionS to one another, their places in the 'Sebolastic' order, and 
also touebes man and with him the doctrine of a God Who was 
supposed to have irrevocably involved Himself in human nature as 
His privileged creature." 

During.his trial, and specifically during the hearing of June 3, 1592, 
in Venice, Bruno will appeal to the principle of the indifference of the 
finite vis-a-vis the infiniti !/initi ad infinitum nulla proportw [there is no 
proportion between the finite and the infiniteD. Without naming him, 
he summons up the Cusan, who had used this principle to prove the 
necessity of the Incarnation for salvation in a world that by itself and 
by virtue of its nature can have no relevance for an absolute and 
infinite being. Only by God Himself wanting to make Himself into a 
piece of this world could it acquire the quality that assures it of the 
divine interest. "Verburn non propter carnem factum est carc, sed 
propter selpsurn" [the Word did not become flesh for the sake of flesh, 
but for its own sakel says the fundamental formula'o on the basis of 
whiebChristology transforms the divine self-interest into an interest 
in the world. 

Bruno argues in the reverse direction. For him the iDfinity of the 
divine nature and the finitude of worldly/human nature exclude a 
real relation, and still more a union of both natures sueb as was familiar 
to Christology. The impossibility of a particular being in the world 
having a privileged status leaves only a eboke between, on the one 
hand, the reformation of the Cusan's theory of mediation into the 
pure principle of transcendence, according to whieb an involvement 
in the world could neither be credited nor imputed to the Divinity, 
and, 0'; the other hand, the principle of consistent immanence, ac-
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conling to which the Divinity is already all in ;ill in the same manner 
forever and by nature. The decision between these alternatives was 
prescribed for Bruno by the fact that, as a result of lhinking absolute 
power rigorously through to the end, he understood the world as the 
self-reproduction of the Divinity. The development of the principle. of 
orrmipotence that results from this presupposition is neither pantheistic 
nor polytheistic. Neither designation hits upon Bruno's authentic train 
of thought, specifically because the Creation occupies exactly the sys
tematic position that belonged to the "only-begotten Son" in the theo
logical tradition. But neither is Bruno's immanence that of the "God 
who is coming to be" [des "werdenden Gottes": Max Scheler], whose 
becoming self-conscious, which is identical with the world process, 
presupposes the possibility of equating process and progress, ·from 
which Bruno is still remote. 

Once more it is necessary to follow the orientation that the Co
pernican turning of'cosmology had offered Bruno for his metaphysical 
speculation. The movement of the earth had been excluded in Ar
istotelianism with the argument that the constituent parts of the ter
restrial body, being composed of the primeval element, earth, were 
by nature "heavy" and hence disposed to a position of rest, so that 
a movement could only be conceived as violent, and thus not as 
continuous. But the systematic basis of the earth's cosnl0centric position 
of rest was not yet exhausted with this doctrine of the "natural places" 
of the four elements. In the Aristotelian philosophy, in the form in 
which it had become the scaffolding of medieval High Scholasticism, 
physics and metaphysics were connected in such a way that an un
ambiguous 'direction' was laid down, in which all cosmic processes 
took their causal course-and this direction was centripetal, trav"ersing 
the cosmos from above to below, from outside to inside along the 
radii of the sphere. In this way all natural processes could have their 
ultimate cause in an extraworldly unmoved mover. In this absolute 
entity, Scholasticism found the philosophical equivalent of its God. 
Only the first moving thing, the outermost sphere, which is the heaven 
of the fixed stars, was directly set in motion by this unmoved mover; 
the spheres of the planets, the sun and the moon, in the order of 
their arrangement, were moved indirectly by way of the outermost 
sphere. At the very last, this causal chain - in a weakened form, far 
distant, as it we~e, 'debased,' from the regularity of its origin -reached 
the terrestrial body and determined the coming into being and ceasing 
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to be of the natural beings on its surface. The center of this cosmos 
was thus at once its we.akest position and the one most distant from 
the divine origin of all movement. Hence the orientation from above 
to below in this system is at the same time the scale of value and of 
the dignity of physical objects, and this orientation is defined by the 
Aristotelian principle received by Scholasticism: Sur sum est unde motus 
[Movement is from above]. . 

Scholasticism's interest in carrying out the cosmological proof of 
God's existence gave this identification of the unmoved mover with 
the Christian God its sanction and would, by itself alone, have made 
the Copernican reform impossible as an intra-Scholastic event. For if 
the question of its physical possibility is posed, Copernicanism must 
actually reverse the 'direction' of the causality of movement in the 
Aristotelian system because it makes the majority of movements, es
pecially the daily movement of the heaven of the fixed stars and the 
annual movement of the sun, really originate in the center of the 
cosmos, that is-in Aristotelian terms-from below to above; the cosmic 
movements, as phenomena, now have their 'cause' in the earth's own 
complex movement. The intolerability of this reversal for Scholasticism, 
with its interest in the cosmological proof, is obvious. The system of 
the transcendent derivation of all intracosmic movements necessarily 
collapses. This clarifies how it was that the modern age could see in 
the Copernican reform such a palpable break with the presuppositions 
of the Middle Ages. By concentrating the real movements in the 
cosmos in its central region, Copernicus created the diagram in relation 
to which the idea of cosmic immanence could orient itsel£ 

This exemplary function of the Copernican reform becomes still 
clearer when we remember that the Aristotelian physics, under the 
conditions set by its concept of movement, understood the cosmos as 
a system of' energy supplementation.' This physics knew no assertions 
about the conservation of states except for the position of rest of the 
terrestrial body and the natural places of the elements. Movement 
was not conceived as a state but rather required an operative causal 
factor at every moment; the principal axiom of Aristotelian mechanics, 
which was so important metaphysically for the Middle Ages, read, 
Omne quod movetur, ab aliquo movetur [Everything that is moved is moved 
by something]. Thus the contingency of the world, around which the 
thought of the Middle Ages circled with complete speculative devotion, 
lay not only in the origin of everything extant from creation but also 
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and above all in the fact that every $tate of this reality, at every 
moment, required a transcendent causality. Seen' from the point of 
view of the medieval system, then, the really offensive element of the 
Copernican reform was not the excbange of places between the earth 
and the sun and the exchange of the predicates of rest and motion 
between them; rather it was the implication of the real standstill of 
the heaven of the fixed stars and the real movement of the terrestrial 
body. This is not the place to discuss how far the radicalness of this 
reform already had to presuppose a new system of basic views in 
natural philosophy or only had to draw a new formulation of physics 
after itself as a consequence." We may rely on what Giordano Bruno 
actually found available. 

Bruno does indeed hold to the Aristotelian doctrine of the natural 
places of the four elements, but he relates this localization only to 
their relation to one another in the structure of any arbitrarily chosen 
world body and not to their position in the universe, wlticb as an 
infinite space can no longer offer that sort of structural order. With 
this carrying over of the elementary structure of the sublunar region 
of Aristotelian theory to all world bodies, Bruno again takes up a piece 
of the Cusan's cosmological speculation. But !tis interest is different 
from the Cusan's; it is now directed above all at the consequence that 
.results for the problem of weight. The constituent parts of the terrestrial 
body, like those of any other world body, are 'heavy' only insofar as 
when they are forcibly separated from connection with this body, they 
strive to return to it as their Hloco della conservatione" [place of con
servation] and no longer in that they belong in a certain absolute place 
in the universe. The original membersltip of a part -body in a body 
that constitutes a whole [that is, in a 'world body'] indicates its 'natural 
place' and thus the direction of its movement, wlticbis always a 
movement of 'return.' If one may define the original body as the 
greater mass, one arrives at an idea that at least stands closer to the 
gravitation theorem than does the original Aristotelian conception 
because the only straight-lioe motions that occur in the universe are 
no longer related to a particular place but rather to a particular body, 
wlticb always represents the greater mass. . 

Of course one should not let oneself be deceived, in regard to the 
material 'step forward' that could be realized here, by this approxi
mation to Newton; the transformation of the Aristotelian theory of 
natural movements is only its adaptation to the general assertion of 
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the "infiniti mondi" [infinite worlds] and is effected at the price of 
additional speculative assumptions-some of which remain in the 
background while some become explicit-which are reducible to an 
organic metaphor. All world bodies have become totalistic/individual, 
animated, self-preserving, and self-reintegrating substances. 

Such organic ideas do not, indeed, solve the problems that they 
pose for themselves; but in the early history of modern science, they 
have an important transitional function between the initial Aristotelian 
position and a new universal mechanics that is initiated precisely by 
regarding organisms also as capable of mechanical explanation, as 
will be the case with Descartes. This transitional function shows itself 
here in the relativization of the predicate of weight. In thesis 101 of 
the Paris disputation articles, on the fourth book of the De caeto, it is 
said that "heavy" and "light" cannot be asserted as predicates of 
natural bodies in their natural constitution." In the argument for this 
thesis, Bruno repeats the Aristotelian thought experiment of the earth 
and the 11l00n changing places, with, in fact, a completely opposite 
result; whereas Aristotle assumed that if this were done, from then 
on all heavy (that is to say, 'earthy') objects would fall in their previous 
direction-that is, toward their natural place-independently of 
whether the terrestrial body was still there, Bruno concludes that all 
the parts belonging to the terrestrial body would then also move 
toward its new location, that is, would no longer 'fall' but rather 'go 
upward' And then it is explicitly said that the parts of a world body 
could not have the tendency to incorporate themselves in another 
world body any more than is the case with the parts of a living being." 

Even with Bruno, in spite of the infinity of his universe, straight
line movements remain in principle finite movements, which always 
take place 'in the neighborhood' of the bodies they relate to. They 
must ,be conceived as corrections of irregularities that can arise from 
the violence of intrabodily organic processes. Such falling movements 
are, then, aspects of the circulation processes of the world bodies and 
are in agreement with the organic guiding image. This explanation 
of weight takes up again a Stoic theory according to which every part 
of the. world presses toward the world's center and a circular flow 
process arises from the displacement of the parts that have reached 
there at any time, so that the same tendency of everything earthly 
toward rest at the world's center that Aristotle had assumed produces 
the effect of an uninterrupted pushing and displacing movement." 



580 

Part IV 

Since no particle has the special prerogative of occupying the midpoint 
of the whole body, the indifference principle holds here too as the 
guarantor of continual movement, of the passage of all parts through 
a point.55 

With this conception of the inner circulation of all world bodies,~ 
the idea of movement as the universal law of the participation of 
everything in everything, which determines the movement of the world 
bodies on their paths, is realized for the internal structure of these 
world bodies as well. In the process, the movements of return that 
appear in our experience as 'free fall' become processes of the ·"self
preservation" of the organic whole. 56 From this point of view, the 
Aristotelian theory of "natural location," and thus also of the movement 
of falling, proves to be a description of regularities that it does indeed 
pretend to explain, but which it cannot comprehend in their purpose
fulness. Universal participation is the dynamic principle and constancy 
of the individual body the conservative principle in this picture of the 
universe; the possibility of autarkic immanence depends on the balance 
of the two tendencies. 

Bruno criticizes the Aristotelian definition of movement as actus 
existentis in potentia [actualization of an entity as potential). It seems to 
him to be too general, since it explicates not only movement but also 
such concepts as those of "rest," "life/' and Hsoul." This lack. of spec
ificity in the definition is said to be due to the fact that Aristotle 
assumes a relation between possibility and reality, between potentia 
and actus [potentiality and actualityl, which runs in only one direction. 
Every movement, then, would have to be exhausted with achievement 
of the transition from possibility to reality. It is clear that that does 
not fit Bruno's conception of the relation between possibility and reality, 
in which no concrete realization ever carries satisfaction with itself but 
rather precisely as present reality is exclusive ~and obstructive for that 
which was also possible. Whatever has in fact realized itself at any 
given time strives to depotentiate itself again into possibility, by means 
of the indifference of matter to form, so that the purposefulness of 
movement, is directed both from possibility toward reality and from 
reality toward possibility." This stipulation is satisfied only by the 
circular motion in which each point arrived at is at once the goal and 
the beginning of the total motion. 

For Bruno, circular motion is the pattern that dominates all natural 
processes, but not as a result of merely adopting the Platonic rule 
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according to which astronomy had to reduce all phenomena of motion 
to regular circular motions, where the ideality of the circle could only 
be realized in the highest precision of its eternal repetition-that is, 
in the rotation of the outennost sphere. Bruno is not concerned with 
this precision, that is, with the geometric idealization that is active in 
the Platonic tradition. For him, the motivation of all cosmic movements 
consists in the principle of infinite participation, in the variation of 
situations and aspects, in traversing the total potentiality. The fun
damental form of the circle may and must therefore be modified by 
the utmost complexity of its constructive elements,· must be softened 
in its geometrical purity. In spite of its unmistakable reference to the 
Cusan's "imprecision," this is nevertheless no longer the mere index 
of the infiillte difference from the transcendent absolute, no longer 
the infinitely futile approximation to the unattainable "precision" of 
an original, but rather in its insistence on the qrcular form, it is the 
figure, inunanently realizable in time, of the absolute itsel£ What was 
the stigma of difference has become the retraction of transcendence 
into inunanence, the dissolution of the former in the latter. 

What for Copernicus was still the annoying concession of the com
plexity of the movements added to the primary, diurnal rotation-a 
concession to the cosmic shortcomings of the earth -is reinterpreted 
as the most suitable fulfillment of the original metaphysical com
mandment of exhaustive participation. ;s The fact that nature does not 
follow geometry, that it nowhere realizes purely circular movements, 
is now an expression of the immanent sense of its fonn of movement 
as such.59 To estimate what was sacrificed with Bruno's turning, and 
what was gained, it is necessary to digress by looking back at the gain 
in order that had been achieved by the traditional solutions. For Plato 
and Aristotle, the fact that the world is a cosmos had been, through 
the idea of real spheres as bearers of the moving heavenly bodies 
alone, a direct spatial observation, an objective datum independent 
of time. One can understand the Platonic and Aristotelian cosmology 
as a counterconstruction to Democritus's attempt to base an atomistic 
account of nature on the straight line as the primary geometrical 
element, and accordingly to see the initial state in the parallel paths 
of the atoms through the limitless void, and thus to exclude the form
lessness, which was terrifying to the Greeks, of the apeiron [the bound
less, infinite]. Accordingly the circular form of the paths of the heavenly 
bodies on their spheres was the manner of movement that united 
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endlessness in time with rational uniformity" without requiring De
mocritus's unlimited space. But time, then, is finitely periodic, all the 
way up to the Platonic "great year." Thus it has no overall sense 
extending beyond the closed cycles. Just as Plato bad appealed to the 
binding force of ideal rationality for the demiurge in the Timaeus, so 
Aristotle deduced the necessary absolute regularity of the circular 
movement of the heaven of the fixed stars from the logical analysis 
of the concept of time. The homogeneity of time required a cosmic 
movement as an ultimate measure that could not be measured again 
against an overarchlng standard of measurement. This requirement 
was satisfied by the unmoved mover as the factor guaranteeing in
surpassable uniformity. As a result, there could be a cosmic universal 
time as the measure of a movement that in tunl made it possible to 
measure all intracosmic movements temporally. 

If, since Copernicus, this movement was an illusion produced by 
the rotation of the terrestrial body, and the spherical form of the 
heavens also turned out to be a perspectival illusion that would have 
to appear in the same manner in all world bodies, then it followed
and Bruno recogoized this-that with the interchange of the real bearers 
of motion, the unity of time for the whole cosmos, as a verifiable 
standard of measure, had disappeared. From now on each world body, 
in accordance with its own rotation, possessed.a different apparent 
movement of the apparent sphere of fixed stars, and thus also a 
different time, specific to itself But since, like the earth, none of these 

'heaveuly bodies could any longer have an absolutely uniform move
ment of its own, even the rotations of the heavens apparent on each 
of them did not satisfY the time concept's logical requirement of an 
absolutely homogeneous standard of measure. The plurality of worlds 
had brought with it not ouly the plurality of times, and thus the 
problematic-which was not yet perceived as aggravating-of si
multaneity, but also the contingency of all cosmic clocks, which now 
could be nothing but the phenomenal projections of the disturbed 
rotations of one's own standpoint. 60 

It has already emerged in another context, however, that the reality 
of time is an unalterable presupposition of Bruno's system. It is just 
as clear that this real time could no longer be eo ipso identical with 
measurable or already measured time. The movements that occur in 
the world and that seem regular could not serve as a chronometer 
for that real world time. The distinction between the real world time 
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and the phenomenal times in the various worlds, which Bruno did 
not canythrough systematically, should have resulted from the meta
physical partiality of movement alone, which, as we have seen, is 
always only movement of the worlds, not movement of the world as 
a whole. But the unmoved totality of the world also has its time as 
duration (duratio), which as such is not measurable and represents only 
the reoccupation of theological eternity: "Tempus universale aeter
nitatem dicirnus" [We call universal time eternityJ. World time is the 
genus of duration, whose specifications represent the concrete tiInes 
of the particular worlds on the basis of their specific movements. 
Movement, then, is the specifYing principle of the genus, time: "Esse 
igitur temporis iuxta suas species pendet a motu" [Therefore the being 
of time, like its species, depends on movement].61 Thus there would 
have to be time even if no motion existed; but then there could be 
no measurement of time, and Aristode should have connected not time 
but knowledge of time to movement." 

Thus logically the Aristotelian definition of time is reversed: Time 
is not the measure of motion; rather motion is the measure of time. 63 

The relation between the universal world time and the partial times 
of particular worlds is interpreted on the analogy of the relation between 
infinite space and finite spatial positions and measures: Just as the 
location of world bodies cannot be given immediately by reference 
to infinite space, but only by the system of the relations of the bodies 
to one another, and as the different spatial measures possess no spec
ifiable relation to the immeasurable universal space, "so also the times 
of particular worlds have no proportion to world time; indeed they 
coincide in it according to the principle of the coincidentia oppositorum 
[coincidence of oppositesJ." 

Here again the characteristic features of the Cusan's theological 
metaphysics are fully reabsorbed into immanence. For the problem 
of time, this has the consequence that the transcendent character of 
world time deprives physical standardization of application and that 
technical procedures of time measurement then move alongside and 
are equivalent to the purely phenomenal measures of time that present 
themselves in the individual worlds.65 The principle of indifference, 
which comes into play here too, isolates each of the infinite worlds, 
with its time, and man as the fabricator of clocks, with their time, 
from one another; the unity of the world in space and time is stricdy 
metaphysical and lacks any verifiable theoreticalltechnical relevance. 
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Here it hnmediately becomes dear how dist¥ffit Bruno's speculative 
theory of space and time is from Newton's concepts of absolute space 
and absolute time, which, while they do still perform the service of 
answering metaphysical questions, above all fulfill an assignable 
function in the definition of physical propositions. . 

Giordano Bruno was thus the first to see the reformulation of the 
traditional concept of movement as a consequence of Copernicanism. 
Admittedly he did not avail himself here of the license that the nom
inalistic critique of Aristotelian physics had already procured and with
out which Copernicus himself could hardly have insisted on the 
cosmological truth content of his reform. Bruno's use of the organic 
metaphor of the immanent origin of movement is indeed, viewed 
formally, a step back into a mode of assertion that verges on the 
mythological; but as insistence on the exclusion of transcendent factors 
and supplementary assumptions, it has a transitional function in which 
the logic of Copernicanism is kept alive. The Copemican destruction 
of the reality of the printary heaven and printary movement also 
excludes Aristotle's prime unmoved mover and Scholasticism's cos
mological proof of God's existence, as well as the assumption, which 
is dependent upon them, of subordinate spheres and sphere movers. 
All world bodies, as living beings, have their principle of motion in 
·themselves, by which they carry out the complex circling movements 
in which they are brought to the optimal exhaustion of universal 
participation. The assumption of external movers now would force 
one to classifY their movements as "violent. "66 The difficul~es for 
carrying through the Copernican idea that arose from the absence of 
the principle of inertia are bracketed out with the help of the idea of 
the organic wholeness of world bodies and their self-preservation. 
Natural movement is no longer the effect of an 'accompanying causality' 
of the world cause, though it is certainly an expression of perfection 
deriving from the primary constitution of the object and from the 
"communicated causality" (virtu impressa) contained in that. Thus the 
energetic autarky of immanence is precisely the correlate of the tran
scendence expended on it.·' 

The talk of "immanence" in which we have engaged so far needs 
to be made more precise. Stricdy speaking, it is incorrect to talk, in 
connection with Bnmo's theory of movement, of what is immanent 
in the world. For as a whole, the world carries all the 'classical' marks 
of transcendence, as a clear result, in fact, of Bruno's derivation of 

----------------------_ .. _--_ .•..• -



585 

Chapter 3 

ideas from Parmenides and of his formal transposition of the Cusan's 
coincidentia oppositorum. "Immanencen is now the designation of each 
of the infiniti mondi [iofinite worlds], between which there is no causal 
nexus. Thus the moon cannot be the cause of the tides; for them the 
moon is not causa butsegno [not cause but sign]. The connection between 
an earthly natural phenomenon and a particular astronomical con
stellation is not due to dependency but rather to the 'synchronization' 
of immanently elapsing processes and the congruences of the regu
larities that govern them.68 The unity of the ancient and medieval, 
and even of the Copernican world as a causally governed structure 
of order, is exploded, and the new possibility of representing this unity 
physically as a system of interdependence of masses in space is not 
yet even dreamed of 

Giordano Bruno and Leibniz are close to one another in the com
parability of their accomplishment-in terms of function, not success
of filling the historical space between the two world concepts of the 
Scholastic and the Newtonian physics. This interim solution is distin
guished by the basic idea of the immediacy of the monadic units of 
reality to an origin that communicates itself as regularity. This is the 
source of the guarantee of a "preestablished harmony" as the equivalent 
of the causal nexus. It is only because of this that cosmic constellations 
can become 'signs' of the course of events within any individual world. 
This principle of immediacy preserves the possibility of theoretical 
knowledge across the hiatus between two completely heterogeneous 
ideas of science. 

The naturalness of the orbital movements of the world bodies is 
no longer due to the special nature of stellar. matter but rather to a 
transfer of the theory of "natural locations" to the relation of the 
heavenly bodies to their orbital positions. Hence the position of the 
terrestrial body in space indicates the "natural location" of its con
stituent parts at any given time, and thus the direction of the straight
line return motion of member bodies that have been expelled. But 
every point. on the orbit that the whole body describes is equally its 
"natural location. " This indifference of all points on the orbit, of which 
none can be distinguished from the others, is the source of the 'nat
uralness' of mooement on this orbit. Thus Aristotelian physics, with its 
doctrine of elements, is held to insofar as the fundamental state of 
the star that is in motion in its orbit corresponds precisely to that which 
Aristotle's elements are in when they are at rest in the region of their 
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natural location. 69 If therefore rest and motion are equivalent in regard 
to their 'easiness' for all situations of a rotating world body and for 
all points on its orbit, then talk of "rest" now has only the sense of 
a limiting case derived from the traditional system but no longer 
realized in the new system. Here all world bodies are regarded as 
homogeneous; the Aristotelian theory according to which the behavior 
of bodies composed of a mixture of elements is determined by the 
predominant element is given up: "Interea pessime asserit Aristoteles 
eo ferri totum quo pars fertur ... " [However, Aristode maintains, very 
wrongly, that the whole is carried in the direction in which the part 
is carried). Thus the mode of movement becomes a characteristic of 
bodies rather than of the elements of which they are composed-in 
the limiting case, a characteristic given to the smaller partial mass by 
the total mass. 

Circular motion is the general presumption of the system. 70 To 
continue to assert that a world body like the earth is at rest iroplies 
a burden of proof that is contrary to all probability in this system: 
"Ma chi a trovato questa? qui l' a pravato? La commone ignoranza. 
il difetto di senso e di raggione." [But who has discovered this? Who 
has proved it? Common ignorance, the lack of sense and of reason.) 
In the same way, at the beginning of the dialogue De l'infinito the 
burden of proof in relation to the antithesis between the finitude and 
the infinity of the universe fell to him who wanted to defend its 
finitude. It could be assumed from the outset that-just as in the 
Copernican model of the transfer of the movement of one's standpoint 
to the movement of the heavens-such a person projected the limi
tations of our sense perception onto reality without noticing what he 
was doing. 

The principle of indifference is joined by something like an "op
timistic principle of completertess," whose application yields the optimal 
filling of space by motion as well as the postulate of the infinite 
plurality of worlds: If it is good that this world in which we live exists 
and that it can only exist by filling a position in space, then it is also 
good that space in general is filled, since each position in space is 
equivalent to every other.71 In the same manner, it is argued that if 
there is a reason for the existence of a finite world, such as appears 
to us, then there is also a reason for the existence of an infinite world, 
such as we cannot experience.72 Similarly, from the indifference of a 
body's situation in relation to other bodies and light, the rotational' 
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movement of this body about itself is inferred, which makes it take 
up all possible attitudes to other bodies and light. And this in turn is 
only a special case of the indifference of matter to all of its form 
realizations, which yields the world principle of the metamorphosis of 
matter. 

In spite of the Nolan's proximity to Leibniz, a crucial difference 
becomes visible, which corresponds to the difference betWeen the 
impersonal and the personal concept of God; the same ingredients of 
argumentation will cause Leibniz in his exchange ofletters with Samuel 
Clarke to deny the reality of space and time precisely on account of the 
indifference of their parts and to elevate the principle of sufficient 
reason into the premise of the personal world cause because only it 
could choose one of the infinitely many. possible worlds for realization. 
It becomes evident when we exantine this difference that Leibniz falls 
back to a position behind the very position of the Nolan that had 
become compelling for the latter as a result ofhis attempt at overcoming 
the nominalistic antinomies. It turns out, from this comparison, that 
Leibniz stood closer to his voluntaristic opponent, Samuel Clarke, in 
terms of his central stock of presuppositions than to the Nolan, who 
seems so similar to him in his speculative language. Chronological 
sequence does not provide an adequate criterion of the direction of 
relation to the epochal threshold. 

The application of the principle of indifference to matter compels 
one to reinterpret the Aristotelian account of the relation of matter 
to form. Matter is not desirous of form, but neither is form 'imprinted' 
on it as .an undefined substratum; rather it produces form, afrer the 
analogy of organic growth, from its womb ("dal suo seno"). But the 
particular concrete form into which matter enters cannot be its per
fected definition, since forms change unceasingly on the surface of 
matter (Hnel suo dorso"), while matter is etenlal, and thus is something 
divine in the things themselves ("uno .esser divino nelle cose"). It is 
not form that conserves matter, because what is transitory cannot 
conserve what is eternal; instead, matter brings form into existence 
and maintains it therein (Hla materia conserva la forma"). Hence matter 
is not ."as good as nothing," is not a naked and impotent lack .of 
definition; 73 instead, it is the substantial core of the 'world, its constants. 
Form arrives at realization by participation in this being that belongs 
to matter, but no definite form 'fills up' its volume of being. This is 
the source of the change of forms in the world, of the 'impatience' 
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of matter with which it continually dislOngages itself from one form 
in favor of another ("rna pili tosto che la materia rigetta quella forma 
per prender l'altra"l. It is the intraworldly correlate of the potentia 
absoluta of the world ground, the 'image' of the latter's insistence on 
the carrying out of omnipotence. Bruno even goes so far as to say 
that matter is more averse to fonn than desirous of it"':"'giving meta
phorical expression to the 'facticity' of every particular form, to the 
blockage of universal participation by each of its concrete phases." 

Once again Bruno's affinity to Copernicanism is confirmed in con
nection with a state of affairs that had caused so much disappointment 
to Copernicus himself with the advance of his reform since the early 
sketch in the Gommentariolus: the increasingly evident lack of simplicity 
on account of the necessary inclusion of individual motions that are 
combined in the motion of the earth. Bruno sees this instance as a 
confirmation of his thesis rejecting the clarity and identity of form in 
nature. He discusses this Copernican dilemma toward the end of the 
fifth dialogue of the Gena and sees in it a verification of the fact that 
in spite of its eterIll!l circular movements, nature has a teleology going 
beyond the repetition of the identical: "Che nella natura non e cosa 
senza providenza e senza causa finale" [That there is nothing in nature 
that is without providence and without a final causel. This teleology 
is comprehended in two basic concepts: renewal {"rinovazione e ri
nascenza"l and participation ("participar tutti gli aspetti e relazioni"l. 
The complexity of the earth's movement prevents constellations from 
being able to repeat themselves within the period of a year; only thus 
does the earth take part in the 'program' of the processual overtaking 
of possibility by reality and the drive of the world stuff toward ever 
new realization. 75 

The idea of metabolism as the way in which organisms preserve 
themselves through change is clearly present in the background. But 
the identity of form that is preserved in that process is only the fore
ground, phenomenal aspect of the turnover of matter that is possible 
and taking place in it. The fact that the individual enjoys and seeks 
to preserve himself in his existence, which, however, is always con
ditional on the disappearance of other individuals, is only a symptom 
of the fulfillment of his function within the universal metamorphosis. " 

In the context of this reinterpretation of the relation of matter to 
form, we are also able to understand why Bruno, who says of himself 
that he had earlier been a partisan of the atomism that derives from 
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Democritus and Epicurus, had given up this position again to draw 
near to the schema of the Aristotelian matter Iform relation-at bottom, 
to conserve a piece of Scholasticism; 

The atomistic conception unites materialily and specific forms in 
the ultimate elementary units to which all characteristics of the phe
nomenal world are reducible. The change of forms in the visible world 
is then only the sense-perceptible aspect of the real configurations 
that are taking place in the underground of the invisible. If the analysis 
of the Nolan's basic ideas that has been given here is correct, his 
dissociation from atomism follows as a compelling consequence. The 
metamorphosis of homogeneous matter that takes place in infinite 
space and infinite time was an idea that was bound to fascinate Bruno 
and that for the first time made possible the adequate expression of 
his conception of unily and multiplicily, of the identily of the world 
principle of the potentia absoluta and the highest inclusiveness of its 
realization." But in spite of this .approach to Aristotelianism, his concept 
of form is not that of the orthodox forma substantialis [substantial forml 
of Scholasticism; on the contrary, it is ,the sum of the accidental de
terminations that are brought by local movement, as the elementary 
factor, into ever new constellations. 18 On these assumptions, the com
plexily of the earth's movement-Bruno mentions only daily and 
annual motion,.precession and nutation-fits in effortlessly. A con
sequence of this complexily is that in the course of time, all parts of 
the earth participate in all configurations and attitudes to the sun and 
are thus made subject to all the corresponding influences and con
ditions. 79 Bruno says that the long-term alterations in the appearance 
of the earth's surface, with which Aristotle was perfectly familiar, were 
nevertheless something that he could not explain, since he knew only 
the daily and annual motion of the sun as possible factors in these 
alterations -in other words, he did not know the subtler "imprecisions." 

Bruno's sympathy with the pagan metamorphosis of the gods
even with the animal multifonnily of the Egyptian pantheon - arises 
from and corresponds to his idea of the condition, as regards form, 
of matter in the universe, which at no time is content with itself and 
yet has no need of a transcendent supplement. That is not simply 
mythology-above all, it is not myth once again, neither a renaissance 
of the ancient world nor a 'secularization' of the Middle Ages; to 
assume that it is would be to infer what is meant to be expressed 
from the means of expression. In the syndrome we have described, 

--------- ----
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of matter and movement, conservation and participation, drive for 
fonn and denial of fonn, what awaits fonnulation -speculative, fanciful. 
poetic, cosmological, and any other type of formulation -is the changed 
overall state of substance. What was called "substance," following 
Aristotle, has long been on the point of passing from the eidetic 
firmness of the unchangeable and metaphysically guaranteed 'essence' 
['Wesen'] into the abstract constants to which the modern age will be 
pledged -into thernagnitudes, no longer referable to intuition, of 
mass, inertial motion, the speed of light, gravitation, power, energy. 
It tends, then, to be conceived as an unfolding process, and, given the 
merely 'foreground' character of apparent formations and species, to 
be only a: cross section, halted at an arbitrary point and capable of 
morphological inventory, of a process of those abstract factors that is 
never terminable in a result. Here also no~alism, with its critique 
of the realistic theory of concepts, had begun to destroy the substantial 
core constituents of reality, to dissolve their eidetic contours; but on 
account of its voluntaristic dogmatics, it had not been able to bring 
about any antithesis but that of divine abundance and human economy, 
and thus had not carried the problem beyond the level of logic. Thus 
man was supposed to con~ue to be directed to isolate and to assert 
himself against the world and to seek his salvation outside it. 

It is clear that the Nolan has no independent anthropology; for him, 
man i." not a subject sui generis. Man retracts himself, as one of the 
endless phases through which nature's self-realization passes, into the 
universal process, which in his way and with his own means he 'pushes 
forward.' Talk about man is an incidental subject in cosmology. If 
man rises above the other beings, then that is not to be l.lllderstood 
as a central and unique position in the world, but rather as raising to 
a higher power the universal tendency towards transformation of 
whatever is given, as a translation of the process into 'work.' 

In the first section of the third dialogue of the Spaccio, Zeus replies 
to the application ofIdleness {Ociol and Sleep lSognol for a place among 
the constellations "With a rejection of idleness in favor of work. The 
gods had given man intellect and hands, he· says, so that he should 
be able not only to be active according to nature and its order ("secondo 
la natura e ordinario"), but to go beyond the laws of nature ("rna, e 
oltre, fuor Ie leggi di quella"l in order to produce another nature, 
other courses of events, other orders (Haccio, fonnando 0 possendo 
forrnar altre nature, altri corsi, altri ordini con l'ingegno"l. In this 
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freedom from being bound by what exists, there lies, according to 
the words of Zeus, the possibility of man's attaining the likeness of 
God, as "dio de la terra" [god of the earth]. Going beyond nature, as 
what already exists, becomes the existential sense provided for man 
by nature. 

With a reversal of Lucretius's culture criticism, Bl1.lllo rejects, through 
the mouth of Zeus, the idea of a golden age of an animallike, idle 
mode of life of men who depend on and submit themselves to nature. 
It is true that here also the necessities and difficulties of existence 
have led to the adaptation of abilities to the exigencies of the sur
rounding world; but the achievement of autonomy by the inventions 
and discoveries that were made in this way, as the process of culture, 
is legitimiied as the imitation of divine action. Self-empowerment over 
against nature is reinterpreted as empowerment by nature. Since now 
the infinity of omnipotence is imitated as progress from day to day 
through new inventions and through exertion that continually fits itself 
for new undertakings, 'Godlikeness' is no longer the signature of his 
origin imprinted on each individual but rather the ideality, to be 
realized by the species, of its future. Here the metaphorical interpre
tation of history as the organic maturation and aging process of a 
species-being appears to break through into the idea of progress. 

The difference from the Cusan is clear; no individual can fulfill the 
existential sense of the species, and consequendy mankind canI)-ot 
experience its final union with the Divinity in any historical member 
of the species. The hypostatic union would not be the center and 
turning point of history but rather the breach of its sense, and its end. 

This differentiation is essential in defining relations to the epochal 
threshold. For the Cusan, man's Godlikeness [Gottebenbildlichkeit, the 
term that is used to imply being "made in God's image"] is an eidetic 
characteristic, an essentially definitive predicate, which is capable of 
a uniquely highest actualization and maximal "precision." For the 
Nolan, Godlikeness is an ideal that gives a direction to man's distance 
from his origin in bestiality, but a direction that promises no rest in 
the attaimnent of a goal.80 Here again time is the real condition of 
the possibility of the ideal; the figure of the substantial form is lost 
as something present and is projected into the dimension of time. The 
interpretation of man as a self-developing being who raises himself 
to higher powers only anticipates the continuum of evolution that, for 
the fauna of the extrahuman realm, must still provisionally be seen 
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as metamorphosis, as the change of fonTIS each of which has its own 
established character. Man in this universe is only the transition from 
one condition of transformation to another, the continuation of the 
one great process by new means. He is not a microcosm, not the 
central dynamis [power, ability] that is able to be every entity over 
again. 

In order to bring the difference between the configurations [with 
respect to the epochal threshold} fully into focus, one must reread 
once more what the Cusan had written about man: The unity of what 
is human, realized in the concrete human existence (jzumaniter contracta), 
seems to include the universe in itself, in the manner suitable to it. 
The power of this unity is a match for the universe and forces it into 
man's power, so that nothing escapes his ability (ut nihil omnium eius 
aufugiat potentiam). For he trusts himself to comprehend everything 
with the senses or reason or intellect. These faculties lying in him lead 
to a self-assessment that believes itself capable of approaching every- . 
thing according to the measure of the human. Man is d,e world, even 
though he cannot be everything concretely, just because he is man; 
therefore he is a microcosm or a human world (humanus mundus). The 
realm of humanity embraces God and the universe in human power. 
Thus man can be a human God and can be God in a human manner; 
he. can be a human angel, a human beast, a human lion or bear or 
anything else, since it lies within man's power to be everything in his 
own way.81 

Despite the ease with which one could inistake the language for 
his, the Nolan could not have written that. With him, the indefinable 
potential of the human is encircled by the figures of its possible failure. 
What man can become, without ever being it-the inlage and likeness 
of the Divinity-repeats itself, on a different level, in animals, which, 
like the ape and the night owl; can figure "ad inlagine e sinlilitudine 
de l'uomo" [as the inlage and likeness of man] or can be found as the 
hidden reality in the apparent form of the human, "sub inlagine et 
sinlilitudine hominum" [under the inlage and likeness of man}.82 Met
amorphosis and mask game, the reality of an essence and its pretense, 
real men and those "che son fani ad inlagine e sinlilitudine di quelli" 
[who are made after their inlage and likeness} become confusable for 
the perception that relies on itsel£" The great biblical formulation of 
anthropology becomes the formula of a docetism, in which truth and 
illusion belong to one world and assurance can no longer be obtained 
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from the presence of the eidos [form, Ideal. In this indifference of 
essences, in which the figure is no longer an index of the substance, 
the "Asino Cillenico" [Cyllenean assl is supposed to have had Aristode 
as one of its reincarnations, and in his address to the ass, Mercury 
parodies Pico della Mirandola's Oratw de hominis dignitate [Oration on 
the Dignity of Manl. 

The wisdom of the doeta ignorantia [learned ignorance] appears in 
the form of "Asicitit" (Asininity). It oscillates hetween satire on the 
sacn.ficium intelleetus [sacrifice of the intellectl and parody of a "knowing 
ignorance" that is no longer the index of the incomprehensihility of 
a transcendent truth but rather the suspension of a supposed knowledge 
that blocks the possibility of a new insight and whose surrender sets 
free movement that can lead to knowledge.84 The doeta ignorantia is 
turned back from transcendence to time; it is the wise ignorance that 
does not through self-satisfaction and certainty of salvation disguise 
from itself the new beginning and the gain in truth. The "santi dottori 
e Rabici illuminati" [holy doctors and enlightened Rabbisl are per
sonified in "Asiniti," whose ass's hoof is the hand, now impotent, of 
Adam/Prometheus, a hand that can no longer reach out for the for
bidden fruit of knowledge, while its pointed ears are adjusted for 
credulous listening. 

The Nolan's turning away, inunediate\y before the pyre burst into 
flames, from the image of the God who became man and was cru
cified-this was not, or was not only, the defiant finale of the escaped 
monk; it was also, or especially, the gesture that maintains consistency 
with the vision of a new universe. What had made this vision compelling 
for the heretic was a unity of reallty in which everyrhing was indeed 
self-reproducing, self-manifesting God, and man also was a being who 
becomes God, a unity, however, in which the universality of the trans
formation that embraces all realities did not admit the singularity of 
a God who forces His way into human history, of an act of salvation 
that identifies itself as the kenosis of isolation· from God, but instead 
had to reevaluate this as the scandal and provocation of a counter
symbol. The great symmetry of man becoming God and God becoming 
man, which the Cusan had set up against the conflict that was breaking 
out between the medieval consciousness of God and the new con
sciousness of self, had been destroyed by the third element of the 
system, the no longer limited world, which Nicholas himself had in
troduced, still with caution, to balance the transcendent infinity. 
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Between the Cusan and the Nolan an ambivalence in the concept 
of reality is decided that had seemed to be decided and brought to 
a close in the early history of Christian dogmatics, in the elimination 
of the Gnostic phenomenalistic Christologies, but had come to light 
again. The radical separation between the God of the Creation and 
the God of the tidings of salvation that was advocated by the Gnostic 
Marcion made Christ's corporeality function as a merely episodic ad
aptation to the conditions of man's imprisonment in the world, as a 
means of deceiving the demons who guard the universe and mankind 
within it. 

That is no obscure specialized topic in the history of dogma. To see 
what has become self-evident as something that was not originally 
self-evident is the task of all historical reflection. The idea of the 
Incarnation is ultimately the result of a fundamental difference between 
biblical and pagan theology, which can be reduced to the simple fact 
that the word "God" left the tongue of the Jews with as much difficulty 
as it left the tongue of the Greeks with ease. Whether that was connected 
with the fact that the God of the Old Testament was the protective 
power allied with one people, withdtawn from and to be concealed 
from the rest of the world, while the Greek gods were of the world 
and enjoyers of the world, were receivable and transportable, need 
not be decided here. In the area of the Old Testament, a whole gallery 
of functionaries of salvation had been developed that were not gods 
and could not become gods, whereas for the Greeks and Romans, 
that sort of thing easily developed into a god, even into a disguised 
god capable of many metamorphoses. Thus when the 'Son of Man' 
was offered to the Hellenistic world as the bringer of salvation, it was 
natural for this world to understand him as the metamorphosis of a 
god -of the God, if there was only to be this one. But the Hellenistic 
world had also developed the philosophical critique of the myth of 
the gods and their 'stories,' and for this critique the metamorphoses 
of myth were in essence a lie, deceitfUl deception, misuse of the power 
of a god. He who was supposed to have brought the final truth could 
not get involved in a dimension of such ambiguity. The idea of the 
Incarnation as the union of two natures draws the consequence from 
this situation; it protects a process of dogmatic formation that in
creasingly justifies and formulates itself philosophically in such a way 
as to combat the suspicion that it is yet another myth. 
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· Chapter 3 

The reconstruction of the term "person," to which Giordano Bruno 
was to take exception, is the best evidence of this intention. The 
original meaning of the word" is directed precisely not at the core of 
the real subject but rather at the roles in which it presents and veils 
itself. _The tenn resists a construction that wants to integrate two 
"natures" into one "person," and. this in a sense . .-~ai conforms only 
to our concept of a person, already stamped ana established by the 
subsequent history of its meaning. This conceptual history indicates 
that problems arise that had not only been unknown to the ancient 
world but also would have been incomprehensible to it. They were 
suppressed, rather than resolved, by the device of a change of meaning. 
This is the origin of the efforts, so rich in controversy, of the early 
centuries, With their allergic sensitiveness to the slightest appearance 
of a theological illusionism. The idea of the Incarnation-despite the 
fact that this could not have been the intention-was an infinite for
tification of human self-respect. Because of it, the form that God 
adopts ceased to be arbitrary and provisional, since this form becomes 
His special and lasting fate. This finality of the pact was the important 
thing for theology. It contained the irrevocable guaranty of the 'eternal 
covenant,' whereas metamorphosis had an episodic character and 
included the implication that anything can become anything. To renew 
the mythical category of metamorphosis, to raise it to the level of a 
cosmic ritual, could only be an assurance on behalf of the universe 
and the absence of privilege among its fullness of forms, not on behalf 
of man. Late medieval nominalism had raised this problematic again, 
without realizing it, by placing the Incarnation under the condition of 
absolute divine freedom and leaving man with no claim to be the 
essentially privileged creature in nature, who alone could become the 
medium of the self-communication of the hidden God. 

The Nolan only accepted a challenge that was already historically 
posed. He gave it an answer that went to the root of the formation 
of the age that had come to an end. What was received as JOyful 
tidings' and in the toil of centuries had finally become 'Scholasticism,' 
he experienced as trauma. Even if he believed that he sought the new 
point of departure in what had been the basis of the "old true phi-
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losophy," that was a self-deception. History knows no repetitions of 
the same; 'renaissances' are its contradiction. ' 

Translator's Note 

a. Nicholas of Cusa; opera, cd. Jacques Lefevre d'Etapies (Paris: 1514), voL 'I, foL 154r. 
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of the construction of a world in Epicuru.s's atomism: " ... It seems more likely that Epicurus's 
atoms, after falling eternally, should suddenly for no reason run into one another, so as to 
construCt a world, than that the most general and abstract concepts should do so in order to 
explain it" ("Traume eines Geistersehers" II 2: Akademie ed., vol. II, p. 358). 

17. H. Diels, Fragmente tier VOTSORratikcr (Berlin: Weidmann, 1934, 1951-1952, 1954) 68 A 40. 

18. Diogenes Laernus X 42: Lucretius II 513-514: " ... fateare necessest rnateriem quoque 
finitis differe figuris." See also Marx's dissertation, trans. Livergood, part two, chapter 2, p. 
89 (Friihc Schrfitcn, vol. I, pp. 49-50): "The statement of Leibniz, that no two things_ are th.e 
same, is therefore turned about. and there are infinitely many atoms of the same fonn .... " 

19. Lucretius II 308. 

20. Cicero, De natura deomm 120,53 (= fragment 350 in H. Usener's Epicurea, Leipzig, 1887), 
fonnulated this centraL point of Epicurean 'metaphysics' thus: "Docuit enim nos idem qui 
cetera, natura effectum esse mundum: nihil opus fuisse fabrica, tamque eam rem esse facilem, 
quam vos effici negatis sine divina posse sollertia. ut innumerabilis natura mundos effectura 
sit, efficiat, effecerit." 

21. For the purpose of presenting the doctrine of his school. the Epicurean Velleius carefully 
uses the passage just cited from Cicero with natura in the ablative. that is, as a definition of 
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the mode of the world's coming into existence, whereas in his attacks on the Platonic and 
Stoic cosmology, he uses natura in the nominative, in order to exhibit the hypostatizing of 
nature as a metaphysical power. Admittedly, the later Epicureans did not keep up this caution 
in the use of the concept of nature; even Lucretius (V 233m rendered nature independent as 
daedala rerum and thus began to efface the difference between Epicureanism and metaphysics. 

22. Kant, preface to Uniumai Natural History and TheM:! qf the Heavens, trans. W. Hastie (Ann 
Arbor: 1969), p. 25 (Akadenne ed., vol 1, p. 227). 

23. Lucretius II 300-302: "et quae consuerint gigni gignennrr eadem/condicione et enmt et 
crescent vique valehwlt,/quantum cuique datum est per foedera naturai." A conspicuous example 
of the 'productivity' of assumptions of constancy is his consideration of the extreme hypothesis 
for explaining the phases of the moon, according to which these phases could be understood 
as a process of continuous perishing and coming back into existence of the body of the moon 
(Lucretius V 731-736); this would require the assumption of a very exact repetition of the 
same process of atomic formation-which, however, would not be unusual: "online cum 
(videas) tam certo multa creari." See also Lucretius I 204: "constat quid possit oriri"; I 586-588, 
II 709: "eadem.ratio res tenninat mums"; III 787: "certurn ac dispositumst ubi quicquid crescat 
et insit" (=V 131). Here also belongs the discussion of the question of the possibility of 
monstrous beings in nature, like the centaurs (portenta); Lucretius denies it with the argument 
that atomistic nature in particular does not allow one thing to couple with anything else it 
likes: "sed res quaeque suo ritu procedit et omnes/foedere naturae certo discrimina servant" 
(V 923-924). See also VI 906-907, where an attempt is made to explam magnetic stones. 

24. Chartularium Universitatis Parisiensis, ed. H. DeniHe (Paris: 1889-1897), vol. 1, p. 545, n. 34: 
Qyod prima causa rnm pOJ5et pluTes munMS facere. The Aristotelian proof of the uniqueness of the 
world, in Thomas Aquinas: Expa5itW de caeia I 16 (ed. Spiazzi, pp. 79-80). 

25. Grant McColley, ''The Seventeenth Century Doctrine of a Plurality of Worlds," Annals qf 
Science 1 (I936):399ff: « ... There occurred in 1277 one of the most interesting events recorded 
in history ... the power of God definitely overshadows the physics of Aristotle." 

26. Chartularium Universitatis Parisiemis, voL 1, p. 545, n. 26: Qy,od prima causa pos:;et producere 
eJfectum Jibi aequalem nisi temperaret potentiam suam. In this connection, with the liquidation of 
the ancient cosmos metaphysics, belong also the sentences nos. 48 and 53: Quod deus rum potest 
em causa nrJiJijacti, nee potest alUjuid de novo producere; Quod deum neceJ5e estfocere, qutcquid immediate 
fit ab ipso. 

27. William of Ockharn, Commentary on the Sentences I d. 17, q. 1, L: "quacumque forma posita 
in anima potest deus velle animam annihilare antequam det sibi vitam aetemam, et velIe 
numquam earn recreare ... potest contingenter annihilare illud quandocumque placet sibi: sed 
istam animarn contingenter creavit, ergo ipsam. potest annihilare." Loc. cit., q. 1, M: "ego 
autem pono quod nulla forma nec naturalis nec supranaturalis potest deum sic necessitare .... " 

28.- William of Ockham, Commentary on the Sentences 1 d. 17, q. 3, F: " ... frequenter facit deus 
mediantibus plunbus quod posset facere mediantibus paucioribus." 

29. William ofOckharn, Commentary on the Sentences I d. 17, q. 8, G: " ... omnipotens non potest 
eflicere omne illud quod non inc1udit contradictionem, quia non potest eflicere deum." This 
holds also for the initial question of the doctrine of grace: " .•. quarnvis deus non posset facere 
tantem caritatem quin posset facere _ maiorem, non sequitur eam posse facere infinitum" (q. 
8., C); " ... patet quod auctoritas philosophl (Sc. Aristotelis) non est recipienda in hac parte ... quia 
posset deus facere unum alium mundum; immo credo quod non posset facere tot mundos 
finitos quin posset facere plures" (q. 8 Y). God as Creator is not "causa naturalis: S1 esset causa 
naturalis; vel omnia produceret simul vel nulla" (I d. 43, q. 1, M). The created world could 
be the best of the possible worlds only at the cost of this principle: " ... probabUe autem 
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reputo quod deus posset facere alium mundum meliorem istum distinctum specie ab isto. et 
maxime quoad aliquas res distinctas specie, et quoad pluralitatem specienun." 

30. Kant, Universal Natural Histr»y and Theory of the Heavens, trans. W. Hastie (Ann Arbor. 
University of Michigan Press, 1969), part I, p. 64 (Akademie ed., vol. 1, p. 255): Critique 0/ 
Judgement TI, section 86 CAkademie ed., vol. 5, p. 442). Giordano Bruno's distinction between 
the 'world' as the one universe and "world" as a tenn for individual cosmic bodies already 
tends in this direction (Theses de mapa V; Opera latina, ed. F. Fiorentino et al. ~aples: 1879-1891), 
vol. 3, pp. 457ft). Telescope and microscope induced as a popular thought experiment the 
idea of 'worlds' nested within one another, best worked out perhaps m the letter from Johann 
Bernoulli to Leibniz dated November 8, 1698 (Leibniz, Mathematische ScJmflen, ed. Gerhardt, 
vol. 3, part 2, pp. 548ff): ''The creatures that we observe under the microscope have not only 
their own 'world,' with sun, moon and stars, but also their ovm microscopes, with which they 
in their rum observe creatures of whose 'world' they know nothing; but this is still not the 
whole story-aren't we ourselves perhaps only microscopic objects for beings who don't 
imagine that we have a 'world' like theirs? Est enim utrobtque par ratio." Bernoulli may have 
developed his 'conjectures' from a suggestion in the Port-Royal logic: L'art de penser (1622) IV 
1. 

31. Lucretius II 180-181.; " ... nequaquam nobis divinitus esse creataro/naturam mundi: tanta 
stat praedita culpa." 

32. Lucretius VI 9-11: "nam cum vidit hic ad victum quae flagitat usus! omnia iam fenne 
mortalibus esse parata! et, proquam possent, vitam consistere tutam.. ... " 

33. Usener's fragment 469 (== Diana's fragment 56); see W. Schmid, article "Epikur" inReallexilwrt 
flir Antike und Christcntum (Stuttgart: Hiersemann, 1950-1981), voL 5, pp. 722, 763. 

34. Cicero, De finihus I 13, 45-46: "Q.uarum (sc. cupiditatum) ea ratio est, ut necessariae nec 
opera multa nee impensa expleantur; ne naturales quidem multa desiderant, propterea quod 
ipsa natura divitias, quibus contenta sit, et parabiles et tenninatas habet; inaniurn autem 
j::Upiditatum nec modus ullus nec finis inveniri potest." 

35. Lucretius V 51-54 (reading: immortalibus de divis). 

3:6. Cicero, De natura Marum I 18, 47-48 (= Usener's fragment 352). 

37. Philodemus, De dis III (from the translation ofw. Schmid, "Epikur"-cited in note 33-
p. 734). With the exception of immortality, man is capable of the full eudemonia of the gods 
(Usener's fragment 602). On provisos with respect to the interpretation of Epicurean theology 
in tenus of its systematic fimction, see schmid's article, p. 739; and also on the authenticity 
of Lucretius in connection with this question, p. 762. 

38. Lucretius V 82-90; see also V 1204-1240: Gazing at the heavens awakes concern (cura) 
about the powers (immensa potestas), to which man can only surrender (ludihric sibl habere videtur). 
The weakness of reason (ralionis egestaiJ makes it constitutionally liable to such concern. 

39. Marx's dissertation,. trans. Livergood, part two, chapter 5, p. 108·(FrUhe Schriften, voL 1, p. 
68). 

40. Marx's dissertation, trans. Livergood, part tw"o, chapter 5, pp. 106-] 07 (Friihe Schriften, voL 
1, pp. 65-66) [translation altered}. 

41. Marx, preparatory work for the dissertation, Friihe Schriften, voL 1, pp. 77,90. 

42. Epicurus as quoted by SeneCa, Ad Lucilium 9, 20 (= Usener's fragment 474): "Si cui sua 
non videntur amplissima. licet totius mundi dominus sit, tamen miser est." 
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43. Cicero, De jinibus I 6, 19: "cleclinare dixit atomum perpaulum quo nihil posset fieri minus; 
ita effid c~?lexi~:mes et copulationes et adhaesiones atomorum inter se, ex quo efficeretur 
mundus .... 

44. Lucretius II 251-260. 

45. Lucretius II 261£[: "nam dubio procul his rebus sua cuique voluntas/ principium dat. ... " 
269: "ut videas initium moius a corde ereari. •.. " 279ff: " ... tamen'esse in pectore nostrol 
quiddam quod contra pugnare obstareque poss:it. ... " 289-293: "sed ne mens ipsa necessuml 
intestinurn habeat cunctis in rebus agendis ... id facit exiguum clinarnen principionun .... " 

46. Marx's dissertation, trans. Livergood, part two, chapter 1, p. 82 fFriilur Schriflen, vol. 1, p. 
42): "Thus as the atom frees itself from its relative existence, the straight line, by making an 
abstraction of it, by turning aside from it, so the wholy Epicurean philosophy turns aside from 
the restrictive mode of being whenever the concept of abstract individuality, the autonomy 
and negation of all relation to other things, is to be represented in its existence." 

4 7. This idea also penetrated into popular literature; thus in the French R()1llan de Sidrac of 
the thirteenth century, which links it to the preeminence of man over all creatures: "Q!.te1le 
est la plus belle chose- que Dieu ait faite en ce monde? L'homme"-cited in Ch.-V. Langlois, 
La Connaissance de la Nature et du Monde d'apres des icritsftanfais a ['usage des laics (Paris: 1927), 
pp. 233, 247. 

48. Albertus Magnus, Commentary on Isaiah (opera ()1llnia, ed. B. Geyer (Munich: AschendorfI; 
1951-1980), vol 19, p. 617): "Omnia enim deus creavit ad iucunditatem sanctonun." Duns 
Scotus, opus Oxcmiense In d. 32, q. 1, n. 6 (opera. ed. Vives, valIS, p. 433): " ... deus vult 
mundum sensibilem in ordine ad hominem praedestinatum .... » 

49. Albertus Magnus, Summa Theologica II tract. 1, q. 3, a. 1: "Creator creando demonstrat 
suum posse .•.. " Duns Scotus, Connmentary on tJu Sentences 1 d. 8, q. 5: " ... quare .voluntas 
voluit hoc, nulla est causa, nisi quia voluntas est voluntas." 

50. J. Lappe, Nicolaus von Autrecou7t.. Sein Leben, seine PhilOsophie, seine Schriften (Miinster: 1908, 
Beitriige zur Geschichte der Philosophie des Mittelalters 6, 2), p. 33"': « •.. non patest evidenter 
ostendi nobilitas unius rei super allam." This holds logically even for God, Whose omnipotence 
does not enable one to deduce His precedence in regard to nobilitas: " ..• quacunque re de
monstrata nullus scit evidenter, quill excedat nobilitate orones alias ... nullus sot evidenter, 
quin ipsa (Sc. res demonstrata) sit deus, 51 per deum intelligamus ens nobilissimum ... aliquis 
nescit evidenter, quod una res sit finis alterius." 

51. Duns Scotus, Utrum Chrisms sit praedestinatus esse Filius Dei, ed. E. Longpre, in Wfssenschajt 
und Weisheit 2 (1935):90-93. The text is governed by the precedence of glOria over gratia: 
" .•. prius fuit praedestinatio Christi ad gloriam quam ad unionem illam ... summum opus 
divinum non vicletur solum esse ocrasionatum; sed 51 solum esset mcta incamatio Verbi divini. 
quae summum opus est inter omni opera Dei, propter lapsum hominis, esset solum occasionata." 

52. " ... pocius factus est homo, quia voluit, sirut potius assumpsit naturam nostram quam 
aliam, quia voluit": Ms. Mon. Cod. lat. 8943 fol 108r, cited after E. Hochstetter, Studien zur 
Metaphysik und Erkenntnislehre TYilhelms von OckJw,m (Berlin: 1927). 

53. Feuerbach, "Zinzendorf und die Herrnhiiter" (866), Werke, ed. Bolin and JodI, vol. 10, 
pp. 80-85. 

54. The "Maximal God" is found in NietzsChe, The Genealogy rifMorals, III 20; here the correlate 
of theological maximalism is the "maximum of the feeling of guilt," whose transfonnation 
into a sort of "second innocence" haS atheism as its precondition. The historical nexus of 
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theological absolutism and human self-assertion is here seen in the narrow form of moral relie£ 
Talk of the theological maximum and minimum is also found in Kant, Vorlesungen fiber die 
PhiUJsophische ReligicmSlehre, ed. K. Beyer (Halle: Akademischer Verlag. '1931), p. 13), who wants 
to know what "minimum of theology" is required for 'religion' in the practical sense, and 
contrasts with this minimum the lllaxllnum "which is riot necessary for religion in general 
and is also too strong for healthy reason": "The maxinl1.lIIl of theology would be the knowledge 
that God exists" (marginal notation in the Danzig lecture-transcript}-so radically had 1;he 
range of the antithesis been narrowed, and indeed for Kant, too, through exclusive reference 
to the possibility of morality. 

55. Luther, Disputatw contra scholasticam theowgiam, n. 17; Werke im Auswahl, ed. 0. Clemen et 
al (Berlin:- de Gruyter, 1930-1935). voL 5, p. 321. In the prehistory of this thesis of Luther 
belongs the marginal notation that he entered as early as 1509 in his copy of Augustine's 
Civitas dei: "Stoicae igitur reliquiae sunt hodie maxima pars philosophonnn" aoc. cit., p. 4). 
The humanistic reception of ancient philosophy, rather than Scholastic Aristoteliarusm, repM 
resented for him philosophy's content of human autarky. See 1... Grane, Contra Gahrielem. Luthers 
Auseinandersetwng mit Gabriel Biel in der DisputatW contra Sclrolasticam Theowgiam (Gyldendal, 1962: 
Acta Theologica Danica 4), and now R. Lorenz, Die unvollendete BifTeiung yom Nominalismus. 
Martin Luther und die Grenun hermeneutischer Theowgie bei Gerhard Ebeling (Giitersloh: MoIm, 
1973), pp. 92-123. 

Chapter 4 

1. W. Heisenberg, Physics and PhiWsophy. The Revolution in Modem Sdence (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1958), p. 74. Francis Bacon saw the new 'seriousness' in the turning of interest from the 
extraordinary aspects of nature to its lawful regularities, from the curiosa industria that amuses 
itself with the lu.sus naturae, to seria utilitas. Special magical intenrention must give way to 
thoroughgoing mastery of reality as soon as one can no longer rely on reality's teleology. The 
extravagantia et quasi abrupta in nature are not to be written off, but rather to be investigated 

. as particularly instructive instances of universal lawfulness, the miracula naturae being analyzed 
as cases of the concursus raru.s ofJorma and lex (Novum Organum II 27-28; Works, ed. Spedding, 
Ellis, and Heath, vol I, pp. 280-282). 

2. Descartes, Meditationes I par. 12; Oeuvres, ed. Adam and Tannery (Paris: Cerf, 1897-1913), 
vol 7, p. 23. 

3. As Schopenhauer observed-Parerga I; Samtliche Werhe, ed. W. von LOhneysen (Stuttgart: 
Cotta, 1960-1965), vol. 4, p. IS-the function of the proof of God's existence in the Third 
Meditation is only superficially a continuation of the medieval tradition of proofs, and in its 
real function it inverts that tradition: Descartes "assumed the reality of the external world on 
the strength of God's guarantee when; in reverse, he proved the existence of the world only 
from the existence and veracity of God: it is the reverse of the cosmological proof." 

4. Descartes, Meditationes I par. 2; Oeuvres, ed. Adam and Tannery, vol. 7, p. 17: " ... non minus 
accurate ab Us quae non plane certa sunt atque indubitata, quam ab aperte falsis assensionem 
esse cohibendam .... " 

5. Descartes, Principia philosophiae, part I, principle 6: "Sed interim a quoctmque tandem simus, 
et quantumvis ille <Sc. originis nostrae author) sit potens, quantumvis fallax; hanc nihilominus 
in nobis libertatem esse experimur, Ut semper ab Us credendis, quae non plane certa sunt et 
explorata, possimus abstinere; atque ita cavere, ne unquam erremus." In the contradiction 
between mens finita and potentia infinita, the evidence of freedom has precedence over all other 
ideas: " ... libertatis autem et indifferentiae, quae .in nobis est, nos ita conscios esse, ut nihil 
sit, quod evidentius et perfectius comprehendemus" (part I, principle 41). 
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6. W. Kamlah, "Dcr Anfang der Vemunft bei Descartes-autobiograpbisch und historisch," 
Archivfiir Geschichte der Philorophie 43 (1961);76: According to Kamlah, Descartes gained from 
this encounter an acquaintance with the 'Leonardo tradition' of deplatonized mathematics, 
and his pretended break with tradition was actually a change of traditions. The result would 
be that the systematic sequence is the reverse of the biographical sequence: that Descartes 
only assimilated his conception of the res wgitam to his understanding of the res extmsa secondarily 
and that the tum.i.ng {stylized as 'illumination'} that occurred in the overheated room in the 
Bavarian Winter quarters at Ncubergis only the transition (elevated to the status of a 'beginning') 
from a dialogical stimulus to an act of authenJicity that is intended to be exemplary: "That 
in principle any man 'could' find, prepare, and traverse the whole path of science does not 
mean that anyone really could do that-but it seduces one into this stylization that Descartes 
undertakes, and what is more, it achieves this seduction by means of an enormous egocentric 
prejudice" Ooe. cit., p. 84). 

7. L Blanchet, Les antEcedents historiques du :Ie pense d<;ru:je suis' (Paris: Alean, 1920), pp. 13-15. 
EtieIU1e Gilson in Descartes, DiscouTS de la MEtlwde, texte et commentaire par E. Gilsrm (Paris: J. 
Vrin, 1947), pp. 295-298. 

8. Descartes, Meditationes I par. 9; Oeuvres, ed. Adam and Tannery, vol. 7, p. 20: «Verurntarnen 
infixa quaedam est meae menti vetus opinio, Deum esse qui potest omnia .... " The position 
of Descartes's proof of God's existence in his overall argument becomes clearer when one 
observes that it is not this God whose existence needs to be proved; the ontological argument 
from the concept of God is indispensable because what is at stake there is more than mere 
existence; it is a specific attribute. 

9. This pretended spontaneity is taken at its word when one charges Descartes with having 
"made man independent through the power of ratw, having tom him out of the links that, 
in the totality of his spiritual fseelischenl relations, gave him peace in the Being that was more 
powerful than him," 1.. Landgrebe, "Descartes," in G. W. Leibnn: Vartriige der am Anlass seines 
}100. Geburtstages in Hamburg abgehaltmm wf.ssenschaftlichm Tagung (Hamburg: Hansischer Gilden~ 
Verlag, 1946), p. 229. Or M. Heidegger, «The Age of the World Picture," in The Qyestwn 
Concerning Techrwwgy, trans. William Lovitt (New York and London: 1977), pp. 139-140-
original edition: Hohwege (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann., 1950), pp. 91-92-"Descartes' 
interpretation of what it is to be and of troth first creates the presupposition underlying the 
possibility of a theory of knowledge or a metaphysics of knowledge .... With the interpretation 
of man as subiectum, Descartes creates the metaphysical precondition of the anthropology to 

come . ... Descartes can be overcome only through the overcoming of that which he himself 
founded .... " 

10. Descartes. Meditationes III par. 4; Oeuvres, ed. Adam and Tannery, vol. 7, p. 36: " ... aliquem 
Deum talem mihi naturam indere potuisse, ut etiam circa -ilia deciperer, quae manifestissima 
viderentur. " 

11. William ofQckham, Commentary on the SeJ'!tences II d. 19, H: "deus autem nulli tenetur nee 
obligatur tanquam debitor: et ideo non potest facere quod- non de",=?et facere: nee potest non 
facere quod debet facere." . 

12. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologtae I q. 76 .. a.- 5: "U~ anirila-intellediva cSlnvenienter 
tali corpori uniatur." The special concern here is with the objection that it necessarily follows 
from the materiality of the body that the instrument of thesouIis mortal: "Si quis vero dicat, 
quod deuS potuit hanc necessitatem vitare; dieendum est quod in eonstitutione renun naruraJium 
non consideratur quid deus faeere possit, -sed quid naturae renun converuat._ •.. " But the lack 
of viability of the -argument of conformity [convenientia] in the: Christian context can be seen 
in 'the way in which in paradise, according to theology, the body :that is' mortal 'by nature' 
immediately had restored to it-rwn.per naturam, sed per gratiae divinae d<;num-the immortality 
that it had just lost. 
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13. William ofOckham, Commentary on the Sentences;Prologus I I, -DD-RH. The notitia inluitiva, 
which naturaliter does not come about without the existence of its object, is here assimilated 
to the notitia :abstractiTJa that continues to exist when its object no ZOnger exists (re simpliciter 
dcstructa). The same argumentation is given in Quodlibeta VI q. 6: "Utrum cognitio intuitiva 
posset esse de obiecto non-existente." The principle of the eliminability of secondary causes, 
which renders the cosmic 'agenda' contingent, signifies for the theory ofkhowledge the possible 
indifference of the objects that in fact exist, and thus of what is actual compared to what is 
possible: "Omnem effectum quem mediate causat cum causa seCWlda potest irnrnediate per 
se causare. Sed in notitiam intuitivam corporalem potest mediante obiecto. Ergo potest in eam 
immediate per se." 

14. A. Maier, "Das Problem der Evidenz in der Philosophie des 14. Jahrhl.Ulderts," ScJrolastik 
38 (1963) (henceforth: «Das Problem der Evideru:"): 186-187 for Peter Aureoli and p. 194 for 
Francis of Meyronnes. This last, the magister abstractionum, answers the question regarding the 
realitas praesentialitate non existente in the negative because kne;wledge is not a mere quality in 
the subject but a real relation, which essentially presupposes both termini reiatfunis, so that this 
is something that even God cannot alter: "dico et credo quod ilia regula, quae est commuruter 
a theologis concessa (that is, the principle of immediacy), est vera in absolutis et tamen non 
in relativis ... » (cited after A. Maier, "Das Problem der Evidenz," p. 194n26). 

15. A. Pelzer, "Les 51 articles de Guilla~e Occam censures, en Avignon, en 1326," Revue 
d'Histoi-re Ecclisiastique 18 (1922); 240-270. In the catalog of incriminated propositions, the thesis 
that is our present subject is represented in its most cautious formulation by no. 10: "notitia 
intuitiva secundum se et necessario non plus est existentis quam non-existentis nec plus respicit 
existentiam quam non-existentiam.." It is the fonnulation from the prologue of the Commentary 
on the Sentences I 1, BB, which limits itself to the question of the persistence of an idea that 
was once derived from a real object, after the annihilation of that object. 

16. William of Ockham, Quodlibeta VI q. 6: "non tamen potest (Sc. deus) aliquem effectum 
facere sine causa prima. Unde sicut non est possibile quod color causet effective visioner!l: suam 
in oculo nisi sit actualiter praesens, ita non est possible, quod deus causet visionem in intellectu 
nisi exhibita sua actuali praesentia-" See A. Maier, "Das Problem der Evidenz," p. 194. 

17. Peter of Ailly, Commentary on the Sentences I q. 1 a- 1, cond 3 (cited after A. Maier, "Das 
Problem der Evidenz," p. 219): " ... loquendo de evidentia secundum quid seu conditionata 
vel ex suppositione scilicet ~tante dei influentia generali et cursu naturae solito nulloque facto 
miraculo talia (Sc. extrinsecum sensibilia) possunt esse nobis sufficienter evidentia, sic quod de 
ipsis non hahemus rationabiliter dubitare •... Probatur hoc quia stante dei infiuentia etc. non 
stat talia nobis apparere et non sic esse, uncle quamvis talis apparentia posset esse ipsis obiectis 
non existentibus per potentiam dei absolutarn, tamen propter hoc non habemus rationabiliter 
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generali et nullo facto miracuio). 



617 

·Notes to Pages 194-201 

20. P. Bayle, DictWnnaire historique et critique, 2nd ed. (Amsterdam, 1702), III 2581: "Ne peut
il pas se comporter envers nous comme un medecin envers les malades et comrne un pere 
envers ses enfants? Ce sont des personnes que ron trompe tres-souvent et avec sagesse, et 
pour leur profit. Aurions-nous bien la force de cohtempler la verite si Dieu nous la presentoit 
toute nue?" 

21. Article 31: ChaTtularium Universitatis Parisicnsis, voL 2, pp. 610-614. See F. Stegmilller, "Die 
zwei Apologien des Jean de Mirecourt," Recherches de Thiologie ancienne et midifvalc 5 
(933):192-204, and A. Maier,'<Das Problem d~r Evidenz," p. 195. As is so often the case, the 
incriminating content of the thesis cannot be unambiguously detennined; A. Maier suspects 
that there were among the censors supporters of the opinw communis itself, who wanted to 
resist specifically the deductions directed against Ockham's thesis. 

22. This thesis also stands on the <list of errors' (article 2~), though in a more cautious formulation: 
"Q!.lod probabiliter potest sustineri cognitionem vel volicionem non esse discinctam ab anima, 
imrno quod est ipsa anima. Et sic sustinens non cogeretur negare propositionem per se notam 
nee negare aliquid, auctoritatem admittendo." 

23. Jean de Mirecourt, Apologia I (ed. F. Stegmillled, prop. 45: "Sccundam tamen (sc. opinionem) 
libentius dicerem si auderem. Eligat studens quam voluerit." In the Apologia II, prop. 14, he 
says he was not speaking of the potentia ahsoluta when, he disrussed this question: "alius sensus 
est. quod de potentia dei absoluta. et de hoc nihil dixi." However, this is a defensive assertion 
that is entirely inconsistent with the argumentation that was given. Where, on the contrary, 
the consideration which I have described as pragmatic-that of the unfittingness [inconvenieniiaJ 
of the impossibility of certainty-appears, it necessarily amounts to the assumption of the 
potentia ordinata, that is, the assumption that God leaves it up to the things to take their own 
course: "si sensatio exterior causaretur obiecto non causante vel non existente, periret omnis 
certitudo ... si sensatio exterior posset conservari naturaliter sine obiecto, periret Omnls certitudo 
de existentia sensibilis non facto miraculo imIno deo pennittente res agere suos cursus; con
sequens est inconvemens" {Jean de Mirecourt. Commentary on the Sentences I q. 1; cited after A. 
Maier, "Das Problenl der Evideru," p. 218). 

24. Jean Buridan, Qyaestiones super libris quattuor de caew et munt.lc I q, 17, ed. E. A. Moody 
(Cambridge, MA: Medieval Academy of America, 1942),_par. 79: "Unde credo quod non sit 
possibUe aliquem effectum proportionari potentiae divinae propter infinitatem illius potentiae." 
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Sufficit ad id natura, quod poscit." 

Chapter 2 

1. Cicero, De natura deorum I 20, 54: "Itaque imposuistis in cervicibus nostris sempiternum 
dominum, quem dies et noctes timeremus. Q.uis enim non timeat omnia providentem et 
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cogitantem et animadvertentem et omnia ad se pertinere putantem. curiosum et plenumnegotii 
deum?" 

2. Epicurus, Ratae sententiae [Principle Doctrines] 11 and 12. 

3. Epicurus. Ratae sententiae 18. 

4. Lucretius, De rerum natura II 1033ff. 

5. Cicero, De ifjiciis n 9-20. 

6. FlIIIliOJs Matemus, Mathesis, ed. W. Kroll and F. Skutsch (Leipzig: Teubner, 1897-1913) III 
8-15. 

7. The primitive, preastronomical condition as a situation in which man must fear the presumed 
lawlessness of naturatphenomena is also mobilized against Epicurus by the Stoic Manitius in 
his Astronomicon I 66-72: 

Nam rudis ante illes (sc. sacerdotes), nullo disoimine, vita 
In speciem conversa, operum ratione carebat: 
Et stupefacta novo pendebat lumine mundi, 
Tum velut anllssis maerens, tum laeta renatis 
Sideribus, variosque dies, incertaque noctis 
Tempora, nee similes mnbras, iam sole regresso, 
lam propiore-, suis paterat ruscernere causis. 

Both justification and impeachment of astronomy can be found in the background of Stoic 
motives. Pliny. HistOTia naturalis n 95, tells of the cataloging of the fixed stars by Hipparchus 
(in the second century B.Cj, who asked hlmself; at the appearance of a 'new star: whether 
such a thing often happens and whether there are changes in the loc.ation and size of the 
fixed stars; he thereupon presumed (ausus 'rem etiam deo improbam) to carry out derenninations 
of the location and size of the fixed stars with his own apparatus (organis excogitnJis), so as to 
inake it possible for posterity to observe changes on this basis (caelo in hereditate cuneUs relicro). 
Pliny is full of praise for this. long-term res!!arch undertaking (numquam satis laudatus), but he 
reveals how unusually far cosmological curiosity had gone in this case, how implausible were 
the motivating doubts regarding the traditional conception of the heavens (ad dubttationem est 
adductus), by painstakingly embedding this subject in a justification of astronomical knowledge 
through the essentiallcinship between souls and stars. Victor Hugo misunderstood the passage: 
"Parfois la science fait obstacle a la science. Les savants sont pris de scrupules devant l'etude. 
Pline se scandalise d'Hipparque; Hipparque, a l'aide d'un astrolabe informe, essaie de compter 
les etoiles et de les nommer. Chose mauvaise envers Dieu, dit Pline. Ausus rem Deo improbam. 
Compter les etoiles, c'est faire une m&hancete aDieu. Ce requisitoire, commence par Pline 
contra Hipparque. est continue par l'inguisition centre Campanella. La science est l'asymptote 
de 1a verne ••• " (William Shakespeare, part one, book 3, chapter 4). 

Chapter 3 

1. M. Hossenfelder, Ungewissheit und Seelenruhe. Die Funktion der Skepsis im PyrrJumismus (dissertation, 
Giessen: 1964). Modified in his Introduction to Sextus Empiricus, Grundriss der pyrrhQnischen 
Skepsis (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1968}, pp. 10-11. 

2. A~gustine, opus imperftctum contra secundamJuliani responsionem 6, 26: "Beati quippe orones 
esse volumus, quod ipsi quoque philosophi huius saeculi, et Academici de rebus omnibus 
dubitantes •. teste patrono suo Tullio, eoacti sunt cenfiteri: idque t.U1um esse dixerunt. quod 
disputatione non egeat. ... " 
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3. Plato, Timaeu.s 48 D; 72 D. 

4. M. Hossenfe1der, op. cit. (note 1) p. 11. 

5. Sexrus Empiricus, Pyrrhonian HyjJotyposes (henceforth: Sextus Empiricus) I I, 4; I 25, 200; I 
'26, 20l. 

-6. Sextus Empiricus I 33, '226. 

7. Sextus Empiricus I 7, 13: I 10, 19. 

8. Sextus Empiricus I 7, 15. 

9. Sextus Empiricus I 33, 226; compare I 83, 230. 

10. Sextus Empiricus I 23, 197; translated by R G. Bury as Outlines tifPyrrhonism (London and 
New York Loeb Classical Library, 1933), voL 1, p. i1l7. 

11. That an attitude of radical questioning derives unavowed support from the conservative 
disposition of a reality on which one thinks one can depend is more tangibly demonstrable 
in the field of political theol)' because it always or usually has its dOOlmented practice: "In 
practice the very person who theoretically puts everything in question depends on everything 
going on in the old way. Theoretical radicalism depends on its practical opposite .•. "-H. 
Liibbe, "Zur ThcOl'le der Entscheidung," in Collegium Philosophicum. StudienJoachim Ritter zum 
60. Geburtstag (Base}; 1964), pp. 136if. The practice of the Skeptic evades us; we can only 
imagine what it might be. The art of ignoring all questions and subm.i~ting oneself to present 
'conditions' presupposes a trust (concealing itself from itself} if!. the way ,of the world that 
Nietzsche will entide "absurd." 

Chapter 4 

1. Cicero, De finibus bonorum et malorum IV 5, 11: Common to human 11UJMStia and cosmic~ 
divine mocleratio is the observation of measure, of which astronomy provides knowledge even 
when it remains purely phoronomlc and mathematical. 

2. Cicero, De finibus IV 5, 12: "Inest in eadem explicatione naturae insatiabilis quaedam e 
cognoscendis rebus voluptas, in qua una confectis rebus necessariis vacui negotiis honeste ac 
liberaliter possimus vivere. " 

3. Cicero, De oJficii.s I 4, 13. Such a contradiction is found by A. Labhardt,. "Curiositas," Museum 
Helvetii:um 17 (1960):211, and leads him back to the difference between the Stoic and the 
Aristotelian influences on Cicero. 

4. Cicero, De rfJicUs I 6, 18: "Omnes enim trahimur et ducimur ad cognitionis et scientiae 
cupiditatem. .•• " 

5. Cicero, De tfficiis I 6, 18: "In hoc genere et naturali et honesto duo vitia vitanda sunt,. unum, 
ne incognita pro cognitis habeamus bisque temere assentiamur, quod vitium effugere qui 
volet-Qmnes autem yelle debent-adhibebit ad considerandas res et tempus et diligentiam." 

6. Cicero, De qfficii.s I 6, '19: "Alterum est vitium, quod quidam nimis magnum sturuum multamque 
operam in res obscuras atque difficiles conferunt easdemque non necessarias." 

7. Cicero. De rdficiis I 6, 19: " ... quae orones artes in veriinvestigatione versantur, cuius studio 
a rebus gerendis abduci contra officium est. Virtutis enim laus omnis in actione consisnt .... " 
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8. Cicero, De finibus V 18. 48: ''Tantus est igitur innatus in nobis cognitionis amor et scientiae, 
ut nemo dubitare possit, quin ad cas res hommum natura nullo emol~ento invitata rapiatur." 

9. Cicero, De Jinibus V 18, 49: "Vidit Homerus prabari fabulam non posse, si canriunculis tantus 
vir irretitus teneretur; sciendam pollicentur, quam non erat mirum sapientiae cupido patria 
esse cariorem. Atque omnia quidem scire, cuiuscumque modi sint, cupere curiosorum, dud 
vera rnaiorum rerum contemplatione ad cupiditatem scientiae summorum virorum e:st 
putandUIlL" 

1 O. Cicero, De jinihus V 19, 50: "Qp.em eniro ardoreIn studii censetis fuisse in Archlmede. qui 
dum in pulvere quaedam describit attentius, ne patriam quidem captaIn esse senserit?"; trans
lation by H. Rackham (London and New York: Loeb Classical Library, 1914), p. 451. 

11. Cicero, Tusculanae disputatumes I 44; translation by 1- E. King (London and New York: Loeb 
Classical Library, 1927), pp. 53-54. 

12. Cicero, De dWinatWne I 35: "Latet fortasse obscuritate involuta naturae. Non enim me deus 
ista scire, sed his tantwnmodo uti voluit." 

13. Ambrosius, De oJJiciis miniItrorum I 26-27; see also Exameron V 24, 86. 

14. Philo, De migratione Abrahami 10. 

15. Philo, De migratione Abrahami 136. 

16. Philo, De_migratione Abrahami 185. 

17. Augustine, De morib-us ecclesiae catholicae et de mo'ribus Manichaeorum I 38. The passage is cited 
by, for instance, Thomas Aqumas, Summa theolcgica n 2, q. 167, a. L 

IS. Philo, De migratWne Abrahami 187. 

19. Philo, Dc migraticne Abrahami S. 

20. Philo, De migraticne Abraham! 38. 

21. Philo, De migjatione Abrahami 40,46. Thus even God's words are 'seen' (47-52), and God 
'sees' men's thoughts, while among one another men depend on the deficient mode of hearing, 
having to 'translate' their thoughts into words (81). The ethos ohhe Migratio Abrahami is the 
steadfastness of properly oriented vision (222). On the transformation of the Old Testament 
language of hearing into the Greek language of seeing, see Hans Jonas, GnosiI und spiitantiker 
Geist (GOttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1934-54), voL 2, part I, pp. 95ff., and Hans 
Blumenberg. "Licht als Metapher der Wahrheit," Studmm Generale 10 (1957);442. 

22. Philo, De migratwne Abrahami 40. 

23. Philo, De .romniis I 21-32. 

24. Chagigah tract n, 1, cited by Hans Jonas, op. cit. (note 21), p. 206. The references are to 
cosmology and demonology, cosmogony and eschatology, as the spatially and temporally 
extreme pol~'!S of reference of curiosity. 

25. This is still the problematic of the Socratic maxims of self-knowledge and their Platonic 
retraction into cosmic metaphysics. In an anecdote handed down by Eusebius in Praeparatw 
Evangelica XI 3, 6-8 (ed. K. Mras, Berlin:: Akademie Verlag, 1954-1956) from the life of Socrates 
by Aristoxenos-in Die Schule des Artstotem, ed. Wehrli {Basel: B. Schwabe, 1944-1959), vol. 1, 
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part 2, fragment 53-this is ascribed to Indian wisdom under the postulate of the unity of 
knowledge of the divine and of the human: Plato is said to have placed the treatment of the 
whole of nature before that of human matters and that of logic; as the doctor must have 
knowledge of the whole organism before he can treat a particular organ, so also man can 
only meaningfully be viewed as a member of the cosmos. This insight is supposed to have 
been transmitted to Socrates himself through association with Indians in Athens. when he was 
asked what he philosophized about. and answered that he investigated human life. At that, 
one of the Indians laughed at him and said that one could only fathom human affairs through 
knowledge of the divine. This etiological anecdote furnishes an origin for an entire tradition; 
see Plato, Phaedc 96 Aff; Aristode, De part. animo I 1; 642 a 28ff; Metaphysics I 6; 987 b IiI; SIT, 
vol 1, p. 486. voL 3, p. 584; Cicero, Academ. post. I 4, I5£[; Tuse. disp. V 4, 10; De republ. I 10, 
15. 

26. Plotinus, Enneads IV 8, 2. 

27. Plotinus, Enneads I 8, 4. 

28. Plotinus, Enneads ill 7, 11. 

29. Plotinus, Enneads IV 8, 1. 

30. Irenaeus of Lyon, Adversus haer-ests (henceforth: Adv. haer.) I 2, 1-3. 

31. Irenaeus, Adv. haet'. IT 1, 3: " ... et in infinitum de his quae continentur, et de his quae 
continent, incidet senno. " Irenaeus recognizes dualism as the root of the unappeasable compulsion 
to continue 'and so on'; he makes cogitare into the (so characteristic of anti~Gnostic language) 
excogitaTe. the compulsion to arbitrary speculation: "et semper necessitas erit excogitare altern 
Pleromata, et alteros Bythos, et nunquam aliquando consistere, semper quaerent~s alios. praeter 
dictos" (II 1, 4). Dualism, if it is to fimction, has to admit a presupposition that is incompatible 
with the nature of divinity, namely, that the one authority does not trouble himself with the 
other-the premise, that is, of the Epicurean theology of 'carefree' gods: "Et cum haec sic se 
beant, unusquisque deus suis contentus erit, et non curiose (!) et de alienis; sic quo minus, 
iniustus erit et avarus, et cessans esse quod deus est" OI 1, 5). But if a god should choose not 
to assert his power over everything, he would contradict himself and lose an essential attribute: 
" .•• et solvetur omnipotentis appellatio." Thus the readiness of faith to stop at a 'last resort' 
has its correlate in the nature of the divine itself, which includes the element (originally a 
reproach against the Stoics' god) of the curic5um. 

32. Irenaeus, Adv. haer. II I, 3: " ... ut nunquam stet eorum excogitatio in uno dca, sed per 
occaslonern plus quam est quaerendi, in id quod non sit excidat,. et absistat a vera deo." 

33. Irenaeus, Adv. haer. II 16, 1: "Rursum igitur sf illorum imago conditio est,. quid prohibet 
ilia eonun, quae super ea sunt, imagines esse dicere, et quae super ea sunt, rursus aliorum; 
et in imrnensas imagines imaginum excidere?" 

34. Il'enaeus, Adv. haer. II 16, 3: " ... ipse a semetipso exemplum et figurationern eorum quae 
facta sunt, accipiens ... cogi aliquando in aliquo upo statuere sensum, et ex eo figurationem 
factorum confiteri. ... " 

35. Irenaeus, Adv. haer. II 25, 4: "Ordinem ergo serva tuae sdentiae et ne ut bonorum ignarus 
supertranscendas ipsum deum; non enim transibilis es~ neque super demiurgum requiras quid 
sit; non 'enirn invenies ... Non enim excogitabis, sed contra naturam sentiens, ens insipiens; 
et si in hoc perseveraveris, incides in insaniam, sublimiorem teipsum melioremque factore tuo 
existimans, et quod pertranseas regna eius." 

36. Irenaeus, Adv. haer. II 25, 1: " ... sed ipsos numeros, et ea quae facta sunt aptare debent 
subiacenti veritatis argumento. Non enim regula ex numeris, sed numeri ex regula: nec deus 
ex factis, sed ea quae facta sunt, ex deo. Omnia enim ex uno et eodem deo." 
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37. As an e::arople. Irena~, AM. ,J;aer- n 28, 7: "Nos aute~ adhuc in terra canversantes, 
nondum assidentes throno elUS •••• 

38. Irenaeus, Adv. haer. II 28, 2. 

89. Irenaeus, Adr;. haer. n 28, 2: "Et non est mirum si in spiritalibus, et coelestibus, et in his 
quae habent revclari, hoc patiznur nos: quartdoquidem etiarn eorum quae: ante pedes S1lllt 

(dioo autem quae sunt in hac creatura, quae et contrectantur a nobis, et "videntur. et sunt 
nobiscum), multa fugerunt nostram scientiam, et deo haec ipsa committimus. Oportet enim 
ewn prae omnibus praecellere.» As examples h~ cites the causes of the flooding of the Nile, 
the phenomenon of migratory- birds. the tides, meteorological phenomena. phases of the moon, 
etc. «In his omnibus non quidem loquaces erimus, requrrentes causas eonun; qui autem ea 
fecit solus deus. viridicus est." The passage also makes clear, incidentally, the origin of the 
verumljactum convertibility axiom, which seems so 'epistemological,' from the theological re
servation of majesty. 

40. Irenaeus, Adv. haer. IT 26, 1: " ... per quaestionum subtilitates et minutiloquium in impietatern 
cadere." 

41. Jrenaeus, Adv. haer. II 16,2. 

42. Irenaeus, Adv. haer. II 27, 1. 

43. Irenaeus, Adv. haer. n 27, 2: "Itaque secundum hanc rationem homo quidem semper 
inquiret, nunquam autem inveniet, eo quod ipsam inventionis abiecerit disciplinam." . 

44. Clement of Alexandria, $tromateis 111,81. 

45. Clement, Stromateis V I, 10. 

41>. Clement of Alexandria, Protreptikos IX 86, 2. The interpretation of Odysseus's wanderings 
is prepared for here by the biblical analogy of the desert wandering of the Hebrews after the 
exodus fi-om Egypt fProtreptikos IX 85, 2). 

41. Clement of Alexandria, St-romateis VI 11, 89. 

48. Clement, Stromateis VI 10, 82. 

49. Clement, Stromateis VI 10, 83 <compare I 9, 43). 

50. Clement, St-romateis VI 11, 93. 

51. Clement, Stromateis n 1, 2. 

52. Clement, Stromateis I 10, 48. 

53. Hippolytus, R¢t.tatio omnium haeresium vn 13. On allegorical interpretations of Odysseus, 
see H.. Rahner, "Odysseus am Mastbaurn," Zeitschriftfor Katlwlische Theologie 65 (1941):123-152 
and the same author's Griechische My then in christlicher Deutung (ZUrich: Rhein-Verlag, 1945), pp. 
414-486. 

54. On curiasitas in Apuleius see H. J. Mette, "Curiositas,".in Festschrift B. Snell (Munich: Beck, 
19M). pp. 221-235, and also A. WIosok, "Zm Einheit der Metamorphosen des Apuleius," 
Philolo[f;US 113 (1969}:68-84. 

55. Plutarch, De curio£itaie 516 DE. 
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56. Plutarch. De curiositate 519 C. 

57. Plutarch. De curiasitate 51 ~ CE. 

58. Apuleius, Metamorphoses I 2: " ••. non quidem curiosum, sed qui velim scire vel cuncta vel 
certe plurima." 

59. Apuleius, Metamorphrues ill 14, 1: jamiliaris curWsitas (thus also IX 12, 2); IX 13,.4: ingenita 
curiasitas; IX 15, 1: genuina curWs£tas. 

60. Tertullian, De baptismo 12. 

61. TerntlJian, De anima ill 4; IT 6: ''late quaeruntur incerta, latius disputantur praesumpta. 
Q.uanta difficultas probandi, tanta operositas suadendi." operositas serves here, as it did already 
in Q!lintilian (]nmtutw Oratoria VII 3, 55), as the precjse equivalent of the Greek terms Periergia 
and polypragmosyne. One can perhaps define the difference in meaning between operositas and 
curiositas by saying that the intellectual difficulty aild complication produced by curWsitas is 
converted int.o opeTOJitas, and manifests itself as curiositatis labor (De testimonw animae I 2). 

62. Tertullian. De praesCriptione haereticOrum (henceforth: De praescr. Mer.) 9: "Unius ..• et cerci 
instituti infinita inquisitio non potest esse. Q.uaerendum est donee invenias, et credendum, ubi 
inveneris. " 

63. Tertullian, De praescr. haer. 7. 

64. Tertullian, De resurrectWne carnis 5: «ita nos rhetoricari quoque provocant haeretici, sicut 
etiam philosophari." 

65. Tertullian, De praesCT. haer. 7. 

66. Tertullian, De testimonio animae 1: ''Te simplicem et rudem et impolitam et idioticam 
compello qualem te habent qui te solam habent. ... " 

67. Tertullian, De testimonw animae 5: "Haec testimonia animae quanto vera tanto simplicia, 
quanta simplicia tanto vulgaria, quanto vulgaria tanto communia, quanto communia tanto 
naturalia, quanta nat.uralia tanto divina." 

68. Tertullian, Adversus naticnes II 4: Thales stands for the philosophers "qui stupidam exerceant 
curiositatem naturae quam prius in artificem eius et praesidem." 

69. Tertullian, De anima 10, 4-5. The anatomist Herophilus serves here to typifjr a curiosit(L5 
that, in its pursuit of knowledge, despises man: "me merucus ... qui hominem odit, ut nosset. ... " 
That the organic object might always have been altered by the anatomist's intervention was 
a consideration raised by Skepticism: " ... quia possit fieri ut patefacta et detecta mutentur" 
(Cicero, Academica n 39, 122) . 

. 70. Tertullian, De anima 1, 6. 

71. Tertullian, De anima 1,4. 

72. Tertu1lian, De praescr. hacr. 14: "Adversus regulam (sc. fidei) nihil scire omnia scire est." 

73. Tertullian, Aporogeticum 47, 3-4; De anima 2, 4: "cum maxima iniuria veritatis." 

74. Tenullian, Apo~ge~~m 1, 8: "hie tantum curiositas humana torpescit amant ignorH 

are ... malunt nesare. 
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75. Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem 1, 2. 

76. Tatian (Oralie ad Graeco5 40,2) and Clement of Alexandria (Stromateis 117,87), had made 
use of the metaphor of counterfeit coinage in order to characterize pagan perieTgia's supposed 
drawing from biblical sources, and no doubt with the specific iInplication that by rt:stamping 
the genuine coin, the marks of its origin were to be destroyed. 

77. Lactantius, Divinae institutiones (henceforth: Div. inst.) 11,6. See Hans Blumenberg, "Kritik 
und Rezeption antiker Philosophie in der Patristik," Stut:liwn Cenerale 12 (i959}:485-497. 

78. Lactantius. Div. inst. II 8, 64: "adeo nefas existimandum est ea scrutari, quae deus voluit 
esse eelata." 

79. Lactantius, Diu. inst. II 8, 70: "Denique cum aperiret hornini veritatem deus, ea sola scire 
nos voluit, quae interfuit hominem scire ad vitam consequendam: quae vero ad curiosam. et 
profanam cupiditatem pertinebant, reticuit, ut arcana essent." 

80. Lactantius, DiI;. inst. II 8, 60-63: "At idem,. quoties Epicureus est, et non vult, a deo factum 
esse mundum, quaerere solet, quibus manibus, quibus vectibus, qua molitione hoc tantum 
opus fecerit. Videret fortasse, si eo tempore potuisset esse, quo deus fecit. Sed ne perspiceret 
homo dei opera, noluit eum inducere in hunc mundum nisi perfectis omnibus. Sed ne induci 
quidem poterat. Quomodo enim subsisteret. •.. » 

81. Lactantius, Div. ins!. II 8, 68-69: "Opera ipsius videntur oculis: quomodo autem ilia fecerit, 
ne mente quidem videtur ... Hoc est enim modum conditionis suae transgredi nec intelligere, 
quousque hornini liceat accedere." 

82. Irenaeus, Adv. haer. II 3, 2 (against the Gnostics): "Q:llescant igitur dicere, ab alio factum 
esse mundum: simul enim ac mente cepit deus et factum est hoc, quod mente conceperat. 
~ec enim possibile erat alium quidem mente concipere, alium vero facere, quae ab ilio mente 
concepta fuerant." The distinction between Idea and appearance has been abandoned; if the 
possibility of creating the world is not an 'objective' one, potentially open to everyone, then 
neither can the possibility of apprehending its conceptual order be open to everyone. Gnosis 
becomes impossible when it is impossible for a 'second party' to insinuate himself into the 
mystery of the Creation. 

83. Lactantius, Div. inst. II 8, 71. 

84. Lactantius, Div. inst. ill 20, 2: "Non inficior fuisse ilium paulo cordatiorem quam ceteros 
qui naturam rerum putaverunt ingenio posse comprehendi In quo illos 'non excordes tantum 

fuisse arbitror, sed etiam impios: quod in secreta caelestis illius providentiae curiosos oculos 
voluennt immittere." 

85. Lactantius, Div. ins!. m 20, 10-11: "Celebre hoc proverbium Socrates habuit: Q!1od supra 
nos, nihil ad nos. Procwnbamus igitur in terram, et manus, nobis ad praeclara opera datas, 
convertamus in pedes. Nihil ad nos cae1um (ad culUS contemplationem ~us excitali), nihil 
denique lux ipsa pertineat." 

86. Lactantius, De ira dei 7, 5: "Homo autem recto statu, are sublimi ad contemplationelll 
mundi excitatus confert cum deo vultum et rationem ratio cognoscit." 

87. Lactantius, Dw. inst. II 1, 14ff; IT 2, 18-20; m 12, 26; V 19, 1. Also: A. Wlosok, Laktanz. 
und die philosl"ljJhi.sche Gnosis (Heidelberg> 1960, Abhandlungen der Akademie zu Heidelberg. 
Phil.-hist. KL 1960 Series, no. 2, pp. 8-47. 

88. Arnobius. Adversus gentes II 39. On this see Hans Blumenberg, Dos dritte Hiihlengleichnis 
(Turin. 1961, Studi e Ricerche di Storia della Filosofia 39). 
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89. Arnobius, Adversus gentes II 51. 

90. Arnobius, Adversus gentes II 56. 

91. Arnobius, Adversus gentes II 61: "Remittite haec deo atque ipsum scire concedite, quid, 
quare, aut uncle sit. ... Vestris non est rationibus liberum implicare vos talibus, et tam remotas 
inutiliter curare res. Res vestra in ancipiti sita est salus dico animanun vestrarum. ... " 

92. Arnobius, Adversus gentes I 38: "(Chris!llS) qui quo auctore, quo patre mundus iste sit 
constitutus et conditus, fecit benignissime sciri." 

93. Anlobius, Adversus gentes IT 74. 

94. Arnobius, Adversus gentes II 60. 

Chapter 5 

1. Augustine, Crmfessiones V 3, 4: "Mente enim sua quaerunt ista et ingenio, quod tu dedisti 
eis, et multa invenenmt et praemmtiaverunt ante multos annos defectus lurninaritun solis et 
lunae quo die, qua hora. quanta ex parte futuri essent, et non eos fefellit numerus et ita factum 
est ut praenuntiaverunt." 

2. Augustine, Confessiones V 3, 4: "Et mirantt)r haec homines, et stupent qui nesciunt ea et 
exsultant atque extolluntur qui scitmt; et per impiam superbiam recendentes et deficientes a 
lumine tuo, tanto ante solis defectum. futurum praevident "et in praesentia suuro non vident. 
Non enim religiose quaerunt, unde habeant ingeniuro, quo ista quaenmt." See V 3, 5: "sibi 
tribuendo quae tua sun[ ac per hoc student perversissima caecitate etiam tibi tnbuere quae 
sua sunt. •.. " {Same section:} "Sed non noverunt viam. ... per quod fecisti ea quae numerant 
et ipsos qui numerant et sensum quo cerrlUnt quae numerant et mentem de qua numerant. ... " 

3. Augustine, Corifes.sumes V 3, 3: "Nee propinquas nisi obtritis corde, nee inveniris a superbis 
nee si illi curiosa peritia numerent stellas et arenam et dimetiantur sidereas plagas et investigent 
vias astrorum." 

4. Augustine, Corifessfunes, V 3, 6: "Multa tamen ab cis (SC philosophls) ex ipsa creatura vera 
dicta retinebam et occurrebat mihi ratio per numeros et ordinem temporum et visibiles at
testationes sidennn. ... " 

5. Augustine, Conftssiones X 35, 55: "HIDe etiam in ipsa religione deus tentatur, cum signa et 
prodigia flagitantur, non ad aliquam salutem, sed ad solam experientiam desiderata." 

6. Augustine, De diueTSis quiustionihus LXXX1ll 30: "Frui ergo dicimur ea re de qua capimus 
voluptatem.. Utimur ea quam referimus ad id unde voluptas capienda est.. Omnis itaque humana 
perversio est, quod etiam ¥inurn vacatur, fiuendis uti velle, atque utendis frui E[ rursus omms 
ordinaria quae virtus etiam nommatur, fi-uendis fruit et utendis uti." 

7. Augustine, De doctrina christiana I 20: "Nos itaque qui fruimur et utimur allis rebus, res 
aliquae sumus. Magna enim quedam res est homo, factus ad imaginem et similitudinem 
dei ... Itaque magna quaestio est utrum frui se homines debeant, an uti, an utrumque ... utrwn 
propter se homo ab horoine diligendus sit. ... " 

8. Augustine, De tWct:rina christiana I 21: "Sed nee seipso quisquam frui debet, si liquido advertas; 
quia nee seipsum debet propter seipsum diligere. sed propter illurn quo fiuendum est ... sed 
ad seipsum conversus, non ad incommutabile aliquid eonvertitur.» 
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9: Augustine. De Genest ad litter-am IV 26: '~ ... vitium est et·~tas animae. ita suis operibus 
delectari, ut potius in eis, quam in se requiescat ab cis; cum procu1 dubio melius aliquid in 
ilia sit quo ea facta sunt, quam ipsa quae meta sunt. ... » God must enjoy being able to create 
His Creation without this power being 'con£nned' by its actual exercise; this is due to His 
self-sufficiency. But the fact that for man self-enjoyment derives precisely from the confinnation 
of his power in his- works is an implication of finitude that is not yet seen here, and that it 
would have been difficult for Augustine to comprehend with the means employed in the 
critique of curicsitas. . 

10. Another catalog of the levels of curiositas is given by the commentary on the first Epistle 
of John 2: 16 (the triad of vices), In epi5rolamJoannis II 13: "lam quam late patet.curiositas? 
Ipsa in spectacu1is, in theatris, in sacram.entis diaboli, in magicis artibus. in maleficiis ipsa est 
curiositas. Aliquando tentat etiam servos dei, ut velint quasi miracuIum facere, tentare utrum 
exaudiat illos deus in miracu1is, curiositas est. ... " 

11. Augustine, ConftssUmes X 35, 55: «Hinc ad perscrutanda naturae, quae praeter nos es~ 
operta proceditur:: quae scire nihil prodest" et nihil aliud quam scire homines rupiunt." 

12. Augustine, De moribus ecclesUJ.e et de moribu:; Manichaeorum I 35-38. 

13. The Scholastic formula for this state of affairs was given very precisely by William of 
Ockham in his Commentary on the Sentences (1 q. 27, a. 2 R): "(Augustinus) ponit quod talis norida 
qua anima novit se antequam se cogitaret" est ipsamet substantia animae, quae est memoria, 
quia sc. nisi esse aliquod impedimentum, ita posset anima cogitare virtute illius substantiae." 
One needs only to put curiositas in place of impedimentum to perceive Augustine's position: 
" ..• et omnia ista sunt intelligenda de anima si non esset impedimentum qualiter impeditur 
pro statu isto. " Augustine's Gnostic presuppositions-in which the schema is laid out" according 
to whkh awakening from forgetfulness already is deliverance-have such far-reaching reflex 
effects that the salutary knowledge is not received from outside as a revelatory 'teaching' but 
rather is 'set free' as self-consciousness as soon as the 'call' to remembrance is heard. 

14. Augustine, De 11Wribus eccleJiae et de moribus Manichaeorum I 38: "Unde tanta etiam superbia 
gignirur, ut in ipso coelo. de quo saepe disputant, sibimet habitare videantur"; translated by 
D. & I. Gallagher. The Catholic and Manichaean Ways if Life (Washington: Catholic University of 
Am.erican Press, 1966), pp. 32-33. 

15. Augustine, De morlbus ecclesiae et de mcrilnts Manichaeorum 1 38: "QJ..tamobrem recte etiam 
curiosi esse prohibemur. quod magm,Un temperantiae munns est ... philosopbia est arnor 
studiumque sapientiae .... " From this passage, which he cites in Summa theolcgica n 2, q. 167, 
a. 1, Thomas Aquinas may have acquired the distinction between CUTWsitaJ and studiruitas, 
between presumption to and exertion toward knowledge. 

16. Augustine, Crmfessitmes V 3, 5: "Non ~oven.Ult banc viam qua descendant ad illum a se et 
per eam ascendant ad eum. Non novenmt banc viam et putant se excelsos esse cum sideribus 
et lucidos; et ecce ruerunt in terram. ..• " The metaphor of the stellarization of man points. 
on the one hand, to self-elevation, and, on the other hand, to the refusal, in starlike 'self
ilhuninarion..' to recognize the human spirit's need for illumination from outside. 

1'). Augustine, De Genest ad litteram I 39. 

18. Augustine, De Genest ad litteram IT 38. 

19. Augustine, RetractatWnes II 24: "In quo opere plura quaesita quam inventa sunt: et eorum 
quae in:venta sunt, pauciora firmata; cetera vero ita posita; velut adhuc requiranda smt." 

20. Augustine. De Genest ad litter am n 20: " ... sed spiritum dei, qui per ipsos (sc. auctores 
nostros) loquebatur noluisse ista docere homines nulli saluti profutura:' 
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21. Augustine, De Genesi ad litter am IT 29. 

22. Augustine, De Genesi ad litteram II 20: "Q¢d enim ad me pertinet. utnun coelum sicut 
sphaera undique concludat terram in media mundi mole libratam, an eam ex una parte desuper 
velut discus operiat?" 

23. Augustine, De Genest ad litteram II 34: " ... nobis autem de intervallis et magnitudine 
siderum subtiIius aliquid quaerere, talique inquisitioni nj"bus gravioribus etmelionbusnecessariurn 
tempus impendere, nee expedit, nec congruit," See "II 20: " ... et occupantes (sc. res), quod 
peius est, multum preriosa et rebus salubribus impendenda, temporum spatia.» Further, Episwla 
11 2: ''llla namque quae de hoc mundo quaeruntur, nee saris ad beatam vitam obtinendam 
mihi videntur perri.nere; et si aliquid affenmt voluptatis, cum invesngantur, metuendum est 

" tamen ne occupent tempus rebus impendendum. melioribus." 

24. Augustine, De Genest ad litteram II 23: "Et ah ipsis quippe qui haec curiosissime et otiosissime 
quaesierunt, inventum est, etiam. coelo non moto, 51 sola sidera verterentur, fieri potuisse 
omnia quae in ipsis siderum conversionibus animadversa atque comprehensa sunt." 

25. Augustine, De dvitate dei XXI 1. 

26. Augustine, De cWi.tate dei XXI 3. 1: « ••• et haec est corum tota ratio, ut quod experti non 
sun!, ncquaquam esse posse arbitrentur." 

2 7. Augustine, De citJUate def. XXI 7, 1: "Brevis sane ista· est ratio, fateor, sufficiensque responslo. 
Sed cum deus auctor sit naturarum omnium. cur nolunt fortiorem nos reddere rationem, 
quando aliquid velut impoSSlbile nohmt credere, eisque redditionem rationis poscentibus res
ponderous, hanc esse voluntatem omnipotentis dei; qui certe non ob aliud vocarur omnipotens, 
nisi quoniam. quidquid vult potest; qui potuit creare tamen tam multa, quae nisi ostenderentur, 
aut a credendis hodieque testibus dicerentur. profecto impossibilia putarentur, non soluzn quae 
ignotissima apud nos, verum etiaIn quae notissirna posui." 

28. Augustine, De civitate dei XXI 7.1: "Cur itaque facere non possit deus ... qui fecit mun
dum ••. innwnerabilibus miraculis plenum; cum sit omnibus quibus plenus est procul dubio 
malus et excellentius etiam. ipse munclus miracu1um?'> 

29. Augustine, De dvitate dei XXI 8, 2: "Portentum. ergo fit. non contra naturam sed contra 
quam est nota natura. " 

30. "Turbavit profecto tunc, si ulli iam fuerunt canones astrologorwn, quos velut inerrabili 
computatione de praeteritis ac futuris astiorum "motibus conscriptos habent, quos canones 
sequendo ausi sunt dicere hoc quod de Lucifero contigit, nee antea., nec postea contigis·se"; 
translated by Marcus Dods, The CUy of(;()d (New York:iHafner, 1948), voL 2. p. 429. Augustine 
fonnulates very elliptically what he wants to say in accordance with the logic ofhis antithesis 
of miracle and science: namely, that the astronomers deny altogether any event, whether past 
or future, like that said to have befallen Venus. 

31. Augustine, De civitate dei XXI 8, 4: " .•• quo commoneantur, cum aliquid adverterint in 
aIiqua institutionenaturae, eamque sibi notissimam fccerint, non se inde deo debere praescribere, 
quasi eam non possit in longe aIiud, qUaIn cis cognita est, vertere atque mutare." See 8, 5: 
"Sicut ergo non fuitimpossibile deo, quas voluit instituere; sic ei non est impossibile, in quidquid 
voluerit, quas instituit, mutare naturas." 

32 .• Arnobi~, Adversus gentes I ]: " ... apud nos ••. causas, per quas suis mundus aberravit ab 
legtbus .... 

33. Augustine, De civitate dei II 3. 
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Chapter 6 

1. Thus in the V'ua of the Abbot of Fleury (who died in 1004): "ipse. adhuc maiora gliscens 
scientiae sautari arcana ... aliquantulum quidem in astrononlla, sed non quantum cu
pierat ... "-in Patrologia cursus comptetus. Series lo.tina, ed. J. P. Migne (Paris: 1844-1864)(henceforth: 
PL), vol. 139, p. 390. 

2. Lwer de TeJtauratiime S. Martini Tomacensis, in Monumenta Germaniae historica, scriptorum, voL 
14: 274; reference from O. Meyer. 

3. Gerhoch von Reichersberg (died 1169), Libellus de ordine dmwrum Sancti Spiritus: " ... ipsae 
cursus suos tam ecrta tamque firma lege custodiunt, constirutione dei et praecepto quod ille 
posuit, ut recte illarum fortitudo sit hornini rationali pro miracu10 pariter et exemplo. arguens 
illius oboedientiam si quando a proposito sibi exorbitat praecepto." Curiositas appears in Gerhoch 
in the triad of Adam's temptations as the motive of et mala scire (De investigatione Antichristi II 
18). Citation after P. Classen, GerJwch von Reichersberg (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1960). 

4. Peter Damian, Epistola. 28, PL, voL 144, p. 419: "lam quam late patet curiositas ipsa; in 
spectaculis, in theatris, in sacramentis diabolicis, in magicis artibus, in maleficiis ipsa est cur:iositas; 
aliquando tentat servos dei, ut velint quasi miraculum facere, tentare utrum exaudiat eos deus. 
In miraculis curiositatem. hoc desiderium non est a Patte" (quoting Augustine; see note 10 to 
part m, chapter 5), 

5. Peter Damian, De sancia simplicitate scientiae injlanti anteponenda, section 8, in PL, vol. 145, 
pp. 701ff: " ... noli huiusmodi sapientiam quaerere, quae tibi simul cum reprobis et gentilibus 
valeat convenire. Quis enim accendit lucernam, ut videat solem? ... Ipsa quippe vera sapientia 
se quaerentibus aperit, et sine adulterin.ae Iuds auxilio Iuds inocciduae se fulgor ostendit." 
The 'pious' position opposed to grammar is impressively formulated in section 1: "Ecce, frater, 
vis grammacicam discere? Disce deum pluraliter declinare." 

'6. Peter Damian, De dtoina omnipotentia in reparaticne ccm'Uptae etfacm irifCctis Teddendis {henceforth: 
De divina Dmnipotentia}, PL, voL 145, pp. 595-622. 

7. De divina omnipctentia 5: "Videat ergo imperite sapientium et vana quaerentium caeca temeritas; 
quia si haec quae ad artem pertinent disserendi, ad deum praviter referant. ... Haec igitur 
quaestio, quoniam non ad discutiendam maiestatis divinae potentiam, sed potius ad artis 
dialecticae probatur pertinere peritiam; et non ad virtutem vel materia rerum, sed ad modum 
et ordinem disserendi et consequentiam verbon.un. ... " 

8. De divina ommpotentia 5: "Secundum naturalem namque variae vicissitudinis ordinem potest 
fieri, ut hodie pluat; poteSt et fieri, ut non pluat. Sed quantum ad consequentiam disserendi, 
si futurum est ut pluat, necesse est omnio ut pluat; ac per hoc prorsus impossibile est ut non 
pluat. Quod ergo dicitur de praeteritis hoc co-psequitur nihilominus de rebus praesennbus et 
futuris: nimirum, ut sialt orone quid fuit, fuisse necesse est, ita et orone quod est, quamdiu 
est, necesse sit esse: et orone quod futurum est, necesse sit futurum esse." 

9. De -divina omnipotentia 5: "Et quia inter rudimenta discentium vel artis humanae nullam 
apprehendere peritiam, curiositatis suae nubilo perturbant puritatis ecclesiasticae discipli
nam ..• absit, ut sacris legibus se pertinaciter inferant et divinae virtuti conclusionis suae 
necessitates opponant. Q:!lae tamen artis humanae pericia ... non debet ius magisterii sibimet 
arroganter arripere, sed velut ancilla dominae quodam famulatus obsequio subservire ••.. " 

10. -De divma omnipotentia ],.1: "Ipsa quippe rerum natura habet naturam suam, dei scilicet 
voluntatem, ut sicut illius leges quaelibet creata conservant, sic illa cum iubetur suiiuris oblita. 
divinae voluntati reverenter obediat." 
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11. De dWina omnipotentia 12. 

12. Albertus Magnus, De bono IV, q. 1, a. 4, in opera, ed. B. Geyer (Munich: Aschen~orff, 
1951-1980, voL 28, p. 233; "curiositas et prudentia non sunt circa eandem materiam; ergo 
curiositas non est extremum ad prudentiam. ... " 

13. Albertus Magnus, loc. cit. (cited in note 12); « ••• curiositas est investigatio eonun quae ad 
rem et ad nos non pertinent. Pntdentia autem tantum est de his quae ad rem et ad nos 
pertinent." 

14. Albertus Magnus, loc. cit. (note 12): "Et hoc vocatur vitium curiositatis et non est de 
operabilibus prudentiae, sed potius est de scibilibus speculativae, licet mala intentione scientia 
ipsorum quae taliter scitmtur, acquiratur." 

15. Thomas Aquinas, In Aristotelis librum de anima commentarium I, leet. 1, n. 3: " ... sciendum 
est, quod omnis scientia bona est: et non solum bona, venun etiam honorabilis. Nihilominus 
tamen una scientia in hoc superexcellit aliam. Quod autem omnis scientia sit bona, patet; quia 
bonum rei est illud, secundum quod res habet esse perfecnun: hoc enim unaquaeque res 
quaerit et desiderat. Cum igitur scientia sit perfectio hominis, inquantum hom.o, scientia est 
bonum hominis." 

16. Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles III c. 25, n. 8: "Naturaliter illest omrnbus hominibus 
desiderium cognoscendi causas eorum quae videntur; unde propter admiratioriem eorum quae 
videbantur, quorum causae latebant, homines primo philosophari ceperunt; inveruentes autem 
causam quiescebant. Nec sistit inquisitio quousque perveniatur ad primam causam; et runc 
perfecte nos scire arhitramur quando primam causam cognoscirnus. Desiderat igitur homo 
naturaliter cognoscere primam causam quasi ultimum finem .... " 

17. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologtca II 2, q. 166, a. 2, reply to the third point: "Sed quantum 
ad cognitionem est in homine contraria inclinatio, quia ex parte animae inclinatur homo ad 
hoc quod cognitionem rerum desideret; et sic oportet ut laudabiliter homo huiusmodi appetitum 
refrenet, ne immoderate rerum. cognitioni intendat. Ex parte vero naturae corporalis homo 
inclinatur ad hoc ut laborem inquirendi scientiam vitet. Qpantum ergo ad primum studiositas 
in refrenatione consistit; et seomdum hoc ponitur pars temperantiae. Sed quantum ad secundum 
laus virtutis huiusmodi consistit in quadam vehementia intentionis ad scientiam rerum per
cipiendam ... ;" translated by Thomas Gilly, Q.P., in St. TlwmasAquinas. Summa Theologiae (New 
York: McGraw-Hill; London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1971), voL 44, p. 199. 

18. Summa theolagica II 2, q. 167, a 1: «Aliter autem est iudica.ndum de ipsa cognitione ventatis 
et aliter de appetitu et studio veritatis cognoscendae." 

19. Significantly, Thomas cites for this idea not Carifesdones V 3, but rather a <harmless' passage 
from De vera religione 29 which fits the cosmological turning better. See Summa theologica II 2, 
q. 167, a. I: "homo appetit cognpscere veritatem circa creaturas, non referendo ad debitum 
finem, scilicet ad cognitionem deL" 

20. Summa theowgica II 2, q. 167, a 1, reply to the first point: "bonum hominis consistit in 
cognitione veri; non tamen summum hominis bonum consistit in cognitione cuiuslibet veri, 
sed in perfecta cognitione summae veritatis .... " 

21. Summa theowgica II 2, q. 167, a. 1, reply to the third point. 

22. Thomas Aquinas, In Aristotelis libros de caela expositio II lect. 7, n. 4 (364), commenting on 
De caew II 5; 287 b 28-288 a 2: «.".. homo non cognoscit mensuram suae fa.cu:Itatis circa 
inquisitionem veritatis." 

23. Summa theowgica II 2, q. 35, a 4. 
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24. Thomas Aquinas, De malo, q. 11, a. 4. 

25. Siger of Brabant, Qyaestwnes in Metaphysit:am. ed. Graiif (Louvai.n;·lnstitute Superieur de la 
Philosophie, 1948) II 4: "Q!.Iaeritur utrum potentia hominis quam habet ad addiscendum vel 
ad sciendum possit compleri per actunl, vel sit potentia ad infinitum. ... Dico quod potentia 
talis non est ad infinitum, sed ad actum qui compleri potest. ... Sed scibilia non sunt infinita, 
cwn nec species entis sint infinitae. Nee propter infinitatem quae sit in modo sciencli darius 
et darius, quia perfectio scientiae dupliciter est quaedam enim est per definitionem; quaedam 
per demonstrationem ... possibile est ut sdatur perfecte per demonsr.rationem ... quando 
enim habetur definitio perfecta alicuius, tunc scirur perfecte: et tunc sdtur skut homo potest 
scire." 

26. Francis Bacon, Works, ed. Spedding, Ellis, and Heath (London: Longmans, 1889), vol. 1, p. 
119. In the preface dedicating De dignitate et augmentis sCientiarum II to the King (Works, vol 1, 
p. 485), Bacon identifies the traditional literature with the Pillars of Hercules and the addressee 
of !;he dedication with the guiding star of the voyager of the new science who is Wlconcerned 
by the Nee plus ultra: "Q!.lousque enim tandem pauculos aliquos scriptores statuemus nobis 
tanquam Coll.lIIU1:iS Hero.ilis, ne plus ultra in doctrinis progrediamur, cum habeamus Majestatem 
tuam instar lucidi et benigni syderis, quod nos inter navigandum conducat et fortunet?" The 
allegory is formulated yet more strongly in the preface of 1620 to the Instauratw magna (Works, 
vol 1, p. 125), where man's fulse assessment of himself appears as embodied in the Pillars of 
Hercules: "Videntur nobis homines nec opes nec vires suas bene nosse •... Quare sunt et suae 
scientiis columnae tanquam fatales; cum ad ulterius penetrandum homines nec desiderio nec 
spe excitentur." 

27. Joseph Glanvill, Plus ultra or the Progress and Advant:ement ofKnowlerige sint:e tlu days of Aristotle 
{London: 1668; Gainsville, Scholar's Facsimiles and Reprints, 19M}. 

28. Petrarch,Epi5tolae de rebus familiarihus IV 1: "Altissimum regionis huius montem ... hodiemo 
die, sola videndi insignem loci altitudinem cupiditate ductus, ascendi" 

29. For the ancient world, just as for the Middle Ages, there is an odd inhibition against 
viewing the world from above or thinking of it as viewed from above by man. Man's 'natural 
abode' is below, and his constitutive direction of gaze is upward from below, the gaze of the 
contemplator caeli.-Jacob Burckhardt writes, "It is true that lovingly executed representations 
almost always relate to the neighborhood, indeed to what is narrowly enclosed, to forest glens, 
grottos etc .•.. On the other hand, however many acropolises towered high above their cities, 
there is no representation of the view from the heights into the deep and the distance. Solon 
on the Acropolis of Athens sees only the roofs of the city round about and t:h.inks of the great 
misery that sits there below." The view of the world from above is reserved for the gods, as 
already in the Iliad XVI 297. where Zeus has driven the clouds from the summit of the 
mountains and now the splendid view of the world lying below him opens up: Jacob Burckhardt, 
Griechisch.e Kulturgeschichte (Berlip and Stuttgart: W. Spemann, 1898-1902), voL 3, p. 2. Also, in 
the Naehtriigen: "But especially the ascent of the highest and steepest summits, of which Greece 
has no lack, is not a matter of course. The earliest association of ideas, which suspected that 
the mountain summits were the seat of the gods, may have been due to the fact that at the 
time these heights were unclimbed. The sun illuminated them with its first rays; brooks and 
spring~ flowed down from them; storms gathered on them. A second stage was that one 
ascended them and doubtless irrunediately made sacrifices there .... " The gaining of the view 
'from above' in painting is one of the innovations of the beginning of the modern age, especially 
on the part of Leonardo but also in Altdorfer's Battle of Alexander, see J. Gantner, Lecmardru 
Visionen von der Siniflut und wm Untergang der Welt. Gesehi.chte einer kiinstlerischen Idee (Bern: A. 
Francke, 1958), pp. 138, 143, 148-149. 

SO. Petrarch, Epistolae de rebusfomiliartbus IV l:"'fiOccupavit inde animum nova cogitatio atque 
a lods traduxit ad tempora." 
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31. Petrarch, loco cit. (:note 30): "Obstupui fateor. ; . iratus mihimet quod nunc etiam terrestna 
mirarer, qui iampridem ab ipsis gentium philosophis cliscere debuissem nihil praeter animum 
esse mirabile, cui magno nihil est magnum. Tunc vero montem satis vidisse contentus, in me 
ipsum. interiores oculos refiexi. ... " 

Chapter 7 

1. Pettarch, Epi5tolae de rebus familiaribus m 1. 

2. Petrarch, EpiswUu de rebus fomiliaribus V 7. 

3. Petrarch, Invective contra modicum, ed. G. Ricci (Rome: Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 1950), 
IU. . 

4. William of Ockham, Commentary on the Sentences, PT()logus III 9 CC: « ... dioo quod theologia 
nostra non est "de omnibus nee complexis nee inccimplex.is: quia intellectus vix sufficit ad ilia 
quae sunt necessaria ad salutem." 

5. Maier, Die Vorliiuftr Galileis im 14. Jahrhundert {Rome: Eruzioni di storia e !etter-awra, 1949), 
pp_ 114-115. 

6. A. Maier, "'Ergebnisse' der spatscholastischen Naturphilosophie," &hoiastik 35 (1960):187. 

1. Nicolas of Orcsme, De commensurabiJitate vel incommensurabilitate motuum cadi, citation from 
A. Maier, Metaphysuche Hintergriinde der spiitscholastischen Naturphilcsophie (Rome: Edizioni ill storia 
e leneratura, 1955), p. 30: "An nescis quod rerum mundi proportiones nosse praecisas humamun 
transcendit ingenium.. quod cwn de sensibus quaerit, a sensibus debet incipere, quibus nequit 
deprehendi praecisio punctua1is? Si enim excessus imperceptibilis, inuno minor pars quam 
eius millesima, aequalitatem tollit et propomonem mutat de rationali ad irrationalem, quomodo 
motuum aut magnitudinum caelestium plUlctualem proportionem patens agnoscere?" See also 
E. Grant, "Nicole Oresme and the Commensurability or Incommensurability of the Celestial 
Motions," Archwe for the History of the Exact SCient;es 1 (1961):420-458. 

8. A. Maier. Metaphysucke Hintergrii:nde der spiit.schoWstischen Naturphtlnsophie (Rome: Edizioni eli 
storia e letteiatura, 1955), p. 402. 

9. Robert Grosseteste, Notulo.e ad Physicam IV, ed. A. Maier, Zwischen Phiksophie und Mechanik 
(Rome: Edizioni eli stocia e letteratura, 1958), pp. 24ff: "sicut enim quae vere in se finita sunt, 
nobis sum infinita, sic quae vere in se sunt infinit.a, illi (SC. deo) sunt finita, iste autern omnia 
creavit numero, pondere et mensura, et iste est mensurator primus et certissimus ...• Unde 
si nulli creato est infinitum finitum, nullum creatum sic mensurat." 

10. Jean Gerson, Lectwnes duae contra vanam cu:rwsitatem, opera omnia, ed. M. L E. Du Pin 
(Amsterdam: 1706), voL I, pp. 86-106 (henceforth: Contra vanam curWsitalem). 

11. Gerson, Contra vanam curiasitatem I: "appetitlls propriae excellentiae et subiectionis fuga et 
divinae maiestatis quoddam. phantasncum ••. " (par. 90). 

12. Gerson, Cont-ra vanam curiruitatem'I: "curiositas est vitium quo dimissis utilioribus homo 
convercit studium suum ad minus utilia vel inattingibiIia sibi vel noxia" (par. 9I). «smgularitas 
est vithun, quo dimissis utilioribus homo convertit studium sum ad doctrinas peregrinas et 
insolitas" (par. 91). 

13. Gerson, Contra vanam curiositatem I: "Physka siqUidern perscrutatio ductum ratiocinationis 
naturalis insequens nequit immensum progredi, certis enim limitibus coarctetur oportet, quos 
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limites dum praetergredi superba curiositate conatur, quid nl.irandum si praeceps et si absque 
ductore et lumine caeca ambulans offendat ad lapidem erroris et impingens se conterat" (par. 
91), " ... curiositas non cententa suis finibus fefellit pbilosophos ..... (par. 93). 

14. Gerson, Contra vanam curiositatem 1: "Quia certe ea quae in liberrima pO!estate dei pasita 
erant, dum attingere et ad quasdam necessitatis regulas adducete conari Sunt, ipsi evanuenm.t 
in cogitationibus SIDs et obscuratum est insipiens cor corum." At the center of the rejection 
stands inquiry about the origin and end of the world: "Qualitet et quandO mundus inceperit 
aut si finituris sit, soo nequit ex quibuscumque experientiis quas philosophia sequitur, quoniam 
hoc in liberrima conditoris voluntate situm est. Philosophi igiture dum hoc secretum divinae 
voluntatis penetrare, duce experentia. moliunrur, quidni deficiant? Q!loniam sicut divina voluntas 
huius ratio est, ita solis illis scire concessum est., quibus ipsa voluerit revelare" (par. 92). 

15. Gerson, Contra vanam curiositatem II: "Signum curiosae singularitatis est fastidire doetrinas 
resolutas et plene discussas et ad ignotas vd non exarninatas velle eonverti .... Mavult enim 
curiositas quaerere ~venienda,. quam inventa cum veneratione studiosa intelligere" (par. 97). 
"Signum curiosae singularitatis est indebita doctorum et doetrinarum appropriacio" (par. 97). 
"Provideremus insuper novis theologizantibus qui per tales materias magis ad admirationem 
et de adrniratione ad curiosam perscrutationem quam ad aedificationem solidam eommoventur" 
(par. 101). "Figuram hmus considerationis praebet nobis aedifieatio ilia tunis BabeL •• " (par. 
lOS). 

16. Thomas a Kempis, De imitatiane Christi ill 54: "Natura appetit scire secreta et nova audire, 
vult exterius apparere et multa per sensus experiri ... sed gratia non cura.t nova nee curiosa 
percipere quia totum hoc de vetustate eorruptionis est ortum." m 58: "Cave ergo, fill, de istis 
curiose tractare quae tuam. scientiam exeedunt." 

17. Nicholas of Cusa, De venatwne sapientiM 1: "Sollicitamur appetitu naturae nostrae indito 
ad non solum sdentiam sed sapientiam seu sapidam scientiam habendum." See De daeta 
ignorantia I 1: "Qpam ob rem sanum liben.un inte1lectum verum, quod insatiabiliter indito 

. discursu cuncta perlustrando attingere cupit. apprehensum amoroso amplexu cognoscere 
dicirnus .... " 

18. Nicholas of Cusa, De venatwne sapientiae 12. 

19. Nicholas of Cusa, De c()Ttiecturis I 3. 

20. Nicholas of Cusa, De berylw c. 82. 

21. Nicholas of Cusa, De beryllo c. 32: "Nam si (sc. Plato) considerasset hoc, reperisset utique 
mentem nostram, quae mathematicalia fabricat. ea quae sui sunt officii verius apud se habere 
quam sint extra ipsam. Puta homo habet artem mechanicam et figuras artis venus habet in 
suo mentali conceptu quam ad extra sint figurabiles; ut domus, quae ab arte fit. habet veriorem 
figuram in mente quam in lignis .... Sic de circulo, linea, triangulo atque de nostro numero 
et omnibus tahbus quae ex mentis coneeptu initium habent et natura carent. ... Ideo Plato 
non videtur bene considerasse, quando mathematicalia, quae a sensibilibus abstrahuntur, vidit 
veriora in mente, quod propterea ilia adhuc haberent aliud esse verius supra intellectum. ... 
Et si sic considerassent Pythagorici et quicumque alii, clare vidissent mathematicalia et numeros, 
quae ex nostra mente procedunt et sunt modo quo nos concipimus non esse substantias aut 
principia ren.un senstbilium, sed tantum entiwn rationis, quorum nos swnus conditores." 

22. Nicholas of Cusa, De decta ignorantia II 13: "Qui (Sc. deus) etiam vult ut in admirationem 
ex mundi machina tam mirabili ducamur; quam tamen nobis occultat eo plus, quo plus 
admiramur, quoruam ipse tantum est. qui vult ornni corde et diligentia quaeri" 

23. Nicholas of Cusa,. D~ dacta ignorantia II 1: "ars etiam naturarn imitatur, quantum potes.J.t 
sed numquam ad ipsius praedsionem potent perV"enire." 
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24. Nicholas of Cusa, Idiata de mente 9: "Philosophus: Admiror, cum mens, ut ais, idiota, a 
mensura dicatur, cur ad rerum mensuram tam avide feratur.-Idiota: Dt suiipsius mensuram 
attingat. Nam mens est viva mensura, quae mensurando alia sui capacitatem attingit. Omnia 
enhn agit, ut se cognoscat. ... " 

Chapter 8 

1. Copernicus, De revoluticnibus or-mum caelestium I 4: "Quam ob causam ante omnia puto 
necessarium., ut diligenter animaclvertamlls, quae sit ad caelum terrae habitudo, ne, dum 
excelsissima scrutari vohunus, quae nobis proxima sint, ignoreznus, ac eadem errore, quae 
telluris sunt, attribuamus caelesnbus." 

2. Copernicus, De revolutionibus Mbium caelestium I, prooemium: "At cum omnium bonarum artium 
sit abstt'ahere a vitiis et hominis mentem ad meliora dirigere, haec praeter incredibilem animi 
voluptatem abundantius id praestare potest." 

3. The Literary Works of Leonardo da Vinci, trans. Jean Paul Richter (London: Sampson Low et 
al., 1883), p. 395. On the relation between the fragment on the cave and the Madcnna 0/ the 
Rodu, seeJ. Gantner, Leonarcios Visionen (Bern: A Francke, 1958), pp. 100f[. In the first half of 
the century, the most important justification of interest in subterranean things was Georg 
Agricola's treatise on mining, Bermannus we de re metallica (1528). 

4. George Berkeley, "A description of the Cave of Dunmore," Works, ed. A. A. Luce and T. 
E. Jessop (Edinburgh: Thomas Nelson, 1948-1957), voL 4, pp. 257-264. 

5. Edward Rosen, "Copernicus on the phases and the Light of the Planets," Orga7Wn II (1965), 
pp. 61-78. 

6. John Keill, Introductio ad veram astroTWmiam (Oxford: 1718), p. 194. English edition 1721. 

7. Jean-Sylvain Bailly, Histoire de l'astronomie moderne {Paris: 1779), vol. 2, p. 94. 

8. Jan Czynski, Kopernik et ses travaux (Paris: 1847), pp. 100-101. 

9. Camille Flammarion, Vu de Copernic (paris: 1872), p. 207. 

10. Thomas S. Kuhn, The Copernican Revolutwn. Planetary Astronomy in the Development rj'Westem 
Tlwught (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957), pp. 222-223. E.. Rosen, on p. 67 of 
the article cited in note 5, draws attention to the fact that Kulm appeals, in support of 
Copernicus's supposed reference to the phases of Venus, to Revolutiones I 10, although he 
reprints this text, which contains nothing of the sort, in his own book. 

11. Copernicus. De revolutionibus orbium caelestium I 10: «Oportebit igitur vel terram non esse 
centrum, ad quod ordo syderum orbiumque referatur, aut certe rationem ordinis non esse ... "; 
translated by Edward Rosen, vol. 2 in Copernicus, Complete works (London: Macmillan, 1972-), 
p.20. 

12. ThOllla,S Digges, Perfit Description of the Caelestiall Orbes according to the most aunciente doctrine 
0/ the Pythagorearu lately TfNiued by Copernicus and by Geometricall Demorutrations approued (1576); 
edited by F. R. Johnson and S. V. Larkey in ''Thomas Digges, the Copernican System and the 
Idea of the Infinity of the Universe," Huntington Library Bulletin 5 (I934). See F. R. Johnson, 
''The Influence of Thomas Digges on the Progress of Modern Astronomy in Sixteenth-Century 
England," Osiris 1 (1936):390-410, and A. Koyre, From flu: Closed World to the Infinite Universe 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1957), pp. 35-38. 
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13. Thomas Digges, Peifit Descrtpticn (note 12): "Heerein" can wee never sufficiendy admire thys 
wonderfull and incomprehendible huge frame of goddes woorke prqponed to our senses .... " 

14. Thomas Digges, Peifit DesmptWn (note 12): " ... even tyll our syghte being not able farder 
to reache or conceyve, the greatest part rest by reason of their wonderfull distance inuisible 
vnto VS. And this may well be thought of vs to be the gloriouse court of ye great god, whose 
vnsearcheable works inuisible we may partly by these his visible coniecture, to whose i.n:finit 
power and maiesty such an infinite place surmountinge all other both in quantity and quality 
only is conueruente." 

15. Thus M. Nicolson. "The Telescope and Imagination," Modem Philology 32 (I934/5): 233-260. 

16. Roger Bacon, opus Tertium, ed. Brewer (London: 1859), C 1: " .•• sapientiam pbilosophiae 
usque ad ultimam sui deducere potestatem." 

1 7. Galileo, DUzlogo dei massimt sistemi tieZmtmdo ill: " ... all' eta nostra e piaciuto a Dio concedere 
all' mnano ingegno tanto mirabil invcruion, di poter perfezionar la nostra vista .... " 

18. Kepler, De macula in .sole observata: "0 multiscium et quovis Sceptro pretiosius perspicilltun! 
an qui te dextra'tenet, ille non dominus constituatur operum Dei?" 

19. Christoph Scheiner, Rosa Ursinasive sol ex admirando facu1arum et macu1arum suarum plwenomeno 
varius nee non area centrum ~uum et axemjixum ... mobilis ostensus (1630) II, c. 1, par. 68. 

20. Joseph Glanvill, Plus ultra or the Progress and Advancement of Knowledge since the days of ATi:;totle 
(London: 1668; Gainesville, 1958), chapter 7. 

21. B. H. Brockes, lrdisehes Vergniigen in Gott o 748}, voL 9, p. 437. 

22. Lessing, Gesammelte Werke, ed, P. Rilla (Berlin: Aufbau, 1954-1958) voL 8, p. 422. 

Chapter 9 

1. Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, part five, section 188, trans. Walter Kaufmann, The Basic 
Writings q[Nietzsehe (New York: Random House, 1968); p. 291. 

2. Goethe, Fragmente zur WisJensel>..tiftsgeschichte, Wake, ed. E. Beuder (Zurich: Artemis, 1948-), 
vol. 17, p, 757. 

8. On "pedantry as the substitute attitude of a consciousness which is blocked from meeting 
its needs": T. W. Adorno, introduction to Emile Durkheim, Sowlogle und Philcsaphie (Gennan 
trans., Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1967), p. 82n, commenting on the passage corresponding 
to this one in Die Legi/.imitiit der Neuzeit (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1966), pp. 880-881. 

4. Justus Liebig, "Francis Bacon von Vcrulam und die Geschichte der Naturwissenschaft:en" 
(1863), in Reden und Abhandlungen (Leipzig: 1874), pp. 233-284, 

5. Francis Bacon, N(lVUm organum II 9. On the distinction between nature's CUTlUS eomuetus and 
its praeter-generatitmes, see his De augmentis scientiarum IT 2. 

6. NfJUUm organum. prac/mio: « ... ut mens suo jure in rerum naturam uti possit." 

7. N(lVUm organum I 129: "Recuperet modo genus humanumjus suuro in naturam quod ei ex 
dotatione divina competit, et detur ei copia: usum vero recta ratio et sana religio gubernabit." 
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8. Novum fJrganum, praifatio: ''ld tamen posteris gratum esse solet, propter usum operis expeditum 
et inquisitionis novae taedium et irnpacientiam." 

9. Novum organum, jrtaifatio: "Nemo enim rei alicuius naturam in ipsa re recte aut feliciter 
perscrutatur, verum post laboriosam experimentorum variationem non acquiescit, sed invenit 
quod ulterius quaerat." Hence the importance of 'negative instances' in the cognitive process; 
man cannot know ab initfu contemplationis, rather hls path goes by the procederc primo per ne
gativas . .. post omnimodam exclusicnem (Novum organum II 15, 2). 

10. Novum organum I 28: " ..• ex rebus admodum varUs et multum distantibus sparsim collectae 
(sc. interpretationes) ..•• " 

11. Novum lffganum I 98: " ..• occulta naturae magis se produnt per vexationes artium. ... " 
Here it is presupposed that the Aristotelian distinction between 'natural' and 'violent' movement 
is no longer made or should no longer be made;' otherwise the latter could not provide 
information that can be carried over to the former. An indirect reference to its object defines 
the <interpretation' of nature'. " ... omnis venor interpretatio naturae conficitur per instantias, 
et experimenta idonea et apposita; ubi sensus de experimento tantum, experimentum de 
natura et re ipsa judicat" Wovum organum I 50). In contrast to this <translat~' explanation of 
nature the instrumental strengthenings of the senses, the organa ad amplificandos sensus, lose 
importance for Bacon. 

12. F. Schalk, "Zur Vorgeschichte der Diderotschen Enzyklopadie," Romanische FOTSchung 70 
(I958):40ff: "The peculiar disdain, both of mathematics and of the mechanical aids to research, 
that Bacon exhibits and that brought on him the censure of his critics in the nineteenth {the 
'technical'} century becomes intelligible only when one turns one's gaze, with him, to the Adam 
who ruled the cosmos by giving names." But the typified nonviolent dominion by means of 
the word is suspended on this side of paradise and becomes a utopian figure; where Bacon 
describes paths to knowledge in the prescu.t, his language is filled with expressions of toil and 
violence. The "idea of the regnum Jwmini.s as the dominion of the magicians over the cosmos 
and the management of this dominion in the sernce of humankind" (Schalk, loe. cit., p. 46) 
gives its character only to the totality of completed knowledge. 

13. Francis Bacon, Valerius terminus 1: "In aspiring to the throne of power the angels transgressed 
and fell; in presuming to come within the oracle ofknowledg~ man transgressed and fell .... " 

14. Valerius terminus I: ..... he was fittest to be allured with appetite of light and liberty of 
knowledge; therefore this approaching and intruding into God's secrets and mysteries was 
rewarded with a further removing and estranging from God's presence." 

15. valerius terminus 1: ..... it was not that pure light of natural knowledge, whereby man in 
Paradise was able to give unto every living creature a name according to his propriety, which 
gave occasion to the fall; but it was an aspiring desire to attain to that part of moral knowledge 
which defineth of good and evil, "Whereby to dispute God's commandments and not to depend 
upon the revelation of his will, which was the original temptation." 

16. Valerius terminus 1: ..... as if according to the innocent play of children the divine Majesty 
took delight to hide his works, to the end to have them round out ...• " Compare Novum 
r.trganum, I 132. 

17. Valerius terminus 1:" ... God hath framed the mind of man as a glass capable of the image 
of the universal world, joying to receive the signature thereof as the eye is of light, yet not 
only satisfied in beholding the variety of things and vicissitude of ·times, but raised also to 

find out and discern those ordinances and decrees which throughout all these changes are 
infallibly observed." 
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18. Valerius terminus 1: "And although the highest generality of motion or summary law of 
nature God should still reserve within his own curtain, yet many attd noble are the inferior 
and secondary operations which are within man's sounding." 

19. Valerius terminus 1: « ••. but it is a restitution and reinvesting (in great pan) of man to the 
sovereignty and power (for whensoever he shall be able to call the creatures by their true 
names he shall again command them) which he had in his first state o~ creation." 

20. valerius terminus 1: "And therefore knowledge that tencleth but to satisfaction is but as a 
courtesan, which is for pleasure and not for fruit or generation." Compare Valerius terminus 
9. 

21. Valerius terminus 1: " ... the new-found world of land was not greater addition to the 
ancient continent than there remaineth at this day a world of inventions and sciences unknown, 
having respect to those that are known. with this difference, that the ancient regions of 
knowledge will seem as barbarous compared with the new. as the new regions of people seem 
barbarous compared to many of the old." Compare Valerius terminus 5. 

22. Valerius terminus 17: "That those that have been conversant in experience and observation 
have used, when they have ir,l.tended to discover the cause of any effect, to fix their consideration 
narrowly and exacdy upon that effect itself with all the circumstances thereof, and to vary 
the trial thereof as ntlny ways as can be devised; which course amounteth but to a tedious 
curiosity, and ever breaketh off in wondering and not in knowing .... " 

23. Nwum organum, praefatio: "Q!lin illis hoc ferre solenne est, ut quicquid ars aliqua non 
attingat id ipsum ex eadem arte impossibile est statuant." Compare Nwum organum I 88. 

24. NOtJUm organum I 109; I 122. Valerius terminus 11. 

25. Leibniz to Johannes Bernoulli, February 21, 1699, Mathmwtische Schriften, ed. C.l. Gerhardt 
c.serlin and Halle: 1850-1863), voL 3, p. 574: "Scia multos dubitare. ut insim,Jas. an nos possUnus 
cognoscere, quid sit Sapientiae Justitiaeque divinae confonne. Puta tanlen, ut Geometria nostra 
et Arith..-netica etiam apud Deum obtinent, ita generales boni justique leges, mathematicae 
certitudinis et apud Deum quoque validas esse" Animadversiones in partern generalemPr£ncipwrum 
Cartesia:Mrum, ed. C. I. Gerhardt, Philosophische Schriften (Berlin: 1875-1890), voL 4, pp. 375ff, 
commenting on on IT 45: ..... sed natura, cujus sapientissimus Auctor perfectissimam Geo
metriam exercet, idem observat, alioqui millus in ea progressus ordinatus servaretur." Mathesis 
divina, for its part, is not an independent and final principle, but rather is founded on the 
principle of sufficient reason; it is the fonn in which the rational explanation of realized 
possibilities displays itsel£ Tentamen anagogUUm t.?hilosophische Schriften, vol 7, pp. 273-274, 304; 
compare vol. 2, pp. 105,438; voL 3, p. 51; vol. 4, p. 216; and vol. 7, p. 191). This converges 
with the observation that Leibniz's diyine geometry is not spatialJintuitive but rather, after 
the model of analytic geometry, the epitome of the generative calculus of bodies. Spatial! 
corporeal nature is only the pictorial equivalent of this geometry; but the Platonic sense of 
this assertion is suspended, though for Kepler it was still bound up with the God Who practices 
geometry: "Non aberrat ... ab archetypo suo Creator, geometriae fans ipsissimus, et, ut plato 
scripsit, aeternam exercens geometriam ..... (JIarmonice mundi, Gesammelte Werke, ed. Caspar 
(MuniCh: Beck, 1937-) voL 6, p. 299). The progress of mathematics represents the process by 
which man penetrates into the coherence of ratW su.fficiens and the world calculus and thus at 
the same time withdraws his knowledge from the requirement of legitimation. 

26. Galilee, Diawgo dei ma.s.simi sistem! (henceforth: Dialcgo) I: " ... adunque bisogneci. dire che 
ne anco la natura abbia inteso il modo di fare un intelletto che intenda." 

27. Dialcgo I: " ... dico che l'intelletto umana ~e intende alcune cosi perfettamente, e ne ha 
COS1 assoluta certezza,. quanta se n'abbia l'istessa natura. ... " 
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28. Dialogo I: " ... poiche arriva a comprendeme la necessici, sepra la quale non par me possa 
esser sicurezza maggiore." 

29. DiahJgo I: " ... anzi, quando io vo considerando quante e quanto maravigliose case hanno 
intese investigate ed operate gli uamini, pur trappo chiaramente conaseo io cd intendo,' esser 
la"mente umana opera di Dio, e delle piu eccellenti." The argument is less medieval than it 
looks; it assigns the burden of giving a satisfactory account of the intellect's author to its 
verifiable accomplishments instead of presupposing illumination and man's having been created 
in the image of God. 

30. Dialago IV: "Mirabile e veramentc angelica dottrina: alla quale malta concordemente risponde 
quell'altra, pur divma, la quale, mentre ci concede il disputare intorno alia consti~one del 
mondo, ei soggiugne (forse acoo che l'esercizio delle menti umane non si tronchi 0 anneghittisca) 
che non siamo per ritrovare l'opera fabbricata dalle Sue mani." 

31. Materia/ten 'Z;U Brechts ''Leben des Galiler' (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1963), pp. 12-13. In addition, 
the note in "Construction of a Role" (p. 60): "He appealed to his irresistible inquisitive drive, 
as a detected sex criminal might appeal to his glands." The anthropological systematics in 
which Brecht's figure of Galileo belongs are clarified by the categories of his theory of the 
theater; in place of the Aristotelian dyad of 'pity and fear' in the dramatic reception. there 
enter, for the non-Aristotelian experimental theater, "curiosity and helpfulness" (compare 
Materialien. pp. 163, 169). 

32. Galileo, Disconi fDiakgues Concerning Two New Sciences] I: "Ma se Ie digressioni possono 
arrecarci la cognizione di nuove verita, che pregiudica a noi, non obligati a un metodo serrato 
e conciso. rna che solo per proprio gusto facciamo i nostri congressi, digredir ora per non 
perder queUe notizie che forse. lasaata l'incontrata occasione. un'altra volta non ci si rappre
senterebbe? ann chi sa che bene spesso non si possano scoprir curiosici. piu belle delle pri
mariamente cercate conclusioni?" 

33. Galileo, Dialogo ill: " ... un conoscere che infinite cose restano in natura incognite." 

34. Descartes to Mersenne, October 11, 1638, in Oeuvres, ed. Adam and Tannery (Paris: em, 
1897-1913), voL 2. p. 380: "U me semble qu'il manque beaucoup en ce qu'il fait continuellement 
deS digressions, et ne s'areste point a expliquer tout a fait une matiere; ce qui monstre qu'il 
ne les a point examinees par ordre, et que. sans avoir considere les premieres causes de la 
nature, il a seulement cherche les raisons de quelques effets particuliers, et ainsi qu'it a basti 
sans fondement." 

35. U. Rieken, "Gelehrter" und "Wmenscluift' im Franwsischen. Belirage xu mrer BezeiChnungsgeschiChte 
'(jam 12. his 17. Jahrhundert (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1961), pp. 167-168. In the DiscOU13 de la 
Methade (I), the sciences curieuses are the disciplines lying apart from the Scholastic curriculwn. 
See Etienne Gilson in Descartes, Discours de la Mithcde, !exte et commmtaire (Paris: J. Vrin, 1947l, 
p. 109, with the gloss reproduced there from Furetiere's Dictionnaire universeL A trace of the 
magic and the mantic remains in such unusual interests, an excess over what is useful in life, 
which bars them from the system of the Method. (Gilson, op. cit., pp. 120-121, 140-141). The 
antithesis, pour man utilitilpour ma curicsite is found ~ the letter to Mersenne of FebIUary 9, 
1639 (Oeuvr(!j, ed. Adam and Tannery, vol 2, p. 499). The defense of curiositiby now is only 
incidental.and without argumentative effort: "ee n'est pas un crime d'estre curieux de 1'A11.
atomie ... j'alIois quasi tous les jours en la maison d'un boucher, pour my voir tuer les bestes ... " 
(vol 2, p. 621). The unanswerable questions automatically exclude themselves under the criterion 
of the Method because their treatment evades mathematization: Regulae ad directianem ingmii 
8 (voL 10, p. 398). There remains the radical significance of the carefulness exerted in assuring 
oneself of the evidence: "Atque haec omnia quo diutius et curiosius examino, tanto clarius··et 
distinctius vera esse cognosco ... " Weditationes In 16; Oeuvres, voL 7, p. 42). 
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36. Furetiere. Dktil:mnaire universel{1690): "C'est un curieux de.livres, de medailles, d'estampes, 
de tableaux.. de fieurs, de coquilles, d'antiquitCs. de choses nature1les." TPe idleness of dilettantism 
is indicated by a commonplace remark: "C est un chymiste curieux qui a fait de belles experiences, 
de .belles descouvertes." A Collegium Naturae Curiosorum is put together in 1650; uncounted 
book tides offer "curious" objects for "curious" readers, like Caspar Schott's Technica Curiosa 
of 1664 and Physica CUrWsa of 1662. W. H. von Hochberg's Georgica Curiosa of 1682/87, and 
the Schatzkammer rarer und neuer CUrW5tt<iten in den allerwunderba}mten W£irckungen der Nawr und 
Kumt(Hamburg: 1686). See H Bausinger, "Aufkllirungund Aberglaube," Deutiche Vwrteijahresschtift 
fo LiteraturWissenschtift und Geistesgeschichte 37 (I 963):436-43 7. 

37. Jakob Brucker, Kunze Fragen aus der Philosophischen Histone I (Ulm; 1731), pp. '223-224 (I 2, 
chapter 1, q. 2). 

38. Fontenelle, Histoire des Oracles, ed. L Maigron (Paris: Comely. 1908), p. 67: In the same 
year, 1686, in his influential Entretfens sur fa pluralite des mondes-ed. A Calame (Paris: Didier, 
1966), p. 17-Fontenelle sees philosophy as a result of the paradoxical combination of curiosity 
and shortsightedness: "Toute la Philosophie ... n'est fondee que sur deux choses, sur ce qu'on 
a l'esprit curieux et les yeux mauvais .... " 

39. J. G. Sulzer, PltiWsaphische Schriften IT <Leipzig: 1781), p. 114. 

40. J. Bntcker, Kurtze Fragen aus der Phiksophischen Hist01ie II (Ulm: 1731), pp. 880-883. 

Chapter 10 

1. Regarding this terminology: by "world model," I mean the systematic representation of 
reality that is dependent on the state of the natural sciences at a given time and that integrates 
the totality of their assertions; I designate as a "world picture" the summary of reality in 
which and by whose means man coordinates himself with this reality, orients his evaluations 
and the ends of his actions, grasps his possibilities and needs, and understands himself in his 
essential relations. 

2. Voltaire, Qyestions sur rEnc;cWpidie: Bomes de l'esprit humain, ed R. Naves (Paris: Garmer, 
1961), pp. 472m "On demandait un jour a Newton pourquoi il marchait quand il en avait 
envie, et comment son bras et sa main se rem~ent a sa volante. n repondit bravement qu'il 
n'en savait rein. Mais du moins, lui dit-on, vallS qui connaissez si -bien 1a gravitation des 
planetes, VOlls me direz par quelie raison elles tournent dans un sens plutot que dans un autre; 
et i1 avoua encore qu'il n'en savait rien." The antithesis to Lcibniz's principle of sufficient 
reason as the hypertrophy of a pretension of reason that is indifferent to life stands in the 
backgrOl.Uld here. 

3. Voltaire, Mi.cromigas 2, ed. I. O. Wade (Paris: Garnier, 1961), p. 124: «Notre imagination va 
au deIa de nos besoins; nous trouvons qu'avec nos soixante et douze sens ~ .. nous sommes 
trop bornes, et malgre notre curiosite, et le nombre assez grand des passions qui resw.tent de 
nos soixante et dome sens, nollS avons tous le temps de nous ennuyer." 

4. Voltaire, Dictionnaire Philosophique, article "Bornes de l'esprit humain," ed. R. Naves (Paris: 
Garnier, 1961), p. 60: 'je pourrais te fair un in-folio de questions, auxquelles tu ne devrais 
repondre que par quatre mots: Je n'en sais rien. Et cependant tu a pris tes degres, et tu es 
fourre, et ton bonnet l'est aussi, et on t'appelle maitre. Et cet orgueilleux imb&:ile, revetu d'un 
petit emploi dans une petite ville, croit avoir achete Ie dr~it de juger et de conrlamner ce qu'il 
n'entend pas!" 

5. Voltaire, Dictionannail'e Philosophique, article "Arne," ed. R. Naves (Paris: Garnier, 1961), p. 
14. 
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6. In his Dictionnairc article "Curiosite." Voltaire had criticized the beginning of the second 
book of Lucretius's didactic poem, where the image of the onlooker observing a shipwreck 
from security on the shore was used to illustrate the attitude of the Epicurean wise man to 
the world of atomistic accident: "Suave mare magna turbannbus aequora ventis/ E terra 
magnum alterius spectare laborexn. ... " 

1. The iconology of the trilJ!Uphant sufferer on behalf of cu'fWsite is perfected by the Berlin 
Academy's orator of the day, Emile Du Bois-Reyrnond, in 1892: "It was the crowning moment 
in Maupertuis's life. One sees him standing in the snow, -wrapped in his reindeer hide, perhaps 
carrying out, by the light of a pine torch that barely illumines the polar night, the short 
calculation in his diary that shows the flattening of the earth at the poles, and thus yields 
Newton's victory and his own victory. To describe him in this way would certainly have been 
better than in the attitude in which he was ridiculed by Voltah-e, where he was indeed dressed 
in the costume of Lapland but had his hand on a globe, as though he were flattening the 
North Pole of an earth that was still plastic." 

8. MaupernUs, LeUTe sur Ie progre.s des 5Ciern:es (752), sections 9 and 10, Oev;uTe5 (Lyon: 1768; 
reprinted Hildesheim: G. Olms, 1965), vol 2. pp. 400-40? 

9. Lettre sur Ie progres des sciences, section 6, Oeuvres, vol. 2, pp. 396-898. 

10. In general the telescope here again is still the classical instrument of curicSiti: "Rien 
n'avanceroit plus ces decouvertes que la perfection des telescopes ... " iLettre sur Le progrcs des 
sciences, section 9). Maupertuis's impatience for the perfection of this instrument was justified 
when one considers the 'leap' that was still to occur in the perfonnance of the telescope not 
many years later. with the Herschels. 

11. Lettre sur le progres des sciences, section 2, Oeuvres. vol. 2, p. 386. 

12. Lettre sur Ie progres des sciences, section 5, Oeuvres, vol. 2, p. 396. 

13. Lettre sur le progres des sciences, section 15, Oeuvres, voL 2, pp. 422-423. 

14. Lettre sur Ie progtes des sciences, section 7, Oeuvres, vol 2, pp. 398-399. 

15. Lettre sur le progres des sciences, section 1, OeUI.JTcs, vol. 2, pp. 382ff: 'J'aimerois mieux une 
heure de conversation avec eux qu'avec Ie plus bel esprit de l'Europe." 

16. Lettre sur Ie progres des sciences, section 17, Oeuvres, vbl. 2, pp. 429-430. 

17. LeUTe sur Ie progres des seiern:es, section 13, Oeuvres, voL 2, p. 420. 

18. Lettre sur Ie progres des sciences, section 11, O/fUwes, vol. 2, p. 410. 

19. M. Fontius, Voltaire in Berlin (Berlin: Rutten and Loening, 1966), p. 153. 

20. Maupertuis, &sat de CQJ11Wwgie I, Oeuvres, vol 1, pp. 1 Iff: "Le hasard, diroitHon, avoit produit 
une multitude innombrable d'individus; un petit nombre se trouvait construit de rna¢ert: que 
les parties de l'animal pouvoient satisfaire a ses besoins; dans un -autre infiniment plus grands, 
it n'y avoit ni convenance, ni ordre: tous ces derniers ont peri ••• ces especes, que nous voyons 
auhourd'htii, ne sont que la plus petite partie de ce qu'un destin aveugle avoit produit." Here 
Maupertuis opposes the wave of literature in the first half of the eighteenth century aiming 
to prove the existence of God by teleological arguments-not the least of his motives being 
to emphasize the solitary position of his own proof of God's existence based on the principle 
of minimal action: ''N'est pas faire tort a la plus grande des verites, que de la vouloir prouver 
par de tels arguments?" 



646 

Notes to Pages 415-423 

21. Maupertuis, Essai de Crumologie III, Oeuvres, voL 1, p. 74. 

22. Maupertllis, Venus physique I I, Oeuvres, vol. 2, pp. 4-ff: "Peu Curieux sur Ie passe, nous 
interrogeons avec avidite eeux qui nous proxnettent de nous apprendre que1que chose de 
l'avenir ... Cependant l'obscurite est la xneme sur l'avenir et sur Ie passe .... " 

23. Maupertuis, &sat de Crumologie III, Oeuvres, vol. 1, p. 74: "Qlland je refiechis sur les barnes 
etroites dans lesqueUes sont renfennees nos. connoissances, sur Ie dem extreme que nous 
avons de savoit-, et sur l'irnpuissance ou nous sonnnes de nous instIuire; je serois tentes de 
croire que cette disproportion, qui se trouve aujourd'hui entre nos connoissances et notre 
curiosite, pourroit etre la suitl:; d'un pareli desordre." 

24. Rousseau, St Ie retablissement des Sciences et des Arts a cont:rilYi1e a !puTer us mocurs (1750) (First 
Discourse): "Le voile epais dont eUe a couvert toutes ses operations semblait nous avertir assez 
qu'elle ne nous a point destines a de vaines recherches. Mais est-il quelqu'une de ses lcyons 
dont nous ayons su profiter, ou que nous avons negligee impunement? Peuples, sachez done 
une fois que la nature a voulu vous preserver de la science, comme une mere arrache une 
arme dangereuse des mains de son enfant .... » 

25. Rousseau, DiscOUTS sur l'origine et le; flndements de l'inegalite parmi us hommes (1755) (Second 
Discourse), 1: "Ses modiques besoins se trouvent si aisement SOllS sa main, et il est si loin du 
degre de connaissances necessaire pour desirer d'en acquenr de plus grandes, qu'il ne peut 
avoir ni prevoyance ni curiosite. Le spectacle de la nature lui devient indiflerent a force de 
lui devenir familier. C'est toujours Ie meme ordre, ce sont toujours les memes revolutions; il 
n'a pas l'esprit de s'etonner des plus grandes merveilles; et ce n'est pas chez lui qu'il faut 
chercher la philosophie dont l'homme a besoin, pour savoir observer une fois ce qu'il a vu 
tous les jours. Son arne, que rien n'agite. se livre au seul sentiment de son existence actuelle, 
sans aucune idee de l'avenir,. que1que prochain qu'il puisse etre .•. "; translated by G. D. H
Cole in The Social Contract and Discounes (New York:- Everym.an's Library-Dutton, 1950), p. 211. 

26. Rousseau, De la sociitE genEt-ale du genre humain (the second chapter of the firSt draft of the 
Contrat social, not included in the definitive version). Kant defined the function of Rousseau's 
theory of the state of narure thus: "Rousseau does not want us to return to .the State of nature 
but rather to look back to it" (Akademie edition, vol 15, part 2. p. 890). 

27. Rousseau, First Discourse, 2: "Q!.te de dangers, que de fausses routes, dans l'investigation 
des sciences? Par combien d'erreurs, mille fois plus dangereuses que la vente n'est utile, ne 
faut-il point passer pour arriver a e1Ie?" Translated by G. D. H. Cole, The Social Contract and 
Discourses (note 25), pp. 158-159. 

28. H. S. Rclmarus,Abhandiungen von den wmeh:msten Wahrheiten dernatiirlichenReligion (henceforth: 
Abhandlungen) (Hamburg, 175"4-, 6th ed. 1791), IX 5. 

29. David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, voL 2, part m, section X, PhiloUJjJhical WQTks, ed. 
Green and Grose (London: 1874-1875), voL 2, pp. 226ff: "Human life is so tiresome a scene, 
and men generally are of such indolent dispositions, that whatever amuses them, tho' by a 
passion mixed with pain, does in the main give them a sensible pleasure." 

30. Reimarus, Abhandlungen VII 14. 

31. Reimarus, Abhandlungen VII 4-. 

32. Lessing, Eine Duplik (I 7 78), Gesammelte Werke, ed. P. Rilla (Berlin: Aufbau, 1954--1958), voL 
8, p. 27; passage translated by Henry Chadwick in Leising~s Theologj.cal Writings (London: Adam 
and Charles Black, 1965), pp. 4-2-43 (translation slightly revised h~e). 

33. Moses Mendelssolm, Kleine philasophische Schrift-en (Berlin: 1789), p. 97. 
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34. Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin if Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, 
ed. J. T. Boulton, (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul; New York: Columbia University Press, 
1958), p. 31: "The first and the simplest emotion which we discover in the human mind, is 
Curiosity. By curiosity, I mean whatever desire we have for, or whatever pleasure we take in 
novelty. We see children perpetually running from place to place to hunt out something new: 
they catch with great eagerness, and with. very little choice, whatever comes before them; their 
attentio~ is engaged by every thing, because every thing has, in that stage of )jfe, the charm 
of novelty to recommend it. But as those things which engage us merely by their novelty. 
cannot attach us for any length of time, curiosity is the _Illost superficial of all the affections; 
it changes its object perpetually; it has an appetite which is very sharp, but very easily satisfied; 
and it has always an appearance of giddiness, restlessness and anxiety. Curiosity from its 
nature is a very active principle .... Some degree of novelty must be one of the materials in 
every instrument which works upon the mind; and curiosity blends itself more or less with 
all our passions." It is instructive to see what reshapings and shiftings of accent are consistent 
even with 'strong influence'; disinclination and and inclination toward what is playfully excessive 
appear to detennine the difference, and "troublesome labor" as the price appropriate to the 
truth is unalterable even for Mendelssohn. 

35. F. Schlawe, Friedrich TheOMT VischeT (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1959), p. 49. 

36. Lichtenberg, "Einige Betrachtungen tiber de physischen Revolutionen auf unsrer Erde," 
Vermischte Schriften (GOttingen: 1800-1806), vol. 7 (henceforth: "Einige Betrachtungen"), pp. 
28-30. 

37. Lichtenberg. "Einige Bettachtungen," p. 30: " ..• little more is left to man than the cultivation 
of the surface, by which I mean, the field of the moral world .... " 

38. Lichtenberg. "Einige Betrachtungen," p. 58. 

39. Lichtenberg, Aphorismen, ed. A. Leitzmann (Berlin; B. Bebr, 1902-1908), B 373 (book B. 
from the years 1768-1771). 

40. Lichtenberg. Aplwrismen L (1796-1799) 419. 

41. Lichtenberg, AphoTismen L 536. 

42. Lkhtenberg, AplwrismenJ (1789-1793) 919. 

43. Lichtenberg, Aphorismen K (1 793} 18. 

44. Lichtenberg, "fiber das Gebiet der Naturlehre und die beiden physikalischen Systeme, 
das atomis.tische und dynamische," Vermischte Schrifien (GOttingen: 1800-1806), voL 9, pp. 161-162. 

45. Lichtenberg, Aplwrismen J 915. 

46. Lichtenberg, Aplwrismen L (1796-1799) 10. On the limitation of hulnan knowledge by the 
need for happiness, Lichtenberg had already noted this in 177 7: "It is always depressing for 
me when I consider that in the investigation of many things one can go too far; I mean that 
they can become. detrimental to our happiness. I have a specimen of this in myself. I wish 
that I had been less fortunate in my efforts to learn to get to know the human. heart ... " 
fAphorismen F 507). 

47. Lichtenberg. "Einige Betrachtungen," p. 27. 

48. Lichtenberg, AplwTismen J 876. 
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49. On the structure of 'noopathology' in the Transcendental Dialectic. see O. Marquard, 
Skeptische MetJwde im Bliik my Kant CFreiburg: Alber, 1958), p. 'S7n18: 

50. A. Stadler, Kants Teleolcgie und ihre erkenntnistheoretische Bedeutung (Berlin: 1874), p. 14: "In 
its boundary concept, the thinking understanding reached its highest stage by recognizing 
therein its own mnermostnature. This concept is at the same time the expression afits authentic 
dignity. For the fact that it was able to discover the limits of its activity from within the region 
that they mark off. even though it could not see beyond these same li:mitS. demonstrates the 
magnitude of its competence. On the other hand, this concept is also a source of calm for the 
human inquisitive drive." Here the active components of the Kantian balance sheet are seen 
not so much from the point of view of the pathology of reason and its painful cure by 
amputation as rather in the achievement of a new intensification and cahn. lying, as it were, 
in the line of progress, but also concluding it. One need not say that such a reception of Kant 
is a misunderstanding; but the aspect of therapeutic intervention, of the curtailment that cuts 
into the flesh, is overlooked. 

Chapter 11 

1. Paul Valery, "Propos sur Ie progres," Oeuvres (Paris: Galllinard,' Bibliotheque de la Pleiade, 
1957-1960), vol. 2, p. 1025. Further: "Avant-Propos a la Connaissance de la Deesse" (1920), 
Oeuvres, vol. 1, p. 1273 (speaking of Symbolism): "Ce fut un temps de theories, de gloses et 
d'explications passionnees." 

2. Gesfrriiche AlexandfJT von HumlJoldts, ed. H. Beck. (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1959) (henceforth: 
Gespriiche), p. 249. 

3. A. G. Klistner, Gesammelte poetische und prosaische schifnwissenscJuiftlichen Werke (Berlin: 1841), 
vol 3, p. 54. 

4. Friedrich Just Riedel, The()rie der sclWnen Kiinste und Wissenschaften (Vienna and Jena: 1774), 
p. 168. Still, at almost the same time a more assiduous author, who is still constrained by 
theology, can announce to his readers that he will not «pander to any extraordinary curiosity," 
so that, for example, in regard to the soul he will do no more than what is «fi.mdamental and 
useful," namely, to inve~tigate its powers as accurately as possible. This from Georg Friedrich 
Meier, Metaphysik (2nd ed. Halle: 1765), vol 3, section 471. (I owe this reference to W. Strube.) 

5. Gespr&:he (note 2), pp. 237-238. It is significant, though, that when Humboldt is interrupted 
by the respectful revolutionaries, he is not directly in the presence ofhis 'subject matter,' and 
in the attitude appropriate to that, but instead is in the role of the producer of literature, the 
author of the best-seller. KOSTlWS. The comparison with Archimedes stems from Gauss Getter 
to Schumacher. April 17. 1849). 

6. Gcspr&:he, p. 278. 

7. GeJpr&:he~ p. 279. This same distinction is contained in the ITlcmoirs of the Egyptologist, 
Heinrich Brugsch, Mein Leben und mein Wandem (2nd ed. Berlin: 1894), pp. 25ft whose patron 
Humboldt had been. His account ofhis first visit to the Egyptian section of the Berlin Museum 
in 1839 culminates in this sentence: "1 was seized not by mere curiosity [Neugierde] but by the 
sincerest desire for knowledge [Wwbegierde] • .•• " 

8. GC5pr&:he, p. 58. 

9. Ge5pr&:he, p. 286. 
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10. Feuerbach. 8piritualismus und MaterUdi.smus (1863-1866), Samtliche Werke, ed. W. Bolin and 
F. JodI (2nd ed. Stuttgart Frommann-Holzboog, 1960-1964) {henceforth: Werke), vol. 10, p. 
202. 

11. Feuerbach, Die Einheit der Seelen- und Gotteslehre, Werhe, vol. 10, p. 174: "God alone decides 
the fate of the soul; He alone is the concept-articulated in full clarity, exhibited and realized
of the S?ul; He alone is th~ soul that has been drawn into the light and out of the obscure 
and confused ideas that arise from its c5>nnection with the body." 

12. Feuerbach. Wider den Dualismus von Leib und Seek7 Fleisch und Geist. Werke, voL 2, p. 334n. 

13. Feuerbach, Wuler den Duaiismus, pp. 349-350. 

14. Feuerbach, Nachgelassene Aplurrismen, Werhe, voL 10, p. 317. Compare Ernst Bloch, Atheismus 
im Christentum (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1968), p. 282: "In this way. then, Feuerbach's atheism is 
conceived both as the destruction of an enervating illusion and also precisely as an inspking 
retransformation of the theological overcoming of restrictions into a finite, lluman one." 

15. Feuerbach, Der rationolistische u1}d ungliiubige Unsterblichkeitsglaube, Werhe, voL 1, pp. 172-174. 

16. H. S. Reimarus, Abhandlungen von den wmehmsten ~ahrheiten der natiirlichen Religion (Hamburg: 
1 7 54) X, section 7. ' 

17. E. Benz, "Die Reinkarnationslehre in Dichtung l.Uld Philosophie der deutschen Klassik und 
Romantik," Zeitsch.nfl fir ReligWrn- und Geistesgeschichte 9 (1957): 150-175. 

18. Feuerbach, Tagebuch 1834-1836, Werke, voL 2, p. 315; translated by Z. Hanft in The Fiery 
Brook: Selected Writings 0/ Ludwig Feuerbach (New York.: Doubleday Anchor, 1972), pp. 280-281 
(translation slightly revised). 

19. Feuerbach. Der rationalistische und ungliiubige Unsterblichluitsglaube, Werke, voL I, pp. 173-174. 

20. Feuerbach, Nachgelassene Aplwrismen, Werke, vol. 10, p. 298. 

21. Feuerbach, Vcrlesung iiber Geschichte der neueren Philcsophie (1835), Werke, voL 2, p. 379; 
translated by Z. Hanfi in The Fiery Breck: Selected Writings (New York: Doubleday, 1972), p. 284 
(translation slightly revised). 

22. Feuerbach, review of U. Bayer, aber den Begriff des sittlichen Geistes (1840), Werke, vol. 2, 
p.130. 

23. Feuerbach, Uber Spiritualismus und Materialismus, Werke, voL 10. pp. 180-181. 

24. Novalis. Schriften, ed. R. Samuel and P. Kluck.hohn (Leipzig: Bibliographisches Institut, 1929), 
vol. 2. p. 307. 

25. Novalis, cpo cit. (note 24), vol 2, p. 298. 

26. Feuerbach, Werke, vol. 10, p. 109. 

27. S. Freud, "Short Account of Psychoanalysis" (1923). Standard Edition qf the Complete Psychological 
Works 0/ Sigmund Freud, ed. J. Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1953-) <henceforth: Complete 
Psychclcgi.cal Works), voL 19, p. 194; original: "KUTZer Abriss der Psychoanalyse," Gesammelte 
Werke (London and Frankfurt: Imago and S. Fischer, 1940-) (henceforth:: Gesammelte Werke), 
vol. 13, p. 409. 
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28. Freud, "On the History of the Psychoanalytic Movement'; (1914), Cw.plete Psyclwkgical Works, 
voL 14, p. 9; original: "Zm Gesclrichte der Psychoanalytischen Bewegung," Gemmmelte Werke, 
voL 10, p. 47. 

29. Freud, op. cit. (note 28): Complete Psydwkgical Works. voL 14, p. 19; Gesammelte Werke, voL 
10, p. 57. 

80. Freud, Beyond the Pleasure- Principle (1920), Complete Psychological W07'ks, vol 18, p. 24; original: 
jmseit£ des Lustpnntips, Gesammelte Werke, voL 13, p. 23. Freud introduces The Ego ana the Id 
with the comment that he is pursuing trains of thought begun in Beyond the Pleasure Principle. 
trains of thought that he regards "with a certain benevolent curiosity" (Gesammelte WeThe, v91. 
13, p. 237). 

31. Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Complete Psychological Works, voL 18, p. 59; original: 
Gesammelte Werke, voL 13, pp. 63ft The appetite for knowledge {Wissbegierde] appears as a form 
of youthful freedom from obligation in a letter to Martha Bernays, February 2, 1886-Brig'C 
1873-1939, ed. E. L Freud (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1968), p. 196: ''There was a time 
when I was solely desirous of knowledge lwwbegierigl and ambitious ..•• " 

32. A. C. MacIntyre, The UncmsciCJus: A Conceptual Analysis (London: Roudedge and Kegan Paul; 
New York: Humanities Press, 1958), p. 93. 

33. Freud, encyclopedia article on «Psychoanalysis," Complete F5ycJwlogical Works, voL 18, p. 249; 
original: «Psychoanalyse," Gesammelte Werke, voL 13, p. 225. 

34. Freud, ''The Claims of Psychoanalysis to Scientific Interest," Complete FsycJwlogical Works, 
vol. 13, p. 165; original: Gesammelte Werke, v~L 8, p. 390. 

35. Freud, fourth lecture of «Five Lectures on Psychoanalysis," Complete PsycJwlogical Works. v~ 
11, p. 44; original: Gesammelte Werke, vol. 8, p. 46. 

36. Freud, ''The Dispo.sition to Obsessional Neurosis," Complete PsycJwlcgical Works, vol. 12, p . 
. 324; original: Gesammelte Werke, voL 8, p. 450. 

37. Freud, "Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of his Childhood," Complete P5ychowgical Works, 
vol 11, p. 133; original: Gesammelte Werke, vol 8, p. 206. 

38. Freud, "Leonardo cia Vinci," Complete PsycJwlogical Works, vol. 11, pp. 64, 74-75; original: 
Gesammelte Werke, vol. 8, pp. 129, HI. 

39. Freud, "Leonardo da Vinci," Complete Psyclwlogjcal Works, vol. 11, pp. 75, 77, 80 (translation 
slightly revised); original: Gesammelu Werke, voL 8,.pp. 141-148. 

40. Freud, "Leonardo da Vinci," Complete PSycJwwgical Works, voL 11, pp. 122-123; original: 
Gesammelte Werke, vol 8, p. 194. 

Part IV 

Chapter 1 

1. E. C. Count Corti, Dcr Aufitieg des Hauses Rothschild. (Leipzig: Insel, 1927), p. 285. 

2. In 1781 Goethe could still write to Charlotte von Stein, ''These days constitute an epoch 
for me again {machen wieder in miT Epoche]," simply because he feels driven "to certain decisions" 
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(rvlay 3, 1781). Or a little later: acquaintance ~th Friedrich Melchior Grinun "certainly constitutes 
an epoch for me [macht gewiss Epoche bey miT], in the way I am situated" (October 1, 1781). And 
again, to the absent Charlotte: "It is an amazing epoch for me, jus.t-when you are not with 
me" {July 9, 1786). Shortly thereafter, after his flight to Italy, he Vnites in the diary he is 
keeping for Charlotte: "Farewell! Remember me in this important epoch of my life" (October 
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the self~definitive being, "cui datum id habere quod optat, id esse quod velit." 

64. Plato, Theaetetus 151 E-152 A. 

65. Nicholas of Cusa, Excitati.cnes I (Paris ed.). 

66. Nicholas of Cusa, De Judo glcbi n. 

67. Nicholas ofCusa, De beryllo 6: "homo habet intellectum qui est similitudo divini intellectus 
in creando." 

68. Nicholas of Cusa, De beryllo 29: "Ego autem attendo· quomodo etsi Aristoteles reperisset 
species aut veritatem circa illa; adhuc propterea nop potuisset attigisse quid erat esse nisi eo 
modo quo quis attingit bane mensuram esse sextarium: qua est quod erat esse sextario. Puta 
quia sic est, ut a principe reipublicae ut sit sextarium est constitutum.. Cur autem sic sit et non 
aliter constitutum, propterea non sciret. nisi qui demum resolutus diceret: quod principi placuit 
legis vigorem habet. Et ita dico cum sapiente, quod omnium operum dei nulla est ratio scilicet 
cur cae1um caelum et terra terra et homo homo, nulla est ratio nisi quia sic voluit qui fecit. 
Ulterius investigare est farnum, ut in simili dicit Aristoteles, velle inquirere primi principii 
quodlibet est vel non est demonstrationem. Sed dum attente consideratur omnem creaturarn 
nullam habere essendi rationem aliunde nisi quia sic creata est quodque voluntas creatoris sit 
ultima essendi ratio sitque ipse deus creator simplex intellectus qui per se creat ita quod 
voluntas non sit nisi inteUectus seu ratio, irruno fons rationum; tunc clare videt quomodo id 
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quod voluntate factum est, ex fonte prodiit racionis. Sicut lCJI:. imperialis non est nisi ratio 
imperantis, quae nobis voluntas apparet." 

69. Nicholas of Cusa, De Beryllo -31. Between the essence (quidditas) of the creature and the 
intention (intentio) of the Creator, there is a relation similar to that between the spoken or 
written sign and the commupicative intention of the speaker or writer: " .•• ut sensibile sit 
quasi verbum conditoris, in quo continetur ipsius intentio, qua apprehensa scimus quidditatem 
et quiescimus. Est autem intentionis gratia manifestatio, rotendit enim se siC manifestare ipse 
loquens seu conditor intellectus. Apprehensa igitur intentione, quae est quidditas verbi, habemus 
quod crate esse. Nam quod erat esse apud intellectum, est in intentione apprehensum, sirut 
in perfecta domo est intentio aedificatoris apprehensa, quae erat apud eius intellectum." One 
sees how the Cusan too becomes entangled in the ambiguities of the metaphor, so rich in 
orientation for our tradition, of the 'book' of the world or nature and vacillates back and forth 
between the picture book and the book of symbols, where indeed even the picrure book is 
not yet unambiguously tied down to the concept of the picture that 'signifies itself.' 

70. Nicholas of Cusa.. De beryllQ 16: "Nominant autem theologi exemplaria seu ideas dei vol
untatem ... voluntas autelIl, quae est ipsa ratio in primo intelleetu, bene dicitur exemplar .•.. " 

71. Edited by J. Koch, Cusanus-Texte I 215 f.SitzungsbeTichte tier Heidelberger Akademie der Wmen.sdvgten, 
Phil-Hut. KL, 1937), p. H2. 

72. Peter Lombard, Sentences TI, d. 7, a. 10: " •.. non est creator nisi qui principaliter ista 
format, nee quisquam hoc potest nisi unus creator deus. AIiud est enim ex intimo ac summo 
causannn cardine condere ac ministrare crearuram, quod facit salus creator deus; aliud autem 
pro distributis ab ilIo viribus ac facultatibus aliquam operationem forinsecus admovere, ut tunc 
vel tunc, sic vel sic, exeat quod creatur. Ista quippe originaliter et primordialiter in quadam 
textora elementorum cuncta iam creata sunt, sed acceptis opportunitatibus postea prodeunt." 
This distinction between the (primaIy) establishment of creatures and their (secondary) production 
should not be understood as an admission of the possible reduction-of nature to its purely 
material character for human production; instead, everything whatsoever that can 'become' 
of the Creation is here already foreseen and anticipated in the Creation, even if it is not 
definitively actualized. -

73. WilliaJIl of OckhaJIl, Qyodliheta vn, q. 23. 

74. The question arises implicitly with the problem of the possibility of the actually infinite, 
insofar as the denial of the actually infinite seems to be a restriction of God's potentia absoluta; 
compare A. Maier, Die Vorliizifer Galileis im 14.Jahrhundert (Rome: Edirioni di storia e letteratura, 
1949), pp. H5-215. The 'infinitists' who came fonvard in the first half of the fourteenth cenu.uy 
decided against Aristotle and in favor of the potentia absoluta when they regarded the creation 
of an infinitum in actu as possible and -thus as free of contradiction. There, of course, the 
problem of an activity that is equivalent to the divine potency emerges only in connection 
with the question of a created intensive infinity, for instance in the Commentary on the Sentences 
of Paul ofPerugia: "concedo quod Deus posset facere agens infinitae virtutis intensive," cited 
by A. Maier, Metaphysische Hintergriinde tier Spiitsdwlasti.schen Naturphilruophie (Rome: Edizioni di 
storia e .Ietteratura, 1955), p. 381. 

75. Nicholas of Cus<\, De coniect.uris TI 14. 

76. Loc. cit. {note 75}: " .•• nec est aliud ipsam admirabili virtute ad cuncta lustranda pergere 
quam universa in seipsa (sc. humanitate) humaniter complicare." 

7 7. Nicholas of Cusa, Idwla de mente, c. 2: " ... ars mea est magis perfectoria qUaJIl imitatoria 
figurarum creatarum et in hoc infinitae arti similior." The translation, after H. Cassirer in E. 
Cassirer, Individuum und Cosmos in der Phil.rJsophie der Renaissance (Leipzig: Teubner, 1927, Studien 



I 
I 

i 
I 

.i 

659 

Notes to Pages 534-536 

der Bibliothek Warburg 10; reprinted Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft,. 1963), 
p. 213, does not hit upon the exact sense of ars magis perfoctoria quam imitatliria. The authentic 
sense of the text is more' conservative,' to the extent that it holds to the Aristotelian distinction 
(from PhysU:5 n 8; 199 a 15-17) in the definition of ars, according to which "art on the one 
hand perfects what nature is not able to bring to a finish. and on the other hand imitates 
(nature}." The spoon carver associates his handicraft with the skill that ''perfects''; but this 
association falls critically behind what he has said just before, and specifically because he gives 
up his own language as illiteratus and ventures onto the level of his Scholastic partner in the 
dialogue. The mere fact that his material is taken from nature does not, even on Aristotelian 
principles, justifY regarding spoon carving as an activity that 'completes'; the question of the 
pregivenness or novelty of the 'form' must be fimdamental here. Thus the translator remained 
closer to the consistent train of thought than did his text. But it is more important to see how 
the Cusan 'labors,' how he hesitates to step completely out of the cover of the traditional 
categories and play through his opening moves. 

78. It is noteworthy that Nicholas makes his layman speak a more daring language than he 
uses where he himself is the immediate speaker and where, in addition, he addresses himself 
to a prospective cleric, as in his 'spiritual testament,' the letter to Nicholas AIbergati of 1463 
(ed. G. von Bredow, Sitzungsberichte der Heidelberger A1uuiemie, PhiLMHist. KL, 1955), in which he 
summarizes his thought as the 5cientia laudis. Here we are told, "Sicut enim deus invisibilis per 
verbum, artem seu conceptum suum, sibi soli notum, omnia quae in natura subsistunt creavit, 
ita et intellectus p er artem seu verbum suum sive concepnn:n omnia quae .in arte sunt imitando 
nat:ura.m operatur, ut aedificia, picturae, texturae, scripturae et similia intellectus opera ostendunt" 
en. 18). Essential examples that Nicholas uses elsewhere for man's creativity are absent here 
in favor of 'natural' examples. In paralleling divirie and humane predicates, the ~ibi soli notum 
that is applied to God's creation is left out, and in the place of the theological creauit there 
stands the anthropological operatur. Thus also an, verbum, and conceptus receive meanings that 
are only analogous. Accordingly it goes on: "Sed opus dei:n.ihil praesupponit quod sit ante ... . 
Sed intcllectus praesupponit opus dei. Omnis enim conceptus eius est imitatorius operis dei ... " 
(no 19-20). And: "Non igitur potest unquam intellectus ad divinam creativam artem, ut sit sirot 
magister, per se venire, et tamen nisi ad illam perveniat, non attingit quod apprehendere 
ropit ... " en. 23). It is _questionable whether the editor hits on the intention of this text and 
does not level off the difference between it and other passages when she writes regarding it, 
"The sovereignty of the Creator is reflected in the freely creating power of the spirit. It can 
think out and invent new things, which no one before it has thought of, and make them 
artificially. So when it is said that the spirit operates by imitating nature, then that does not 
by any means mean that its works of art are copies of natural objects. The imitation relates 
not to individual natural things but rather to nature as God's work." Even if this letter of the 
eusan falls in the same year as the dialogue On the Globe Game, still one should not hannonize 
the linguistic difference between them by reading in here the invenire n()'(JUm that is central 
there. There are more than stylistic differences between Nicholas the preacher and letter writer, 
on the one hand, and the speculative author, on the other hand. 

79. Nicholas of Cusa, De mente, c. 13: "unde mens est creata ab arte creatrice, quasi ars illa 
seipsam creare vellet ... in hoc enim infinitatem imaginis modo, quo potest, imitatur .... " 

80. Nicholas of Cusa, Compendium VI. 

81. Nicholas ofCusa, De fUM globi II: "Creat anima sua inventione nova instrumenta, ut discernat 
et noscat ut Ptolemaeus astrolabium et Orpheus lyram et ita de multis. Neque ex aliquo 
extrinseco inventores creanmt ilia, sed ex propria mente. Expllcanmt eoiro in sensibili materia 
conceptum.·· 

82. Nicholas of Cusa, De coniecturis I 13: "Coniectura est positiva assertio in alteritate veritatem 
uti est participans. " 
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83. Nicholas of Cusa, Compendium VITI: "Demum (Sc. cosmographus), quando in sua civitate 
omnem senSlbilis mundi fedt designationem. ne perdat eam, in mappain redigit, bene ordinatam 
et proporrionabiliter mensuratam, convertitque se ad ipsam., nuntiosque am.plius licentiat, 
clauditque panas, et ad conditorern mundi internum transfert intuituxn, qui nihil eorum est 

. omnium quae a nuntiis intellexit et notavit. Sed omnium est artifex et Causa, quem cogitat sic 
se habere ad universum mundum anterioriter, sirot ipse ut cosmographus ad mappam .... Et 
hinc in se reperit primum et propinquius signum conditoris. in quo vis creativa, plus quarri in 
aJiquo alia nota anima1i relucet." 

84. Nicholas of Cusa, De venatWne sapientiae IV 9-10. 

85. Loc. cit. (note 84): "Hoc divinum opificium deus oboedienti scilicet naturae ipsi posse fieri 
cono-eatae tradidit, ut posse fieri mundi ... explicaret. ... " 

86. Nicholas of Cusa, De venatione sapientiae V II: "Videtur autem naturam imitari geometer, 
dum circuhun figurat." In the fust Gennan translation of this treatise of the Cusan. by P. 
Wilpert (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1964), the autem that marks the distinction between the two 
examples is not taken into account, evidently in the belief that both similes, that of the logician 
and that of the geometer, refer to the same point of analogy. 

87. Nicholas of Cusa, Dolocta ignMantia. I II. 

88. Nicholas of eusa, De beryllo, c. 32. 

89. Nicholas of Cusa, De dccta ignorantia II 12. 

90. Loc. cit. (note 89): "Unde erit machina mundi quasi habens ubique centrum et nuilibi 
circumferentiam, quoniam circumferentia et centrum deus est, qui est ubique et nullibi" 

91. Nicholas of Cusa, De visione dei, c. 7: "Cum sic in silentio contemplationis quiesco, tu domine 
intra praecordia mea respondens, dicens: sis tu tuus, et ego ero tuus. 0 domine ••. posuisti 
in hbertate mea ut sim, si voluero, mei ipsius. HIDc nisi sim mei ipsius. tu non es meus ..• Et 
quia hoc posuisti in libertate mea, non me necessllas, sed expectas, ut ego eligam mei ipsius 
esse." 

92. Augustine, opus impeifect/!,m contTajulianum I 78. 

93. Loc. cit. (note 92): "Libertas arbitrii, qua a deo emancipatus homo est, in admittendi peccati 
et abstiriendi a peccato possibilitate consistit. -Emancipatum hominem dicis a deo; nee attendis 
hoc cum emancipato agi, ut in fumilia patris non sit." 

94. Nicholas of Cusa, "Dies Sanctificatus," sennon (p.ted in note 7), par. 30: "Notandum hie, 
quomodo incarnacio Christi fuit necessaria nobis ad salutem. Deus creavit omnia" propter se 
ipsum et non maxime et perfeetisssime nisi universa ad ipsum; sed nee ipsa ad ipsum uniri 
potuerunt, cum finiti ad infinitum nulla sit proporcio. Sunt igitur omnia in fine in Deo per 
Christwn. Nam nisi Deus assumpsisset humanam naturam, cum ilIa sit in se medium alias 
complicans, totum universum nee perfectum-ymmo nec esset." 

95:" Preliminary stages in the development of the tenninology of contractU; were already present 
in Scholasticism. The sense of'drawing something to oneself is involved in a quaestio of Thomas 
Aquinas's Summa theolcgica: "Utrum Christus defectus corporales eontraxerit" (III, q. 14, a. 3). 
This drawing to oneself is something neither volitional nor accidental; rather it is a matter of 
natural 'endowment': "lUud enim contrahere dicimur quod simul CUIIl narura ex origine tra
himus." In th~ context of Christology it has the connotation of 'allowing oneself to become 
involved with,' not that of the necessity that is more characteristic of natural philosophy: 
"« ••• illud dicatur eontram simul cum sua causa ex necessitate trahitur." The contractio relation 
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is not identical with the relat.ion of Platonic 'participadon'; not only does the ideal draw the 
reality to it. but Inatter too is urged toward conceivability: "Unaquaeque materia per fonnam 
superinductam contrahitur ad aliquarn speciem" (Summa contra Gentiles II 16, a. 2). This latter 
use most nearly anticipates the "restriction" that the Cusan conceives the infinite and indefinite 
as undergoing, in order to become a universe, a maximum contractum that, although it is an 
'everything: a universe, still only represents a pO!s.Sibilitas amtracta with its gradus contractionu: 
the posse fieri contractum ad id quod fit (De lJenatUme sapientiae 38, 114; also see De Meta ignorantia 
II 4-8). A century later the- concept of contractio reo.n:s in the '<Zimzum" of the Kabbalist Isaac 
Luria, the self-restriction of God in which "ofRis own accord He draws Himselfinto Himself' 
~d thus makes it possible for something to· exist that is not Himself-Gerschom Scholem, 
Uber einige GTUndbegriffe desJudentums (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1970), pp. 85-86. Bnmo's position 
will be the antithesis of this: God exhauSts Himself when He creates, so that what He creates 
can only be Himselt. Thus "resbiction" for Bruno can never be anything but the "restriction" 
of matter fpmtrattwn di materia), which cannot realize the universe in any of its temporal states, 
but only in the passage through all of them. 

96. Nicholas of Cusa, De dada ignorantia ill 1: "Et universum non evacuat ipsam infinitam 
absolute ~am dei potentiam, ut sit siInpliciter maximum tenninans dei pot~tiam." 

97. Nicholas of Cusa, De dccta ignorantia ill 2. 

98. Nicholas ofCusa, De Mcta ignorantia ill 3: "Sed si homo e1evatur ad unitatemipsius potentiae, 
ut non sit homo in se subsistens creatura, sed in unitate cum infinita potentia, non est ilia 
potentia in creatura, sed in seipsa terminata." 

99. Nicholas ofCusa, De Mcta ignorantia m 4: " ... subiungentes dicimus temporis plenitudinem 
praeteritam ac Iesum semper benedictwn primogenitwn omnis creaturae esse." 

1 00. Wenck, De tgnota iitteratura,. par. 35: " ... dicet idem generare Filium et creaturas creare." 

101. Wenck, De igrwta litteratura, par. 40. 

Chapter 3 

1. V. Spampanato, Vita di Gwrdano Bruno, can Mcumenti editi e inediti (Messina: Principato, 1921), 
p. 786: Document! Romani XI. It is surprising that the consciousness of the testimonial character 
of such a :freely accepted death had so disappeared in the practice of the Inquisition that the 
possible reversal of the early. Christian effect of the deaths of martyrs, against Christianity, 
does not seem to have occurred to anyone. This state of affairs belongs to the history of the 
elemental change in the subterranean idea of the 'powerful' ttuth, which coincides \"'lith the 
change of epoch itself, compare Hans Blumenberg, "Paradigmen zu einer Metaphorologie," 
Archiv jilr Begriffigeschichte (1960): 12-17. Against this background, it sounds like historical irony 
that the Awisi di Roma of the February 12, 1600, introduced the announcement of-the post
ponement of the burning of the "eretico obstinatissimo," which had been fixed for this day, 
with this disappointed tuIn of expression: "Oggi credevamo vedere una solennissima iustizia, 
e non si sa perche si sia restata ... " (Y. Spampanato, Vita di Giordano Bruno, p. 784: Document! 
Romani VITI). The only witness of the burning who is accessible to us, the professor Caspar 
Schoppe (1576-1649), turns out to have had a subaltern's atrophied faculty of vision for what 
took place before him: "Hedie igitur ad rogum sive piram dedU(:tus, cum Salvatoris crucifud 
imago ei iam morituro ostenderetur, torva eam vultu aspematus reiect, sicque ustulatus misere 
periit, renunciaturus credo in reliquis illis, quos finxit, mundis, quonam pacto homines blasphemi 
et impii a Romanis tractari soleant"-D. Berti, Vita di Giordano Bruni di Nola (Florence: 1868) 
(henceforth: vaa), p. 401. Nevertheless, this onlooker appears to be the only one who, in 
expressing his scorn, established a connection between Bruno's rejection of the God become 
man and his vision of the infinite multiplicity of worlds. 
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2. Berti. Vita, p. 390, Doc. XXTII: « ••. et 1'esser in somma publico heresiarca et non gia mtonlo 
articoli leggieri, rna intorno alla Incamatione del Salvator nostro et alia Santissima Triniti.. .•. " 

3. On the Copernican aspect of the Inquisition's proceedings, see Hans Blumenberg, Die Genesis 
tier kopemikanfJchen Welt (Frankfurt Suhrkamp. 1975), pp. 435-440. 

4. Berti, Vita, p. 373, Doc. XIll (from June 3, 1592). 

5. G. Bruno, La cena de Ie ceneri It Dibloghi Italian!, ed. G. Gentile and G. Aquilecchia (Florence: 
Samsoni, 1958) {henceforth: DUUogM, p. 29. 

6. G. Bruno, opera latina, ed. F. Fiorentino et al. (Naples: 1879-1891) (henceforth; opera latina). 
voL It p. 60: ..... ut quemadmodum alternatim diurna lux noctisque tenebrae mutua succedunt, 
ita in orbe intelligentiarum ventas et error .... " 

7. Bnmo, La cena tk le emeri, Diakghi, p. 33: "Or eeca quello, ch'ha varcato l'aria. penetrato 
il riele. discorse Ie stelle, trapassati gli Inargini del mondo. fatte svanir Ie fantastiche muraglia 
de Ie prime, ottave, none, decime ed altre, me vi s'avesser potuto aggiongere! sf ere, per 
relazione de \rani matematici e deeo veder di filosofi volgari.'· The opened oudook on nature
"nudata la ricoperta e velata natura"-results from the removal of a hindrance, an obstructing 
cage, which had been erected in human history by deceitful manipulation~ and does not result 
from overcoming cognitive difficulties given with the material itself and its 'natural' obsrurity. 
One sees that Bruno still stands before the threshold of the seventeenth century and the 
surprise, which reversed its 'attitude' to narure, that it received from the telescope and the 
microscope; he believes in the adequacy of man's visual powers to nature, as long as the_ 
hindrances of sophistic31 constructions are cleared from the path of the faculty of vision-he 
is still the contemplatcr tae/i, who needs only to be led out of the cave of the constructors of 
artificial images in order to be able to experience reality as such and in its evidence. The 
other 'savior' images hi the Gena also come out this way: the eyes provided to the moles, the 
blind men made to see, the dumb and lame who are healed, "che non valean far quel progresso 
col spirito ... ." It is sufficient to produce 'presence' with respect to the subject matter in order 
·to lay bare its nature: "Le rende non men presenti me si fussero proprii abitatori del sole, 
de la luna cd altri nomati astri." Theoretical man does not step out of the all-enclosing and 
all-fumishing maternal process of nature; he relies on what is nearest to him and is thereby 
certain of what is farthest "E n'apre gli occhi a veder questo nume, questa nostra madre, me 
ne1 suo dorso ne alimenta e ne nutrisce, dopo averne produtti dal suo grembo, al qual di 
nuovo sempre ne riaccoglie, e non pensar oltre lei essere un corpo senza ahna e vita. et anche 
feccia tra Ie sustarue corporali. A questo modo sappiamo che. si noi fussimo ne la luna 0 in 
altre stelle, non sarreimo in loco molto dissinille a questo ..•. " Here the homogeneity of the 
universe, the key axiom of the cosmology of the modem age, is not a rational/economic 
postulate but rather a postulate, pressing forward from the organic background metaphor, of 
the universal familiarity of being. -

8. Copernicus, De revolutionibus I II: "Sed cum moclica sit differentia, non nisi cum tempore 
grandescens patefacta est: a Ptolemaeo quidem ad nos usque partiwn prope XXI, quibus ilia 
iam anticipant." 

9. Bruno, La cena de Ie teneri I, Dialcghi, p. 39: "che noi siamo piu vecchi ed abbiamo piu lunga 
eta,. me i nostri predecessori. ... " 

1 O. This complaint, which breaks forth from the sober recitation of the enhancement of the 
possibilities of astronomical knowledge, about the unlived lives, the time left empty of history, 
the 'backwardness' of reality with respect to possibility-that threatens and actually occurs in 
man and only in Inan-this complaint loses the apparently accidental character that it has in 
this passage only from the point of view of the whole of the Nolan's speculation: "Ma che eli 
questi alomi, che son stati appresso, non siino peri) stati piu accorti, che quei che Mon prima, 
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e che la moltitudine di que' che sono a nostri tempi. non ha pero piu sale, questa accade per 
dO me quelli non vissero, e questi non vivona gli anni altrui, e, quel che e peggio, vissero 
mom quelli e questi ne gli anni proprii" (Didloghi, p. 41). 

11. For himself- who, since Copernicus, had scarcely been able to extend the temporal basis 
. and. even .assuming that he had been able to do so, could not have made anything of it 
becaus_c he knew almost: no astronomy at all-Bruno claims not to see with the eyes of 
Copernicus when he is approached for a conversation at the beginning of the Cena-«per 
intender il suo Copernico ed alni.paradossi eli sua nova filosofia." He saw with his own eyes, 
even if he owed much to the zeal of the mathematicians in their observations, which "suc
cessivamente, a tempi e tempi" and "giongendo lume a lume" had provided the necessary 
prerequisites for the assertions that were now possible-"a tal giudicio, qual non possea se 
non dopo molte non aciose etadi esserparturito." But at bottom. he adds, these mathematicians 
are like translators from. one language to another who themselves could not penetrate more 
deeply into the sense of what is translated-"masono gli aItri poi, me profondano ne' sentimenti, 
e non essi medesimi." And Bruno counts biInself among these "others," even with respect to 
Copernicus., 

12. Bruno, La cena de le ceneri I, Dialoghi, p. 43. 

13. Bruno, La cena de le cenen V, Dialcghi, p. 145: " ... e sappia.rno me il principia de l'inquisizione 
e il sapere e concoscere, che la cosa sU, 0 sii possibile e conveniente, e da quella si cave 
profitto." 

14. Bruno, De La causa ill, DiaWghi. p. 277, reading cooperatru:e: ed. P. de Lagar~e, Le opere italiane 
di Giqrda7UJ Bruno (GOtringen: 1888), p. 255. 

15. F. J. Clemens, Gicrdano Bru7UJ und Nicolaus '/JOn Cusa. Eine philosophisdze Ahhandlung (Bonn: 
1847), p. 198. 

16. Bruno, SPacciIJ de La bema triorifante (~584), Dialaghi, pp. 547-829. 

17. Bruno, Spaccro I 3, Didloghi, p. 630. 

18. Bruno, SpaccW ill 3, Dialoghi, p. 823. 

19. Bruno, spaccW ill 2, Dialaghi, pp. 779-780. 

20. Bonaventura, TI. Sent., d. 1, q. 2. a. 1. 

21. William of Ockham, OJuIdlibeta VI, q. 1. 

22. William of Ockham, 1. Sent. 43 1 M: " ... si esset (sc. deus) causa naturalis, vel omnia 
produceret simul vel nulla." 

23. L Olschki, "Giordano Bruno," Deutsche Vierteijahresschrift for Literaturwtssenschafl und Geistes
geuhichte 2 (1924):1-79; citation from p. 38. 

24. Berti, Vita, p. 352, Doc. XI (from June 2, 1592): "La materia de rutti questi hbri parlando 
in genera1e e materia filosofica e secondo l'intitulation de detti libri diversa, come si puo veder 
in essi, nelli quali tutti io sernpre ho definito filosoficamente e secondo Ii principii e lume 
naturale, non avendo riguardo principal a quel che secondo 1a fede deve esser tenuto e credo 
che in em non si ritrova cosa per la quale possa esser guidicato, che de professo piutosto 
voglia impugnar 1a Religione che esaltar la filosofia quantunque molte cose impie fondate net 
lume mo naturale possa haver espUcato." 
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25. Berti, Vita. p. 353, Doc. Xl: " ... perchi! io stimavo cosa indegna della clivina banta e 
potentia che possendo produr oltra questo mondo Un altro C' altri infmiti, producesse un 
mondo finito ••.. " In The Christianity if Reason. Lessing was to derive very similar results from 
the Aristotelian concept of God's thought that thinks itself. if "God's every idea is a creation" 
and He thinks of nothing but Himself, then either He creates Himself or the created is, like 
Him, ens infinitum {section IS}, in fact either as "infinitely many worlds" (section I5) or as the 
absolutely complete continuity of a unique world (section 18). 

26. Bruno did not go along with one of the most obscure distinctions in the history of dogma, 
the distinction betweengeneratW and creatw: the production of the Son of God as "generation," 
the production of the world as "creation." He holds to the Cusan's fundamental idea that the 
absolute "ability" must manifest itself in the arising of aequalUas from unitas-but the position 
of aequalitas in Bruno is occupied by not the Son but the infinite universe. What the Cusan 
and the Nolan have in common is the compulsion of omnlpotence to exhaust itse1£ 

27. Berti, Vita, p. 355: " ... senza conoscer questo nome Persona che appresso S' Augustino e 
dichiarato nome non antico rna novo .... " 

28. Berti, Vita, p. 358, Doc. XlI: « ••• e ho dubitato che queste tre possino sortire nome di 
persone, poiche non mi pareva che questo nome di persona convenisse alla divinici. •.. " 

29. M. Scheler, Die wmenifarmen und die Gesellschaft, GesammeZte Werke (Bern: Francke, 1954-) 
voL VITI, p. 78. 

80. F. J. Clemens, Giordano BmW) und NiColaus wn Cusa (Bonn: 1847), p. 222. Hermann Cohen 
repeated the negative evaluation of Bruno in comparison to the Cusan, though according to 
different criteria,. in his introduction to Lange's Geschichte des Materialismus, in 1914. Nicholas, 
he says, "rediscovered the platonic path to mathematics," and thus <'becrun:e the first founder 
·ofmodern philosophy." But «~te then did him the dubious favor of having Giordano Bruno 
inscribe his naIIle on his banner, and while the latter could not abuse and revile other people 
sufficiently, he declared the deepest gratitude to the Cusan, and hardly to anyone else." Cohen 
solves the problem of the lack of influence of the Cusan's "profound initiating impulses to 
modern thought" by the "slight suspicion" that Bruno's applause could have fiightened later 
philosophers away; see Schriften zur Philos&jJhie und Zeitgeschichte, vol. II (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 
1928), pp. 190-191. 

31. Bruno, spaccio de kz bestitz tru.mfonte IT 3, Dialoghi, p. 708: "E questo procede dal non avere 
intelligenza ed apprensione di se stessa; come quello che e simplicissimo, se non" vu01 essere 
altrO che semplicissimo, non intende se stesso." 

32. Bruno, Spaccio de kz bestia tritmfante IT 3, Dialoghi, p. 708: "Perche queUo che si sente e che 
si remira, si fa in cerro modo malta, e, per dir meglio, altro ed altro; perche si fa obietto e 
potenza, conoscente e conoscibile; essendo che n~ l'atto dell' intelligenza molte cose incorreno 
in uno." 

88. Bruno, De Nn:ftnitO universo e mtmdi. proemiole epistokz. Dialoghi, p. 349: ..... da que! che, 
sicome e bene che sia questo mondo, non e men bene che sia ciascuno de infiniti altri." 

34. Bruno, De gli eroici furon, argomento, Dialoghi. p. 946: "Per largo e per profondo peregrinate 
il mondo, cercate tutti gli numerosi regni, significa che non e progresso immediato da una 
fanna contraria a l'altra,. ne regresso immediato da una fonna a la medesinla; perc bisogna 
trascorrere, se non tutte Ie fonne che sono nella mota delle specie naturali, certamente molte 
e molte di queUe." Here Circe personifies the omniparente materia. In this context, an instructive 
misinterpretation is given of Origen's apokatastasis, which is conceived as the lawfulness of a 
physical revolution of the contents of the world, whereas in Origen himself, each new world 
that is set up is the result and realization of the free moral decision of the preceding world 
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phase-Origen, De principiis I 6, 2, ed. P. Koetschau (Leipzig: Hinrich. 1913), p. 81; «in hoc iam 
iustum iudicium dei providentiae est, ut unicuique secundum diversitatem motuwn pro merito 
sui decessus et commotionis ocrurrat." The reason why this incidental misunderstanding is 
so instructive is that the Nolan passes over the difference-which is an index of his own 
authenticity-between the great world systematizer Origen and himself-the difference between 
the thoroughgoing personalization of the universe on the one hand and consistent impersonality 
on the o$er. This correspo~ds to the fact that the plurality of worlds in Origen is a sequence 
of judgment and creation in time, whereas in Bruno it is a simUlaneity in space. 

35. Such realism of the imagination can also be found in the arguments for the infinity of the 
world in De l'infinito universo n, Diawghi, p. 394: "Oltre, sicome la nostra imaginazione e potente 
di procedere in infinito, imaginando sem-pre grandezza dimensionale oitra grandezza e numero 
oitra nwnero, secondo certa successione e, ,come se dice, in pot::exW:a. COSS! S1 deve intendere 
che Dio- attualmente intende infinita dimensione ed infinito numero. E da questo intendere 
seguita 1a possibilici con la convenienza ed opportunitft. che ponemo essere: dove, come la 
potenza attiva e infinit.a. coss!, per necessaria conseguenza, il soggetto di tal potenza e infinito .... " 
Imagination is the criterion of what is possible, what is possible is the criterion of original 
power, ~d this power is the criterion of what is real-"il posser fare pone il posser esser 
fatto .... 

36. Bruno, De La causa. principia et uno III, DiaWghi, pp. 280m " ... onde se sempre, e stata la 
potenza di fare, di produre, di creare, sempre e stata 1a potenza eli esser fatto, produto e 
creato; perche l'una potenza implical'altra; voglio dirt con esser posta, lei pone necessariam.ente 
l'altra. .•• Perche la possibilici assoluta per la quale 1e cose che sono in atto, possono essere, 
non e prima che 1a attualicl:, ne tampoco poi che quella. Oltre, il possere essere e con 10 essere 
in atto, e non precede quello; perche, se quel che puo essere, facesse se stesso, sare1:;le prinla 
che fusse fatto." On the Cusan's concept of possibility in its specific differentia, see A Faust, 
DeT Moglichlu:itsgedanke. Systemgeschichtliche Untersuchungen (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1931-1932), 
vol. IT, pp. 266-293, especially the notes on pp. 287-288. 

37. Bruno, De La causa m. Diawghi, p. 281; "Lo uomo e que! che puo essere, ma non e tutto 
que! che puo essere." As for the divine original ground-"il quale e tutto quel che puo essere, 
e lui medesirno non sarebe tutto se non potesse essere tutto ...• " For all other things-" ... Ie 
qua1i. quantunque sono quello che possono essere, potrebono pero non esser forse, e certamente 
altro, 0 altrimente che que1 che sono; percbe nessuna altra cosa e tutto que! me puo essere." 

38. Bruno, opera latina Ill, pp. 112-114. 

39. Bruno, opera latina Ill, p. 72: "Sphaericwn esse non tollit infinitum esse." 

40. Bruno, opera latina 1/1, p. 98; " ... quod ubique centrum habet,- estque ex omni parte 
sphaericum. Sicut juxta intelligibilem modum est in Dco, in natura. in universi una substantia, 
juxtaque rationem propriam _in hoc sensibili universo conjicitur, in quo nulla stella, millus 
mundus, nullus orbis in circumferentia mciWr alteri, qui sibi non sit in centro, quia undique 
in universo aequalis habetur ad magnum parvumque honzontem respectus. Infinitum igitur 
sit oponet. quod undique aequale esse debeat." 

41. Bruno, De La causa ill, Diawghi, p. 285: "La potest3. sl assoluta non e solamente que! che 
puo essere il sole, ma quel che e ogni rosa e que! che puo essere ogni cosa: potenza eli tutte 
Ie pontenze, atto di mtti gli atti, vita eli tutte Ie vite, anima di tune Ie anime, essere de tutto 
l'essere; onde altamente e detto dal Revelatore: 'Quel che e, me invia; Colui che e, dice COssl..' 
Pero que! che altrove e contrario ed opposito, in lui e uno e medesimo, ed ogni cosa in lui e 
medesima cossi discorri per le differenze di tempi e durazioni, come per Ie differenze ill attualiti 
e possibilici. PerC lui non e cosa antica e non e cosa nuova; per il che ben disse il Revelatore: 
'primo e novissimo.' " In conformity with the premise that one can speak of potentia absoluta 
only if one sees it as both ability-to-make and ability-to-become, the Nolan passes without 
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any comment from the identity of the divine power to the identity-realizing itself in the 
plurality of worlds through time-of a substratum iliat. as world material, includes openness 
to being defined as everything, and, as world soul, vocation for everything; resistance to the 
traditional conception of matter follows logically: "Conchiuclenclo, dunque, vedete quanta sia 
l'eccellenza della potenza, la quale, se vi piace chiamarla raggione di materia, me non hanna 
penetrate i filosofi volgari, 1a possete serna detraere alla divinici trattar piu altamente, cbe 
platone nella suaPolitica e it Timeo. Costoro, per averno treppo ahata la raggione della mat~ 
son stati scandalosi ad alcuni teologi" fDiak;ghi, p. 286). 

42. On Osiander and his role in the dispute about the truth ofCopernicanism. see H. Blumenberg, 
Die Genesis der kopernihanischen Welt (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp. 1975), pp. 341-370. 

43. Bruno, La cena de le ceneri TIl, Dialaghi, p. 89: "Or vedete, 'che bel portinaio! Considerate 
quanta bene v'apra la porta per furvi entrar alla participazion di que1la onoratissima cognizione, 
senza la quale il saper computare e misurare e geomer.rare e perspettivare non e altro che un 
passatempo da pazzi ingeniosi Considerate come fide1mente serve a1 padron eli casa." Bruno 
was not the first to use strong language in connection with this affair, as early as two months 
after Coperrricus's death, Tiedemann Giese, the Bishop of Kuhn, described the preface as a 
shameful treachery in a letter to Joachim Rhetikus: "Qpis enim non discrucietur ad tantum 
sub bonae fidei securitate admissuIn flagitium?"-Kopernikus Gesamtausgahe cd. F. Kubach {Munich: 
R. Oldenbourg, 1944-1949}, vol II, p. 454. Thus it is not the case that the preface has "only 
agitated tempers since the time of Alexander von Humboldt," as claimed H. .Bornkamm, 
"Kopernikus im Urteil der Reformatoren,." Archiv flir Rejormationsgeschichte 40 (1943);171-183 
(citation from p. 174). 

44. Bruno, La una m. Dialoghi. p. 90: « ••• dove non solo fa ufDcio di matematico che suppone, 
rna anco de fisico che dimostra il moto de la terra." See La una lV, Dialoghi, p. 129: "Ma il 
suo scopo versa circa la natura e verificazione del soggetto eli questi moti." 

45. Bruno. Oratio valedictcria (1588), opera latina Ill, p. 17: "Copernicum etiam. qualem putatis 
esse nedum ~themaricum, sed (quod est mirum obiter) physicum? Plus ille invenitur intellexisse 
in duobus capitibus, quam Aristoteles, et orones Peripatetici in universa eorum naturali 
contemplatione. " 

46. Bruno, De l'infintro univer.ro n, Dialoghi, p. 429: " •.• fission de la terra; contra il quale aida 
tutta la natura, e proclama ogni raggione, e sentenzia ogni regolato e ben infonnato intelletto 
al fine." 

47. Bruno, La cena m, Diakghi, p. 91: " ..• perche lui 10 tiene per altri proprii e pili saleli 
principii, per i quali, non per autoritate ma per vivo senso e raggione, ha COSs! certo questo 
come ogni altra cosa che possa aver per certa." 

48. Bruno, De la causa., principia et uno V, DUdiJgh£. p. 326: "Perc, benche un particolare mondo 
si muova verso e circa l'altro, come la terra a1 sole e circa il sole. nientedimeno al rispetto 
deU'~verso nulla si muove verso ne cir~ que1lo, rna in queUo." Bruno's infini~e space remains, 
according to its implicit definition, the 'container' space of Aristode and is still by no means 
the absolute space of Newton; the latter implies in principle that the movement of an isolated 
body could be ascertailled by the organ of an absolute knowledge. 

49. Bruno, De fa causa V, Dialcghi, p. 320: "Alla propornone, similitudine, unioue e identiti de 
l'infinito non pili ti accosti con essere uomo che fonnica. una stella che un uomo; perche a 
quello essere non pili ti avicini con esser sole, luna, che un uomo 0 una formica; e perc 
nell'infinito queste cose sono indifferenti. ••. " 

50. Wessel Gansfoort,. De causis incarnatWnis, cited after R. Stadehnann, Yom Geist des ausgeherulen 
Mittelalters (Halle: M. Niemeyer, 1929), p. 141. 
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51. This discussion may now be found in H. Blumenberg, Die Ge7U5is deT kopernikanischen Welt 
(Frankfu.rt: Suhrkarnp, 1975), pp. 162-199. . 

52. Bruno, opera latina Ill, p. 79: "Grave et leve non dicuntur de corporibus naturalibus, 
naturaliter constitutis." 

53. Bruno, opera latina Ill, p. 186: "Longe igitur a naturali contemplatione desipit quod ait 
Aristote1es, quod si quis tiansponat terram, ubi nunc est luna, non fertur partiurn unaquaeque 
ad ipsam. sed ad suum locum. Immo dicimus partes unius terrae non habere maiorem potentiam, 
ut sint partes alterius, quam partes unius 3.nimalis, ut sint alterius animalis partes." It is 
significant that Bruno gives up the distinction bet'Ween the earth and the moon-which for 
Aristotle was a radical heterogeneity because the moon, as (already) the lowest heavenly body, 
was considered no longer to be composed of the [four) elements-and speaks of the genus 
terra, of which there can be arbitrarily many instances, such as are interchanged in the thought 
experiment. The logic is sharpened still further by this plural of "earth" (which was impossible 
for Aristotle), because even then something like 'organic' individuality continues to be maintained, 
and all movements have a reintegrative fimction. But such organic individualization of world 
bodies again. destroys the previously accomplished 'progress' in the direction of the postulate 
of cosmological homogeneity. 

54. Bnmo, De l'infinito unitJerso m, Diakghi, p. 451: "Moto retto non e proprio ne naturale a 
corpo alomo· principale; perche non si vede se non nelle parti che sono quasi escrementi che 
hanna effiuso da corpi mondani, 0 pur, altronde, hanno influsso alle congenee sfere e 
continenti. .. ." 

55. Bnmo, opera latina Ill, p. 186: "Nihil ergo natum est ferri a medio, quod et ad medium 
ferri non sit (natura illud imperante) natum, quia particulae .telluris non plus quiescere com~ 
periuntur, quam cuiusque animalis particu1a.e.» 

56. Bnmo. De l'iJifinito unitJeTSo IV, Dialoghi, p. 484: .' ... il principio intrinseco impulsivo non 
procede dalla relazione ch'abbia a loco determinato. certo plIDto e· propria sfera. ma d.a 
l'appulso naturale di cercar ave meglio e pili prontamente ha da mantenersi e conservarsi 
nell'esser presente; il quale, quannmque ignobil sia, tutte Ie cose naturalmente desiderano .... " 

57. Bnmo, opera latina Ill, p. 111: "Ita igitur actus et po~tia ad invicem referuntur, ut ubique 
horum. alterum. et sit alterius, et ad alterum sit." 

58. Bnmo, Articuli de natura et mundo 54, opera latina Ill, p. 170: «Nulla apud me, naturaliter 
se habentis, naturalis latio est praeter ci.rcularem .... Porro nos non unam dicimus circa 
medium lationem, sed certe plures quam astra, quia terra multipliciter movetur circa proprium 
centrum, et non lIDO modo circa solem.. .•• " 

59. Bnmo, Articuli 56, opera latina Ill, p. 171: "In naturalibus milium simplicem motum' 
veriftcare possunt peripatetici philosophi. neque eorum. pedissequa astronomorum. turba, quia 
nusquam natura fert geometricum circulum .... " 

60. Bruno, Articuli 38, opera latina Ill. pp. 143-146: ''Tempus, quod est mensura matus, non 
est in coelo, sed in astris, et primus ille motus. quem concipimus, non est alibi, quam in terra 
subiective ••• si quippe motus ille. quo omnia velocissimo raptu circa terram exagitari videntur, 
in terra subiective re vera comperiatur, tot sane erunt in universo tempora. quot sunt et astra. 

Neque enim potest esse tale unum in universo, ut omnium motuum mensura existat. ... Regula 
igitur motus diurni. sive a sole capitur solo, sive a terrae tantum motu, sive ab utroque, sive 
ab his, sive'ab allis circuitibus. nulla est prorsus, neque esse potest geometrica •.. ubi enim 
est ista temporalis mensura? ubi est illud sibi aequum, quod aliorum. aequalitatem et inae
qualitatem iudicet? Quia primus motus Aristoteli habebatur omnium regulatissimus. utpote 
cui motus octavae sphaerae hic singularis esset primus. ideo ex ipso capta est ratio temp oris 
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et mensurae durationis omnium: at quid nunc diceret,. si alios' mows comperiret,. diurnique 
motus mensuram millegeminis irregulatisque commotionibus turbari videret?" 

61. Bruno, Articuli 40, opera latina 1/1, p. 148. 

62. Bruno, Articuli 40 (cited in note 61): "Nihilominus tempus esse dicimus, si omnia qrueverint. 
Propterea non tempus sed temporis cOgnitionem motui alligare debuit Aristoteles .... Sed 
nullo existente motu, nulla durationis elus erit mensura ..• et ideo non accepit (sc. Aristoteles) 
durationis speciem absolute, sed secundum esse ad quandam motus speciem contractum. Si 
nusquam igitur fuisset motus, diversae non essent durationis species, sed una, et sine nomine 
(quod a differentia originem habet) aetemitas ... si omnia quieverint, non propterea desmet 
tempus esse durationis mensura, quia una erit omnium duratio, una quies." 

63. Bruno, Articuli 39, opera latina Ill, pp. 146-148: "Pocius mows est mensura temporis, 
quam tempus mensura motus: venus enim per moturn novimus durationem, quam e contra: 
quamvis enim haec mutuo se mensurari contingat, nunquam quoddam tempus mensura motus 
erit, ni prius quidam motus mensura temporis extiterit." 

64. Bnmo, Articuli 39 (cited in note 63): "Et veluti sub uno infinito spatio, continuo, communi 
infinita particularium loea, propriaque spatia intelliguntur, quae singulis quibusque quadrant: 
ita Sub communi ·una omnium duratione, diversis diversae durationes atque tempora appro~ 
priantur." See De la causa V, Di,alcghi, p. 320: ., ... e pero ne l'infinita dunuione non differisce 
la ora da! giomo, il giorno da l'anno, l'anno da! secolo, il secolo da! momento; perch£! non 
son pill gli momenti e Ie ore che gli secoli, e non hanno minor proporzione quelli che questi 
a 1a eternita." 

65. Bnmo, Articuli de natura et mundo 40, opera latina Ill, p. 150: " .•. tempus, quod aequalis 
et catholica mensura motus est, _ non potest aliter percipi. fiugive, quam per motum, sive 
naturaliter a circuitione solis, vel lunae, vel alterius astri, sive artificialiter a fiuxu aquae, vel 
pulveris, vel conversione punctorum, de quibus nullum non sensibiliter ab alio et a se ipso 
varium non concipimus. Et pro saris comperto habemus, nusquam motus quantitati et figurae 
ge9metrice aequali, physice aequalem motum, molem, atque figuram respondere." 

66. Bnmo, La cena de Ie ceneri m, Dialaghi, p. 109: "E non·sono altri morori estrinseci, che col 
movere fantasticbe sfere vengano a trasponar questi corpi come inchiodati in quelle; il cbe se 
fusse vero, il moto sarrebe violento fuor de la natura del mobile, il motore pin imperfetto, il 
mota ed il motore solleciti e laboriosi; e aItri molti inconvenienti s'aggiongerebbeno .... Tutto 
avviene da! sUfficiente principio interiore per il quale naturalmente viene ad esagitarse, e non 
da principio esteriore, come veggiamo sem.pre accadere a queUe cose, che son mosse 0 contra 
o extra la propria natura." 

67. Bruno, La cena V, Dialcghi, p. 146: HE dunque cosa converuente alia commoditi delle cose 
che sono ed a l'eff"etto della perfettissima causa, che questo moto su naturale da ptincipio 
interno e proprio appulso senza resistenia." 

68. Bruno, La cena V, Dialoghi, p. 147: "Segno ed indizio, dico, perche il vedere queste cose 
con certe disposiziorii della luna, ed altre cose contrarie e diverse con contrarie e diverse 
disposizioni, precede da l'ordine e corispondenza delle cose, e Ie leggi d'una mutazione che 
son conformi e corrispondenti alle leggi de l' altra. " 

69. Bnmo, La una V, Dialoghi, p. 151: "Ogni cosa dunque, che e naturale, e facilissima; ogni 
loco e mote naturale e convenientissimo. Con quella faciliti. con Ia quale Ie cose che naturalmente 
non si muoveno persisteno fuse neI suo loco, Ie altre cose che naturalmente si muoveno, 
marciano per gli lor spacii." 

70. Bnmo, Articuli de natura et mundo 61, opera latina Ill, p. 75: «Ubi non est motus circularis 
in natura, est eius vel similitudo, vel appetit:us, vel inquisitio, et adpulsus ad ipsum." Further, 
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on article 58 (po 172:): "Nullam sphaerarurn motu recto agitari videmus, quia: certe nulla gravis 
est aut levis ... quare ornnes motus naturales, naturaliumque motuum species, circulares sunt 
vel circularem motum quaerunt et iInitantur." 

71. Bruno, De i'infinito monded, Dia.loghi. pp. 375-376: 

72. Bruno, De i'infinite mondo I, DiaWghi, p. 376: "Tanto piu che, se e raggione che sia un buona 
finita, un perfetto terminato; improporuonalmente e raggione che sia un buona infinito; 
perchi!, dove il finite bene e per convenienza e raggione, l'infmito e per ahsoluta necessiti." 

73. Bruno, De la causa lV,Diawghi, p. 307: « •.. lamateria non e que! prepe nihil, quella potenza 
pum., nuda, serna atto, senza virtii et perfezione." 

74. Bruno, De La causa IV, Didoghi, p. 316: " .•. per il contrario Ie hain odio ... piii potenternente 
abornina che appete ... che ella ha in fundio .... " 

7 5. Bruno, La- cena V, -Dialoghi, p. 1"54: "Perche, essendo_ la materia e sustanza delle case 
incorrottibile, e dovendo quella secondo tutte Ie patti esser soggetto di tutte forme, a fin ch.e 
secondo tutte le patti, per quanta e capace, si fia tutto, sia tuUo, se non in un medesmo tempo 
e? ~~e d'etemici,,,al meno in diversi tempi, in varii instanti d'etemitii successiva e 
VlOSSltudinalmente .... 

76. Bnmo, De [q, causa IV, DiahJghi, p. 297: "Come dunque ti piace, che Ie altre forme abbiano 
ceduto a questa, cossi c in volonta de la natura, che ordina l'universo, che tutte Ie forme 
cedano a tutte. Lascio che e maggior dignicl di questa nostra sustanza di farsi ogni cosa, 
ricevendo tune Ie forme, che, ritenendone una sola, essere parziale. Coss!, al suo possibile, ha 
la similitudine di chi e tutto in tuuo." 

77. Bruno, De la causa III, DiakJghi, pp. 262-274. 

7~. B~o, La una V, DU;;Cghi, p. 156: " ••. il mota locale e state stimato principio d'ogni altra 
mutazione e fonna .... 

79. Bruno, La cena V,Diab;ghi. p. 163: « .•. ilfatto de tutte Ie pani de la terra, che successivamente 
devono participar tutti gli aspetti e relazioni del sale. facend9si s9ggetto di tutte complessioni 
ed abiri ... ciasoma parte venghi ad aver ogni risguardo, c'hanno tutte l'altre pard al sole; a 
fin che ogni parte venghi.a participar ogni vita, ogni generazione, ogni felicici." 

80. Bruno, Spacdo III 1, DU1loghi, p. 733: "Onde sempre piu et piu per Ie sollecite ed urgenti 
occupazioni allontanandosi dall' esser bestiale, piu altamente s'approssimano a l'esser divino." 

81. Nicholas ofCusa, De coniecturls II 14: ''Intra enim humanitatis potentiam omnia suo existunt 
modo." 

82. Bruno, La cena I, Dialoghi, p. 23; Oratio Va1edictO'liq" opera latina Ill, .p. 22. 

83. Bruno, De k causa I, Dialcghi, p. 208. 

84. Bruno, Cabala del Cavallo Pegaseo I, Dialcghi, p. 873. 

85. The original meaning deposited in phrases such aspersonam agere, and then personam induere, 
personam ferre, or personam mutare. 
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505,506,507,524.551,552,553,554, 
555,562,571, 572. 574, 577, 581, 582, 
684,588, 618nl, 639nnl,2,1O.11, 662n8, 
663n11, 666nn43,45 
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