UNIVERSAL
LIBRARY

OU_148549

AdVvddlT
TVSHIAINN






OSMANIA UNIVERSITY LIBRARY '
Call No. 2% ¢ -2 6 / OETS | eionNo. 36650
Author (il ey, I a;rja:m} — |
Tie  SutHe Wb (252

This book should be returned on or before the date last marked below.






THE SUBTLE KNOT

@






THE SUBTLE KNOT

Creative Scepticism
in Seventeenth-Century England

by
MARGARET L. WILEY

our blood labours to beget
Spirits, as like soules as it can,
Because such fingers need to knit
That subtile knot, which makes us man . . .
JoHN DONNE ‘The Extasie’

LONDON
GEORGE ALLEN & UNWIN LTD

RUSKIN HOUSE MUSEUM STREET



FIRST PUBLISHED IN 1982

This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.

Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of
private study, research, criticism or review, as per-
mitted under the Copyright Act 1911, no portion
may be reproduced by any process without written
permission. Enquiry should be made to the Publishers.

PRINTED IN GREAT BRITAIN
in 12-point Fournier type

BY UNWIN BROTHERS LIMITED
WOKING AND LONDON



TO
RODERICK MARSHALL

Y






FOREWORD

sINCE ‘all experience is an arch,” one normally spends more of
his time looking through it than examining its composition. Yet
the individual would be both blind and ungrateful who did not
try, on occasion, to call the roll of those influences upon his
thought and life of which he is most aware, realizing all the while,
of course, that one neither knows what he is nor dares to lay at
the door of others the responsibility for what he has thus far
become.

This book, for better or for worse, is one of the results of the
kind of home my parents and grandparents provided, in which
both literature and religion were made abundantly available,
without either’s having been strained through the sieve of dogma,
and where actions spoke louder than words. It stems also from
approximately eight years of listening, during youth, to the
literate and inspired sermons of the late Dr. Harold H. Griffis in
Portland, Oregon, and from an overlapping period of six years
of listening to the equally literate and inspired lectures of the
late Professor Barry Cerf at Reed College, who made accessible
hitherto unexplored realms of the world’s literature, philosophy
and religion and who struggled persistently, often against stub-
born resistance, to bring some order out of the chaos of my
undergraduate mind. It was Professor George Williamson who,
in a course in seventeenth-century literature at the University of
Oregon, first suggested that a study of the co-existing scepticism
and faith of the seventeenth century might enable me to make
a pattern out of certain trends which I had appreciated without
being able to identify. In spite of the dangers inherent in such a
topic, Professor Kenneth B. Murdock at Harvard undertook
to stand by and offer both moral and bibliographical assistance
while I struggled to write something which would satisfy both
my own intellectual needs and the standards of a great univer-
sity. His continuing faith in the project has been invaluable.
The very practical suggestion that I should publish separate
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THE SUBTLE KNOT

articles on the five sceptics before bringing out the book was made
by Dr. Helen C. White of the University of Wisconsin.

To professional philosophers I am indebted for more light
than I have been able to make constructive use of, notably to
Professor Arthur O. Lovejoy of Johns Hopkins University and
to the late Professor Felix Kaufmann of the Graduate Faculty,
New School for Social Research.

Most of the ideas in this book have been beaten into their
present shape by conversations with long-suffering friends,
teachers and students during the past twenty-five years, for this
is the only way one can become articulate. Those individuals who
have survived this process will recognize bits of conversation
reflected here and there; the others have been perhaps mercifully
spared the embarrassment of being held even remotely responsible
for the following pages.

My deep gratitude is due to the Oregon Branch of the
American Association of University Women for a fellowship
grant in 1937—38, which provided the necessary leisure for
research and for the re-evaluation of old ideas.

Permission has been granted by the editors of The Hibbert
Journal, the Journal of the History of Ideas, and The Western
Humanities Review for the inclusion of portions of the book
which have already appeared in the form of articles.

BROOKLYN COLLEGE M.L. W.
December, 1950
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CHAPTER 1

PROLEGOMENA TO
THE DEFINITION OF SCEPTICISM

R4

1F Chekhov’s judgment that every artist has an axe to grind is
valid for the creators, it has an even greater validity for those who
scan their creations and who seek to interpret literary trends and
identify patterns of thought. Among this second group, the
critics, it is practically impossible to conceal the axe, and it
often turns out to be double-bitted; therefore one may as well
at the outset declare his weapons and confess how he came by
them.

This book, as honestly as I can now account for its genesis,
seems to have been the result of the interplay of two forces—one
my own experience in learning how to live and the other my
sharing the recorded experience of others. This latter, if one has
been fortunate in his guides, is always proved upon the pulses,
and out of that process is born one’s conception of the nature of
truth and one’s convictions about the way it can be attained.
Thus it is not quite accurate to say one is taught by what he reads.
Rather does he ingest, like the amoeba, whatever in his environ-
ment seems life-sustaining, rejecting such foreign matter as he
cannot use. Perhaps the whole problem of education, then, is to
increase the range of the individual’s susceptibility so that he may
recognize the potentialities of larger and larger areas of his
enyironment; but to suggest this is already to have slipped
beyond description and into performance—like Chaucer’s
Pardoner.

As the interaction between living and reading went on, I
discovered myself powerfully drawn toward the poets and prose
writers of seventeenth-century England and gave as an ‘official’
explanation the judgment that in this century the three areas
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overlapped in which my chief interest lay—literature, philosophy,
and religion. Behind this academic fagade, however, was the fact
that I had caught sight, in the thought of these writers, of a
pattern which was gradually forming itself in my own living.
They spoke to me because our experience seemed made of the
same stuff, and to expatiate on their meaning was to make the
meaning of my own experience clearer and more explicit. The
specific anomaly which I had set myself to study, on a hint from
Louis Bredvold (in The Intellectual Milieu of John Dryden), was
the coexistence of faith and scepticism in the same seventeenth-
century writers. But as I explored this apparent contradiction
and as I sought out the meaning of ‘scepticism’ (the simpler of
the two terms to define), I concluded that here was a word which,
if rehabilitated, might serve the same purpose as the colouring
carried in the life-rafts of planes—to mark an area on the ocean
of truth where something precious was floating. The word came
to stand for a process of truth-seeking which seemed to carry its
own immunity against the most deadly enemy of truth-seekers,
the virus of dogmatism.

In order to be sure that I was not merely creating my own
solipsistic language, I began scrutinizing the use which others
had made of the word. Of the two principal and widely separated
mezanings, I discovered that one appeared to be an eighteenth-
century corruption of the other. The appearance of this corrupted
meaning, soon after the Restoration, threw a new light upon the
nature of eighteenth-century thought and marked the end of the
period which had attracted me because what I now called
scepticism was in flower there.

Happily I came across many writers, both obscure and well-
known, who were heading in my direction, toward the use.of
‘scepticism’ in what appears to be its original meaning—enough
to encourage me to explore the historical origins of the term and
to show how its pattern, set by the Greeks and revived in the
Rehaissance, recurred in prominent seventeenth-century writers
and might perhaps account for the vigour and attractiveness of
their thought and also for its essential soundness.
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PROLEGOMENA TO THE DEFINITION OF SCEPTICISM

. Such an investigation, at our stage of the world’s spiritual
development, can scarcely constitute a mere academic exercise.
It is fraught with all the urgency with which sufferers from an
incurable disease turn to each new panacea. Scepticism is not
here set forth as such a panacea (this would be a very unsceptical
procedure), but it is rather used as a rallying-point about which
to organize one individual’s insights into the meaning of truth
in so far as they seem to be borne out by others who have cut a
significant jagged path across the history of human thought.

The most important single technique to be learned from the
sceptics is that of wresting from unpromising materials the very
building-stones of truth. The seventeenth-century sceptics were
continually transforming the philosophic confusion of their age
and the upthrusts of pessimism and heresy into the components
of the kind of faith which at least enabled them to come to terms
with their world and to do their work in it with calmness and
dignity. They had learned the secret of taking the obvious next
step, instead of railing against the fate of having been set down
in an uncongenial age. Theirs was a wisdom which had been pre-
figured in the words of the apostle, “The word is nigh thee, even
in thy mouth, and in thy heart.” It seemed to me that instead of
bewailing the world’s unbelief or its secularism, one might more
profitably show in these very attitudes the hitherto unrecognized
seeds of spiritual power. It is.reasonable to suppose that having
turned in despair from simple and direct methods, our generation
might be willing to venture its last throw on the chance that this
paradoxical wresting of victory from defeat may constitute our
only means to salvation. The use which the seventeenth century
often made of the sceptical method to blunt the edge of intel-
lectual and spiritual disaster—requiring like Jacob a blessing
from the dark angel of schism—may teach us how to deal with
the growing unbelief and secularism of our day and force from
it great riches.

Before undertaking a systematic historical survey of scepticism,
it seems well to reproduce if we can, in miniature, the kind of
hit or miss beating about the field, out of which exploration there
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grew the above convictions regarding the nature and importance
of scepticism. For the philosopher, such a procedure would be
mtellectually indefensible, but what we are concerned with here
is in keeping the concept as close to experience as possible since
itis in the field of literature rather than of formal philosophy that
we should like to trace its outlines. Therefore whatever byways
of technical philosophy may lure us in this investigation, let us
remain true to our original intent—to sketch in roughly the
outlines of the pattern of thought known as scepticism so that
we may recognize it wherever it occurs in literature and learn
what wisdom we can from the men who have experimented with
it. Such a mission is to be undertaken in the spirit of a great his-
torian of ideas, who describes thus the relation between the fields
of philosophy and literature:

The interest of the history of literature is largely as a record of the
movement of ideas—of the ideas which have affected men’s imagi-
nations and emotions and behavior. And the ideas in serious
reflective literature are, of course, in great part philosophical ideas
in dilution—to change the figure, growths from seed scattered by
great philosophic systems which themselves, perhaps, have ceased to
be.r

In trying to identify the particular growth under discussion
here, what concerns the literary critic is the anguish of intellectual
despair and the possibility of wresting from that a new con-
ception of truth and not, as in the case of the philosopher, the
epistemological concomitants of that despair.

The Sceptic Experience

In order to set the tone of this discussion and to have before
us at least one concrete example of what we mean by scepticism,
let us look at some words of Socrates which lie along the triple
watershed of literature, philosophy and religion. After having
avowed that ‘the god’ bids him stand forth as one who is a
devotee of wisdom and a questioner of all the world, he says it
would be strange if he quit his post because of the fear of death,
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For the fear of death, my friends, is only another form of -
appearing wise when we are fooljsh and of seeming to know what
we know not. No mortal knoweth of death whether it be not the
greatest of all good things to man, yet do men fear it as knowing it
to be the greatest of evils. And is not this that most culpable
ignorance which pretends to know what it knows not 2

A consideration of these words will set the problem of scepticism
against its proper background of human experience, for it is to
such situations as this that the sceptic keeps returning.

What appears on the surface here is a rare willingness to relin-
quish dogmatism in an area where it is reinforced by fear. To find
something akin to this ultimate suspension of judgment we should
need to go to the parallel words of Jesus, “Thy will, not mine,
be done.” There is in these two the same launching out into an
unknown but compelling future, the same hope that truth will
be the ultimate terminus; and in their utterances are subsumed
all the cries of nescience from Montaigne’s ‘Que sais-je?” to Oliver
Cromwell’s ‘T beseech you, in the bowels of Christ, think it
possible you may be mistaken.’3 Lying just beneath the surface,
like a hidden rock set there to wreck the unwary dogmatist, is the
implied paradox, in the case of both Jesus and Socrates, that death
may be a good and not an evil. The intellectual humility generated
by this realization pervades the whole passage, and along with
this there is a certain naive wonder which flees before the breath
of dogmatism.

Diogenes Laertius in his brief life of Pyrrho recognizes this
as the authentic experience of scepticism. After outlining the chief
features of Pyrrhonism, he says that some people hold Homer to
be the founder of scepticism since to philosophical questions he
gave different answers at different times and since he was never
definite nor dogmatic. Euripides, too, he includes among others
who are called sceptics, and he quotes these lines from the
dramatist:

Who knoweth if to die be but to live,
And that called life by mortals be but death ?4
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The precedent of Diogenes, unacceptable as he is to historians
of philosophy, would seem to be at least partial justification for
our concentrating upon the scepticism to be found among men
of letters. There it seems to touch human experience at many
points, and so it becomes relevant for a wider area of thought
than does philosophical scepticism.

Scepticism—Process or Result?

One difficulty which has always been encountered by his-
torians of free thought is the tendency of their readers to mistake
a process for conclusions. Since the sceptic and the freethinker
often coincide, the same situation obtains for historians of
scepticism. (J. M. Robertson observes that the terms sceptic and
freethinker have often been applied interchangeably as terms of
opprobrium for those ‘who doubted where doubt was most re-
sented and most resisted.’)s The siren-call of comfortable con-
clusions has lured many an intellectual mariner from his turbulent
and precarious course. Adam Farrar in 4 Critical History of Free-
thought in Reference to the Christian Religion points out the differ-
ence between ‘free thinking,’ as used by Collins early in the
eighteenth century to designate a dynamic method, and ‘free
thought’ as the nineteenth century’s label for the codified results
of this method. Collins” term implied ‘the freedom of the mode
of inquiry rather than the character of the conclusions attained.’
It seems almost impossible for such words as free thought and
scepticism to remain long as the designation for a process rather
than for its conclusions; and because of this human propensity
for the static, dogmatism is a persistent threat to scepticism. It is
natural that men should feel much more comfortable and secure
when a word stands for certain results rather than for a set of
mind or for the direction of an ongoing movement. Nevertheless,
the scepticism we are trying to define enthrones a process in the
belief that as soon as the sceptic halts and begins to draw rigid
conclusions, he is no longer a sceptic.

John Owen, who wrote in the late nineteenth century, has
done the most fruitful and impressive work in clarifying the
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meaning of scepticism as it defines broad movements of thought
rather than narrow philosophical systems. In an essay prefixed to
his 1885 edition of Joseph Glanvill’s Scepsis Scientifica, Owen
says:

But although he styled his thought sceptical, and himself a sceptic,
Glanvill did not employ those terms in the commonly received
sense of wanton or unreasonable disbelief, but in the classical
meaning of enquiry and judicial suspense. . .. It [skepsis] is best
described as the principle opposed to excessive dogma, whether in
Philosophy, Science, or Religion.7

Then in a footnote Owen explores, as he has so consistently
done, the sources of our modern confusion regarding the term.

Some mode of discrimination between Skepticism in its proper
and primary sense of Enquiry, and in its perverted but usual sense
of disbelief or Negation, seems urgently needed. . . . The persistent
confusion that occurs between Suspense and Negation, even in
accredited works on Philosophy, is not very complimentary to the
progress of human thought. Few persons seem able to realize that
Skepsis is as much opposed to Dogmatic Negation as to Dogmatic
Affirmation.8

It is not unusual to discover an individual, in whatever age,
swinging from a positive dogmatism to a negative one—from
a narrow, dogmatic theology, for example, to an equally dog-
matic rejection of all theology, from a rigidly held political dog-
matism of the right to an equally rigid dogmatism of the left.
What is rarer is to find one who holds both positive and negative
dogmatisms in suspense and drives forward toward a truth which
is beyond them.

The progressive (or should we say ‘processive’?) quality of
scepticism is further underscored by Owen in the preface to
The Religious Aspects of Scepticism:

It is surely time that the Skeptic or philosophical inquirer should
be distinguished from the dogmatic Agnostic, or Negationist; and
that Positive and Negative Dogmas, when dealing with speculative
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subjects in which absolute certitude is inconceivable, should be
regarded as similar in essence and object however different in form.9

Thus all dogmatisms, however superficially different from each
other, are to be set over against the seeking and inquiring nature
of scepticism, which remains itself only so long as it does not
succumb to the tyranny of results and conclusions.

The question of whether the sceptic ever reaches any kind of
decision is one which cannot be answered until there is more
concrete evidence of sceptical thought before us. Suffice it to
state categorically here (before all the evidence is in) that the
emphasis of the sceptic, because he is interested in breaking up
the narrow moulds of dogmatisms, is upon the means he is using
to arrive at a decision rather than upon the decision itself. A
significant spiritual law seems to be operative in this domain. Its
presence has been recognized by more than one thinker. Francis
Bacon once said, ‘He that would begin in certainties shall end in
doubts; but if he be content to begin with doubts and have
patience a while he shall end in certainties.’®® A similar pro-
gression is noted three hundred years later by Alfred Hodder,
under the philosophical influence of Josiah Royce and F. H.
Bradley:

There are people who care for processes and people who care
only for results: it is the wisdom of centuries that to those who care
for processes, results shall be added, and that from those who care
for results only shall be taken even that which they have.rt

Definitions of Scepticism

Having established the instrumental rather than the terminal
character of scepticism, let us consider quite apart from their
historical sequence, several definitions, all of which point in the
same general direction. Almost every writer on scepticism pauses
to call attention to the loss of the word’s original meaning and to
the necessity of recovering that. William Mitchell says that
Emerson in his essay on Montaigne used the word in its ‘oldest,
largest and noblest sense,” for the Greek oxemreofar means ‘to
consider, inquire, look into, examine, look at, observe, fix one’s

18
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eyes upon.’? The slant of Mitchell’s own definition in the direc-
tion of religion is apparent at once. ‘By skepticism therefore in
this essay is meant the spirit of inquiry, of earnest doubt, of hesi-
tation and indecision in embracing Christian truth.”s3 Although
this is not a completely satisfactory definition for our purposes,
it contains the germ of what is most important in scepticism.
Mitchell follows this with an explanation which is remarkable
for its treatment of what we have called literary scepticism in
terms which are entirely appropriate to the material involved.

It [skepticism] would seem, rather, to mark that transition stage
between the faith of childhood and the faith of manhood. There
comes a period, an epoch, a moment in our lives when we have
neither the one nor the other. The past is gone and with it the faith
of the past; the future is not yet here. . . . Truth seems far away and
the search for truth involves a struggle. The skeptical moment
therefore lies in this very struggle of the human soul in its search
for truth. It is the feeling of bewilderment and drift, the discovery
that we have lost our moorings, the desolation, emptiness and
loneliness which are sure to follow. . . . It is a fact of the individual
experience, a phase of life which meets us everywhere, a fact
written deep in our spiritual history, and a fact which meets us in
the larger life about us, in biography, in literature, and social
movements, in human life as a whole.™4

It is this kind of experience which Socrates, in the words previ-
ously quoted, had somehow maintained beyond his youth, as an
insurance against the blight of dogmatism. Far from indicating
arrested development, this ability of Socrates at a moment of
crisis to reach back into his adolescence for light and guidance is
evidence that he had maintained a genuine sceptic flexibility of
spirit. For what he does when confronted with death is to strip
himself of preconceived notions and set himself back at the
gateway of his maturity, where in comparative intellectual inno-
cence he can make a fresh start in the direction of truth, counting
not himself “already to have apprehended.’ It is the intimacy of
scepticism and faith in such an experience which prompts specula-
tion as to their proper relationship.

19
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Scepticism and Faith

Whereas some have seen faith as the terminus of scepticism,
others, like Emerson, see scepticism as a kind of language made
use of to step down the revelations of faith so that they may be
apprehended by the mass of men. Hence the misunderstanding
which always greets the prophet.

Great believers are always reckoned infidels, impracticable,
fantastic, atheistic, and really men of no account. The spiritualist
finds himself driven to express his faith by a series of skepticisms.1s

Farther on in the same essay Emerson expresses this notion on
another plane of experience. He conceives of scepticism as a
self-transcending phase of the search for truth. He is convinced
that once he has progressed further, he will understand the coming
together of what now seems disparate, but until he arrives at that
deeper insight he must maintain his scepticism.

George Fox saw that there was ‘an ocean of darkness, and death;
but withal an infinite ocean of light and love which flowed over
that of darkness.’. . . I play with the miscellany of facts, and take
those superficial views which we call skepticism; but I know that
they will presently appear to me in that order which makes skep-
ticism impossible,16

This variant of Emerson’s is predicated upon shifting the meaning
of scepticism once the truth is in sight and so kicking away the
ladder by which one has risen. But perhaps it is in the nature of
scepticism to destroy itself; perhaps that is the only fate consistent
with its nature.

In analysing the relationship of scepticism and faith, two such
dissimilar minds as those of Josiah Royce and T. S. Eliot show a
common perception that somehow in the sceptic process, doubt
if honestly pursued undergoes a metamorphosis and so becomes
an essential component of whatever faith the individual is able to
achieve. Says Royce:

‘Philosophic truth, as such, comes to us first under the form of
doubt; and we never can be very near it in our search unless, for a

20
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longer or shorter time, we have come to despair of it altogether.
First, then, the despair of a thorough-going doubt, and then the
discovery that this doubt contains in its bosom the truth that- we
are sworn to discover, however we can—this is the typical philo-
sophic experience.'7

Eliot, describing the same process with a slightly different angle
of vision, makes clear among other things the relation of terminal
to instrumental scepticism and the possibility of the whole cycle’s
being consummated in faith.

For every man who thinks and lives by thought must have his
own scepticism, that which stops at the question, that which ends
in denial, or that which leads to faith and which is somehow
integrated into the faith which transcends it.8

We shall see that in the scepticism of seventeenth-century
England the integration of scepticism into faith is the most dis-
tinctive and significant phase of the process.

Sceptic Action

The action which the sceptic indulges in, however, is rarely
the result of conclusions intellectually arrived at. More often it is
undertaken in order to break a logical deadlock, and indeed the
action itself may be as near as the sceptic ever comes to a con-
clusion. C. B. Wheeler has accurately described the intermediate
process by which the sceptic utilizes probability as a basis for
action when he cannot determine where the truth lies.

Of course, on many subjects he is driven to suspend his judg-
ment and forced to wait a while for further evidence: but in the
majority of cases, he finds that there is a balance of probabilities on
one side or the other, and he will follow the turn of the scale, being,
of course, quite prepared to jump from one pan to the other if fresh
facts come to light. This he will have to do pretty often if he is
honestly in search of truth.19

.

It is because of this practice that the sceptic is berated for his
inconsistency, which is far removed from the petty dogmatisms
of men, and thus difficult for them to understand. This inconsis-
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tency s the kind which made Donne say, ‘For by tomorrow I may
think so too’ and which was echoed two centuries later by
Emerson’s ‘A foolish consistency is the hob-goblin of little
minds.’2°

Owen notes that however men protest being required to act
without having arrived at conclusions, most of their action is
built upon less than absolute certainty.

Few men seem to realize how much the ordinary beliefs, nay,
even the resolutions and decisive acts of their lives, depend, not
upon demonstrated certainties, but upon a greater or less amount of
reasonable probabilities.2:

He goes on to connect with this observation the conclusion of
Cardinal Newman:

‘Probability is the Rule of Life.” Hence [says Owen] we might
define Skepticism as THE RELIGION OF TRUTH, as implying
the attitude of cautious hesitation and reverential constraint before
the infinite shrine wherein Truth has her dwelling.>*

‘A wary and pious discretion’ is the phrase we shall find Sir
Thomas Browne using to illuminate the attitude Owen is here
describing. It involves not the grovelling worship of some vague
metaphysical entity, but that combination of awe and caution
which renders the truth-seeker at once humble and open-minded,
and which enables him to handle with supreme tact the most
diverse concepts.

Emerson found himself at one of those points in history at
which, dogmatism having become oppressive, the cleansing and
lightening of scepticism was indicated, and he took the task upon
himself. In this undertaking he found Montaigne to be one of the
most congenial souls among his predecessors, and in his essay on
Montaigne he sketches with his usual percipience the outlines of
the genuine sceptic.

-

This then is the ground of the skeptic—this of consideration, of
self-containing; not at all of unbelief; not at all of universal denying,
nor of universal doubting—doubting even that he doubts; least of
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all of scoffing and profligate jeering at all that is stable and good.
These are no more his moods than are those of religion and philo-
sophy. He is the considerer, the prudent taking in sail, counting
stock, husbanding his means, believing that a man has too many
enemies than that he can afford to be his own foe; that we cannot
give ourselves too many advantages in this unequal conflict, with
powers so vast and unweariable ranged on one side, and this little
conceited vulnerable popinjay that a man is, bobbing up and down
into every danger, on the other. It is a position taken up for
better defence, as of more safety, and one that can be maintained;
and it is one of more opportunity and range: as, when we build a
house, the rule is to set it not too high nor too low, under the wind,
but out of the dirt.23

This is one of the most flawless and winning portraits of the
sceptic, and it illustrates in addition the tendency of all defenders
of scepticism to feel that they are merely advocating what every
right-minded seeker of the truth is aiming toward. Emerson is
one with the other definers of scepticism in insisting that, far from
representing an alien discipline, it constitutes one important phase
in the normal development of the human spirit.

Every superior mind will pass through this domain of equilibra-
tion,—I should rather say, will know how to avail himself of the
checks and balances in nature, as a natural weapon against the
exaggeration and formalism of bigots and blockheads.

Skepticism is the attitude assumed by the student in relation to
the particulars which society adores, but which he sees to be reverend
only in their tendency and spirit. The ground occupied by the
skeptic is the vestibule of the temple. Society does not like to have
any breath of question blown on the existing order. But the
interrogation of custom at all points is an inevitable stage in the
growth of every superior mind, and is the evidence of its perception
of the flowing power which remains itself in all changes.»

Perhaps the most important portion of this definition is the
perception that when the sceptic clashes with society, it is because
he is considering objects in view of ‘their tendency and spirit’
while society insists upon their intrinsic value. Here, once more,
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is the opposition between process and result. The sceptic picks
up and lays down the dogmatisms of men according to what
their tendency is and to whether they forward or obstruct his
progress toward the highest truth he can conceive.

In the essay on ‘Self-Reliance’ there is a striking illustration of
how this principle operates.

In your metaphysics you have denied personality to the Deity,
yet when the devout motions of the soul come, yield to them heart
and life, though they should clothe God with shape and color.
Leave your theory, as Joseph his coat in the hand of the harlot,
and flee.2s

Here is another point at which mysticism and scepticism lie very
close to each other. Both require a flexibility which veers to
receive the truth from whatever direction it blows. Emerson’s
upholding of paradox is a kind of objectification of this experi-
ence. As in the case of ‘a foolish consistency,’ this will look to the
world like a perverse and irresponsible shifting of position. But
to the sceptic, with his eye on the farthest horizon, or even on
the unapproachable stars, all this is merely necessary tacking.
What does it matter if he angles now to port and now to star-
board so long as his goal, though perhaps unseen, is fixed ?

Let a man learn to look for the permanent in the mutable and
fleeting; let him learn to bear the disappearance of things he was
wont to reverence without losing his reverence; let him learn that
he is here, not to work, but to be worked upon; and that, though
abyss open under abyss and opinion displace opinion, all are at
last contained in the Eternal Cause:

‘If my bark sink, ’tis to another sea.’26

Among the Cambridge Platonists of the seventeenth century
we shall find the same coupling of certainty with flexibility. This
is the source of a kind of recklessness characteristic of sceptics,
whose confidence in the existence and power of truth matches
their conviction that they have not yet apprehended it. Witness
Richard Baxter’s faith that ‘nothing is so cerzainly known as God
and yet nothing so imperfectly.’27
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Yet in their moments of insight the mystics have stood firm
in support of their own vision.

There is one other phase of so-called skepticism which demands
at least a reference. . . . It is what we shall call the skepticism of
faith: the skepticism of those spiritual natures to whom the invisible
world is so real and so near that the traditional interpreters of it
are an intrusion and an obstacle. Such a skeptic was James
Martineau in the nineteenth century, Martin Luther in the sixteenth,
Savonarola in the twelfth, Paul in the first. . . . They refused to
accept the dogmas in which the faith of the world had been en-
shrined because their own faith had outgrown these dogmas. . . .
Living with God face to face, they have cared little for the pictures
which other men have taken of him. Such is the skepticism of the
mystic. . . . It is a skepticism born of a faith sometimes too
audacious to be a safe guide to others, sometimes too egotistic to
be a safe guide to him who possesses it.28

This is the kind of scepticism which we have seen Emerson
calling for, the scepticism which undergirds his remarkable self-
reliance.

The Scepticism of Santayana

The most colourful of modern philosophical sceptics and the
one whose scepticism is most distinctive is George Santayana.
By the very force of his style he verges on literary scepticism;
yet there is one factor which cuts him off from the creative
scepticism which flourished in seventeenth-century England, and
that is the narrowness and literalness with which he interprets
scepticism and consequently his complete philosophical detach-
ment. Far from employing the sceptic method to reach the truth
about this world, Santayana makes of it a kind of insurance
against involvement. He feels that the richest philosophies are the
most sceptical, for therein ‘the mind is not . . . tethered in its home
paddock, but ranges at will over the wilderness of being:’29 This
richness, far from representing a cross-section of the world’s
meaning, is rather a patina or a thin inlay which has no functional
relationship to what is real.
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The sceptic, then, as a consequence of carrying his scepticism to
the greatest lengths, finds himself in the presence of more luminous
and less equivocal objects than does the working and believing
mind; only these objects are without meaning, they are only what
they are obviously, all surface. . . . Scepticism therefore suspends
all knowledge worthy of the name, all that transitive and pre-
sumptive knowledge of facts which is a form of belief; and instead
it bestows intuition of ideas, contemplative, aesthetic, dialectical,
arbitrary.3°

Although in the light of the complex entity which scepticism
became in the seventeenth century Santayana seems to be merely
making things easier for himself by restricting his field of opera-
tion, he does touch upon a fundamental aspect of scepticism
applicable also in the seventeenth century, the difficulty of main-
taining an equipoise.

Scepticism is not concerned to abolish ideas; it can relish the
variety and order of a pictured world, or of any number of them in
succession, without any of the qualms and exclusions proper to
dogmatism. Its case is simply not to credit these ideas, not to posit
any of these fancied worlds, nor this ghostly mind imagined as
viewing them. The attitude of the sceptic is not inconsistent; it is
merely difficult, because it is hard for the greedy intellect to keep
its cake without eating it.3*

In this rarified atmosphere, however, there is little except the
paradoxical nature of the process to suggest the rugged and
agonizing attempts of seventeenth-century sceptics to make the
separate worlds of their consciousness cohere if not coincide.
In this respect they essayed a task which Santayana long ago
abandoned as impossible. They tried to work out the implications
of scepticism for their life considered as a whole, whereas he
restricts it to one specific function in the intellectual process of
truth-seeking. But the piquancy of his style is irresistible.

* Scepticism is an exercise, not a life; it is a discipline fit to purify
the mind of prejudice and render it all the more apt, when the time
comes, to believe and to act wisely; and meantime the pure sceptic
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need take no offence at the multiplicity of images that crowd upon
him if he is scrupulous not to trust them and to assert nothing at
their prompting. Scepticism is the chastity of the intellect, and it is
shameful to surrender it too soon or to the first comer: there is
nobility in preserving it coolly and proudly through a long youth,
until at last, in the ripeness of instinct and discretion, it can be safely
exchanged for fidelity and happiness.3

What this figure does not make clear is that there has to be a
perennial relinquishing of intellectual chastity and a perennial
renewal of it. Unlike the analogous physical sequence, these two
phases must alternate endlessly if there is to be a movement
toward truths which are untainted by dogmatism.

Scepticism and Truth

It is a frequent practice among writers on scepticism to use the
two terms, ‘scepticism’ and ‘truth,’ in juxtaposition. Mitchell says
that ‘truth, like character, must be fought for. Skepticism is the
wrestling for truth. . . . Skepticism is the assertion of man’s indi-
vidual freedom in the search for truth.’33 C. B. Wheeler, writing
in the Westminster Review, plays up the search for truth as the
dominant factor determining the quality of a man’s scepticism.
He chides the faint-heartedness of those religionists who would
set up their own idols before the temple of truth.

How many of the people who are termed religious are ready to
subscribe to the Rajah’s maxim: “There is no religion higher than
truth’ 34

There are two important elements of scepticism, both related
to the search for truth, which are touched upon in another of
Mitchell’s definitions—the sceptic awareness of dualisms and the
emphasis upon the active and the ethical.

The skeptic is one who stops bewildered at what we may call a
split in truth, and that split, that gulf, comes in the divorct which
we too often make between religion and morality. . . . It [the mind]
longs for religious peace and comfort, but is not willing to obtain
these at the sacrifice of its own moral ideals. It gives up religionasa
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system in order that it may hold fast to morality as a /ife, and in
that very act it gains for itself consistency and strength. . . . The
ethical impulse of skepticism, therefore, its moral quality, is its
redeeming force, the very power by which the skeptic himself
returns to religion.3s

Not all sceptics will agree concerning the name of this split in
truth, but no sceptic whom we have yet encountered is insensitive
to its presence. Indeed this very quality at once reinforces the
sceptic’s nescience and is incorporated, in the form of paradox,
into his ultimate conception of truth.

In reaction against narrow dogmatisms, the sceptic strives for
a complete absence of discrimination among the various ways of
knowing. This, he feels, is the only way he can be sure of not
missing an important element of truth.

Tous nos moyens de connaitre ont leur valeur, la raison théore-
tique et la raison pratique, le libre examen et la tradition. Nous
repoussons toutes les doctrines exclusives, tout ce qui appauvrit
Pesprit humain, tout ce qui diminue notre foi et notre amour. Rien
ne nous parait plus funeste que cette étroitesse d’esprit qui sup-
prime sans fagon tout un ordre de faits et d’idées.3

By the very nature of this method one cannot yet have traced
the outlines of the kind of truth which will ultimately be achieved;
but the sceptic has a far better chance than the dogmatist of
coming upon this truth and of recognizing it when he sees it.
This open-mindedness of scepticism does not imply any in-
capacity for conviction, but only a persistence beyond the point
at which most thinkers settle back into conclusions. Something
of the perennial challenge and the compelling attraction of a truth
which is undelineated and yet unquestioned is expressed by Paul
Elmer More as he picks up and makes legitimate use of a phrase
from Sir Thomas Browne, ‘And thus I teach my haggard and
unreclaimed reason to stoop unto the lure of faith.”

* Adventure is not the search for something new, or the ambition
to create that which does not already exist. In the past, whether it
be the voyage of discovery over the estranging seas or the risk of
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physical comfort for a peace of spirit, always, if it ends in success,
it has been the searching for something, unknown indeed, set
there, a truth awaiting the courageous explorer, and so the lure of
faith is the hope that by venturing forth a man shall come at last
to a reality that is beckoning out of the unknown and to a waiting
land of the spirit.37

Such are the heights to which scepticism, in the sense in which
we are trying to define it, can lead. That anyone should fear the
effect of this kind of scepticism upon the truths of religion argues
an arbitrary delimiting of those truths to correspond to the
stature of man’s mind. Owen rightly insists that only by means of
the sceptical method can religion achieve its full power.

It [the skeptical method] demands that freedom of outlook and
speculative research which is the inalienable prerogative of Thought,
and which is both allied with and presupposes that entire absence of
bias or preconception implied by Suspense. This, in the true analysis
of religious and spiritual insight, is but another way of saying that
so far from destroying, Skeptical thought gives new birth and
energy to the religious faculty. . . . On the other hand it destroys
the germs of that conceit, narrowness, surcharged individuality and
Dogmatic exclusiveness, which of all evils incident to Religion, is
undoubtedly the greatest.3?

It may have been noted that thus far in this discussion the
word ‘truth” has been used rather generally and with no attempt
at a definition. Although it would be presumptuous to propose
here a brief and casual answer to Pilate’s question, our general
position must be clarified. When we say that seventeenth-century
scepticism affords an important insight into the nature of truth,
we mean by truth the end term of a process of free inquiry, the
limit toward which all investigation pursued in the spirit of those
equally profound words of Socrates and of Jesus is heading,39
There is an illuminating passage in the Gospel of John, variously
interpreted according to each exegete’s pet theory, which we
may venture to use here because it is a means of pointing up the
conception of truth manifest throughout this discussion. Jesus
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had been questioning the consistency of the Jews’ rejection of
him since they claimed that their authority derived from Abraham.
He felt that since he was preaching what he had received from his
Father, God, there could be no conflict with what Abraham, also
a man of God, had delivered. But his opponents kept insisting
doggedly upon the authority of Abraham and upon their descent
from him. Finally Jesus, for whom God and the truth seem to
have Been interchangeable symbols (‘He that sent me is true’),
urging them to embrace a larger truth than any they had yet
envisioned, said, “Ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall
make you free.4° Previously he had admitted his complete sub-
servience to truth, no matter where it might lead him, when he
said, ‘I do nothing of myself but as my Father hath taught me.’
What he was urging upon the Jews was the necessity of breaking
away from a narrow, dogmatic conception of the truth in favour
of a larger, continually expanding vision; and this is precisely
the kind of advice which the sceptics are always giving. The
consequent freedom which they achieve is maintained only so
long as they are practising sceptics. When, through metaphysical
fear or spiritual laziness, they relinquish the sceptic method, they
lose at once their freedom and the entrée to truth.

Just as the principle of simplicity employed by scientists states
that of competing theories the truest is the one which accounts
for most facts in the simplest manner, so we should propose an
analogous principle in the field of literary, philosophical, and reli-
gious ideas, that he who leaves the fewest facts out of account—
contradictory though they be—is the man who is closest to the
truth. To try to maintain his grasp upon all those facts which his
experience has brought him is the almost superhuman task which
the sceptic has set himself. Therefore progress toward the kind
of truth we are talking about may be represented not as a two-
dimensional plotted curve flowing from left to right, but as a
series of concentric spheres, through each of which the individual
mowes out into a new freedom and a new expansiveness, ever
approaching the uncharted empyrean as a limit.
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CHAPTER 1I

AN HISTORICAL DEFINITION OF SCEPTICISM

w

HAVING looked at the sceptical experience relatively divorced
from time and space, we can now turn to its historical manifesta-
tions and have a basis for understanding them as well as for
justifying our use of the term scepticism. To look closely at
the origins of a sceptical philosophy among the Greeks, to touch
lightly on its mediaeval manifestations, and to see its rebirth
in the Renaissance will provide a kind of historical ballast to
prevent the ship of this discussion from keeling over with the
weight of airy speculation.

Greek Scepticism

Like most other philosophies, scepticism had its origins in that
seed-bed of human thought which the Greeks maintained through
four centuries. Alfred Benn has called attention to the fact that
scepticism as a philosophical principle was alien to early Greek
thoughtr but that as the Greeks became more sophisticated and
critical, scepticism was a natural consequence. It took several
forms, beginning with the questioning of Greek mythology.
From there it moved toward suspicion concerning the reality of
sensible appearances. In the field of personal relations the habit
of questioning and the growing intellectual doubts led to con-
temptuous references to opinions held by other philosophers.
Perhaps these opinions rested on as uncertain foundations as one’s
own. All these culminated in ‘occasional lamentations over the
difficulty of getting at any truth at all.’z Benn rightly points out
that this latter phase was the one to be emphasized in modern
times, whenever scepticism was not merely a passing moad from
which men relapsed into dogmatisms.
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Pyrrho

The first period of Greek thought which was self-consciously
sceptical came to a focus in the teachings of Pyrrho about 300 B.C.,
although later sceptics often trace the origin of their ideas to
Socrates. As is customary with sceptics, Pyrrho’s reaction against
the dogmatism of his day led him to question the whole process of
knowing. The further he investigated, the more convinced he
became that man could never achieve truth by means of his
natural faculties. Not only are sense impressions unreliable, he
felt, but since every statement can be contradicted, it is impossible
by reasoning to know the truth about things in themselves.

Whatever property may be attributed to a thing, with equal
justice the opposite may be predicated.3

According to Diogenes Laertius,

he denied that anything was honourable or dishonourable, just
or unjust. And so, universally, he held that there is nothing really
existent, but custom and convention govern human action; for no
single thing is in itself any more this than that.4

Isosothenia is the term for this equilibrium of evidence. Here
Pyrrho was not imposing an elaborate theory of his own but was
pushing to its ultimate conclusion an observation which has been
made by every individual who has launched out in search of
truth.

Pyrrho . . . grasped the conscious sense of ignorance inherent in
the minds of all men, penetrated to its source, and applied it relent-
lessly where other men faltered or drew back.s

What Pyrrho found on the other side of this epistemological
despair is what distinguishes him from others and probably what
keeps his philosophy perennially alive and attractive. If each
opinion can be balanced by its opposite, the only logical con-
clusion will be epocké, the abstinence from forming an opinion.
It is at this point that the sceptic is either left in a painful state of
suspended animation or by the addition of a je ne sais quoi,
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passes over into ataraxia, the imperturbability which is said to
follow suspension of judgment like its shadow.

Some historians of scepticism, notably Brochard, have empha-
sized the Hindu influence upon Pyrrho, who is known to have
gone to India with Alexander’s army, in the company of Anaxar-
chus, who was a follower of Democritus. It has been established
that Pyrrho did bring back from this expedition one illustration
of the unreliability of sense impressions which was not previously
found among the sceptics. They had long recognized the fact
that a straight stick will look bent if submerged in water, but it
remained for Pyrrho to add the example of a coiled rope which
seems at first glance to be a serpent. The Hastings Encyclopaedia
of Religion and Ethics further develops this Oriental influence until
Pyrrho becomes ‘a sort of Buddhist arhat, not so much a sceptic
as an ascetic or quietist.”0 Diogenes lends support to this by noting
Pyrrho’s desire to withdraw from the world and live in solitude
after he had heard an Indian reproach Anaxarchus,

telling him that he would never be able to teach others what is
good while he himself danced attendance on kings in their courts.?

Although Pyrrho maintained a reputation for withdrawal, it is
significant that his followers are always emphasizing the empirical
and that although he denied having a philosophia, he admitted
having an agdgé, a manner of life. What this manner of life aimed
at is illustrated by the story of Pyrrho’s observing during a storm
at sea that a pig was eating placidly, unaffected by the chaos
about him. So, he felt, should man maintain an unperturbed state
in the world.8

Diogenes hints at another ingredient of Pyrrho’s scepticism
when he says, ‘According to some authorities the end proposed
by the Sceptics is insensibility; according to others, gentleness.’9
This bears out the ambivalence we have noted, between with-
drawal and involvement. But it is of farther-reaching significance
that out of epocké and ataraxia there should emerge a gentleness
toward other human beings, who are recognized as equally
ignorant of the truth and equally destined to seek it out.
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Another important element in Pyrrho’s scepticism is empha-
sized by Mary Patrick, who says that his suspension of judgment
for the time being was supplemented by his open mind toward
future discoveries.t This we have seen is one of the positive
elements in scepticism which ensures its continual flourishing.
The seventeenth century made striking use of it in the form of
progressive revelation, which holds that all the truth has not yet
been delivered to man. There is a curiously contemporary rele-
vance in Diogenes’ list of the kinds of Pyrrhonists:

Zetetics or seekers because they were ever seeking truth, Sceptics
or inquirers because they were always looking for a solution and
never finding one, Ephectics or doubters because of the state of
mind which followed their inquiry, I mean, suspense of judgment,
and finally Aporetics or those in perplexity, for not only they but
even the dogmatic philosophers themselves in their turn were often

perplexed.t

It would perhaps be difficult to hit upon a passage in the history
of philosophy which so comes home to us today as this one, for
are we not all unacknowledged Aporetics—those in perplexity ?

The New Academy

Arcesilaus and Carneades, in the New Academy, made an
attempt to perpetuate certain elements of Platonic scepticism,
which by this time was being recognized as their legitimate
ancestor. It was the Plato of the earlier dialogues whom they
took as their master. Cicero, a later member of the same tradition,
says they regarded themselves as followers of Socrates. Paul
Elmer More remarks in this connection that Socrates’ equation,
virtue equals knowledge, if taken in one sense, leads to ‘a
rationalism or a metaphysic, quite incompatible with scepticism,
while taken in another way (with the emphasis upon action) it
leads to reasonableness and a kind of intuition which consort
easily with scepticism.’> More considers that Socrates, because
of his concern with right action, is a rare example of ‘the union of
scepticism and spiritual affirmation.’
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His nescience was not the cry of despair, but of effort, buoyant,
continuous, and untiring; we might compare it to the conviction
of moral and spiritual imperfection which so many earnest religion-
ists possess, and which not only incites to perfection, but itself
increases, pari passu, with every successive advance in that
direction.’3

The New Academy made more explicit Pyrrho’s intuition of
nescience and affirmed that since we can have no real knowledge
of objects as they are, all our knowledge is subjective, relative,
and therefore probable instead of absolute. Carneades picked up
this concept of probability and insisted that it was just as adequate
for action as was absolute truth, which could provide no more
security for practical ends than could probability. Carneades
further worked out a graded system of probability in his search
for some ethical criteria. His three grades were: the probable;
the probable and undisputed; and the probable, undisputed, and
tested.’4 We shall see later an analogous progression worked out
by Richard Baxter in the seventeenth century.

Carneades’ practical application of his doctrine of probability
brought down upon him the wrath of Cato when in about
150 B.C. Carneades went to Rome as an ambassador from Athens.
He there made, according to Pliny the Elder, two philosophical
orations in which on the one hand he eulogized justice, and on
the other he maintained it was merely conventional.’s Cato saw
a practical danger in this kind of scepticism, which was based
not on the absolute but on the probable.

Members of the New Academy not only acquiesced in
nescience, but they seemed to glory in it. They flaunted before
the world their conviction that neither the senses nor the reason
can carry man beyond the circle of appearances. They stated
dogmatically that things are incomprehensible. Carneades,
following in the footsteps of Pyrrho with his ten modes
of perplexity,® set up a list of antinomies to reinforce this
generalization, a list, moreover, which Augustine was to make
use of later.
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Sextus Empiricus

The third great phase of Greek scepticism was operative just
before the Christian era and extended into the first century. Here
Sextus Empiricus is the most important name. Both he and
Anesidemus thought that the New Academy was too radical and
that Carneades and his followers had merely substituted a new
dogmatism for an old one. Sextus Empiricus proposed to take
more seriously the key words, isosothenia, epoché and ataraxia.
The assertion that nothing could be known must be balanced by
its opposite in order to maintain true scepticism.

He terms it the equilibration or perpetual counterpoising of
antagonistic ideas and arguments by means of which a man may
arrive at suspense, and afterwards at Ataraxia, or complete mental
serenity.7

The New Academics had been content with one-half of a dualism,
and Sextus proposed to embrace both halves though the process
should result in his own Zerissenkeit. Despair, for example, was
denounced because it implied a knowledge that the world is evil,
and no sceptic could allow himself the luxury of that ‘inverted
and sullen dogmatism.’s8 In its psychological twist, this is very
like the words of Socrates condemning the dogmatism that death
is an evil. Thus Sextus puts a greater emphasis than his prede-
cessors upon paradox and antinomy, employed always in the
service of azaraxia, that peace of mind which the sceptics shared
as an ideal with Stoics and Epicureans and which, he held, could
not be achieved as long as dogmas were maintained.

If the philosophic axioms of the two systems [Epicureanism and
Stoicism] contradict one another, it may be thence inferred that the
aim of both may be attained independently of any dogmatic view,
in short, knowledge may be despaired of in order to pass from a
recognition of ignorance to a general indifference to everything and
to an unconditional repose of mind. Thus scepticism is connected
with stoicism and epicureanism as the third chief form of the
philosophy of that age. 19
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By maintaining scepticism as an attitude and not a doctrine,
Sextus tried to avoid the pitfalls of both stoics and epicureans
and of previous sceptlcs.

The story which is told of the painter Apelles is sxgmﬁcant
especially for its illustration of the growing complexity of
scepticism. He was trying to paint a picture of horses who had
been racing, and he found after many attempts that he could not
paint realistically the foam about their mouths. Finally, in des-
peration, he threw his sponge at the picture, and there was the
foam, exactly as he had tried to represent it.2°

Thus the Sceptics were never able to attain to ataraxia by examin-
ing the anomaly between the phenomena and the things of thought,
but it came to them of its own accord just when they despaired of
finding it.2r

The Knot

This experience is in a way prophetic of all modern scepticism,
for it adumbrates that paradoxical quality of truth which we have
chosen to symbolize by ‘the subtle knot’ and which was to act
like a spiritual hormone in maintaining the vigour of scepticism.
The experience, rare but not abnormal, of finding that a com-
plete despair of truth and a moment of thorough non-attachment
to dogmatisms may somehow generate new and enlarged insights
—this experience may rightly be called sceptical, as exemplified
in the words of Socrates and of Jesus, quoted above. One of the
most striking and often perplexing of ‘the seven last words’ is
Jesus’ quotation from the twenty-second Psalm, ‘Eloi, Eloi, lama
sabachthani?’ . . . ‘My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken
me?’ The whole experience of the crucifixion seems humanly
consistent if this is taken as the sceptic nadir, the point at which
new insights may be achieved because the individual has relin-
quished all of what he previously considered to be the truth. He
is here undergoing the mystic’s dark night of the soul. Paradox
is merely the superficial designation, the intellectual formula for
an experience whose complexity is matched only by the com-
plexity of the human being. The practical result of scepticism has
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always been, as in the case of Pyrrho, a tender regard for charac-
teristically human -values. Benn cites as ‘the two principal ten-
dencies exhibited by all future scepticism: devotion to humanity
issuing in exclusive attention to human interests and great mild-
ness in the treatment of human beings.’> Emphasis upon the
human being as an inexplicable and yet undeniable conjunction
of opposites remains at the heart of scepticism, and it is for this
reason that the symbol of the knot is appropriate.

As our blood labours to beget

Spirits, as like soules as it can,

Because such fingers need to knit

That subtile knot, which makes us man:
So must pure lovers soules descend
Taffections, and to faculties,

Which sense may reach and apprehend,
Else a great Prince in prison lies.23

The background of this passage in technical philosophy will
become apparent when we consider the ‘animal-spirits’ of Des-
cartes.? It is sufficient here to note that there is implied a species
of anti-intellectualism. What ‘makes us man’ is not the pure,
untainted spirit, since until spirit is incarnated, until ‘the Word
(becomes) flesh and (dwells) among us,” a great Prince in prison
lies.” Hence a continuing intellectual humility is provided for as
a result of contemplating the mystery of man’s duality in oneness.

The Middle Ages :

Every layman knows that the Middle Ages was not a period
notable for the presence of scepticism in any organized form.
But as Stoicism and Epicureanism went underground during these
centuries, to emerge vigorously during the Renaissance, so it
was with scepticism. All we can do here, short of writing a history
of scepticism, is to indicate its outcroppings and to show that they
bear a direct relation to the scepticism of the Greeks, even though
the precise connection is often irretrievably lost. This will make
easier the discerning of scepticism in the thought of seventeenth-
century England, where again religion was in the saddle.
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In tracing sceptical elements in Christian thought during the
first and second centuries, Eugene de Faye states in The Hibbert
Journal that because of the influence of scepticism, with its -
corrosive criticism, thinkers became so uncertain of reason that
they tended to seek out authorities for every statement they made.
Some of the schools invoked Socrates, and Philo the Jew went
back to the Pentateuch. No one dared to think for himself because
scepticism had made men timorous. One result of this negative
criticism was the promotion of a kind of religious mysticism.
Since reason was despaired of, men sought a supernatural sub-
stitute. This phenomenon of ‘despair mysticism’ lurks in the
shadows wherever scepticism is practised, but always in the guise
of a camp-follower. In modern times the Roman Church has
condemned it as fideism. Faye shows how through Clement
of Alexandria and Origen, two outstanding representatives of
second-century Christian thought, Greek scepticism combined
with the Hebraic tradition. Both men show a preference for moral
problems over metaphysical conundrums, a condition which we
have seen to characterize the later Greek sceptics.

Augustine

The scepticism of Augustine is continually being referred to by
historians of thought, but apparently no one has yet ferreted out
either its sources or its implications. Owen says that the scepticism
of Sextus Empiricus had much the same effect upon Augustine as
the essays of Montaigne had upon Pascal. The result in both cases
was ‘a kind of mystic Dogmatism attained . . . by passing through
a course of philosophical Free-thought.’ss Patrick says that the
scepticism of Augustine was an impetus to sceptical thought
during the Italian Renaissance.?6 Perhaps the most light is thrown
on his contribution by Lovejoy, who says:

The significance of the decision—concretely manifested in
the rejection of the temper and doctrines of the Gnostics by
Plotinus and, more dramatically, in Augustine’s conversion from
Manichaeism—in favor of a fruitful inconsistency, was not to become

39



THE SUBTLE KNOT

clearly apparent until modern times, nor, indeed, in its entirety,
until the eighteenth century.*?

‘A fruitful inconsistency’ will be seen to correspond on its para-
doxical side with ‘the subtle knot.” If Augustine, as Lovejoy sug-
gests, relinquished a thin, logical consistency for a rich and pro-
ductive incomprehension, he was following the kind of sceptical
pattern which begins to emerge from our previous discussion. His
avowed influence on later sceptics supports this.

Arnobius

Arnobius in the fourth century has been singled out as a
‘Christian sceptic.’28 What he did in Adversos Nationes was, like
Pascal, to try to rear a system of faith on his pessimism about
human nature and his scepticism about the possibility of know-
ledge. Margaret Leigh says that Augustine may have been the
intermediary between the Greek sceptics and Arnobius, who
stresses the impotence and corruption of man and the feebleness
of his intellect.

“What,’ he asks [ii. 7], ‘are we able to know by our own power,
even if all ages were given up to research '»

This is the genuine mark of the sceptic, but like his predecessors
Arnobius is jolted out of his extreme and withdrawn scepticism
by the necessity for action, and he decides that it is better to adopt
a hypothesis which leads to hope than one which leads to despair.
Since Christianity makes morality worth while, again like Pascal
in his wager, he is willing to admit his ignorance and substitute
faith for reason. There are as many ways, legitimate and illegiti-
mate, of making this substitution as there are sceptics, and some
day the analysis of these methods will show striking results. In
yet another aspect of his scepticism Arnobius reveals his ante-
cedents: “There is nothing left to us but to act on probabllmes. 30
Carneades had his mediaeval avatar.

Abelard
One of the best known of mediaeval sceptics and one who
caused the Church much embarrassment was Abelard. The very
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title of his book, Sic ez Non, would put him in the sceptic camp,
even if we knew nothing else about him. He carried on the tradi-
tion of the complex and paradoxical nature of truth, and went so
far as to assert that ultimate truth is unattainable and that opinion
and probability are therefore the most reliable guides. Like many
sceptics, aware of the pre-eminence of human values, he is
assembling the stones for an irenic.

There would soon, he wisely observes, be an end of controver-
sies if men would agree to recognize the inevitable nature of such
divergences, and if we were able to defend the use of the same words
with different implications.3:

This is the kind of function which we shall see Richard Baxter
and Jeremy Taylor performing for their generations. Perhaps
it bears out Benn’s contention that scepticism issues in a devotion
to humanity and a mildness in treating men.

Michael Roberts points to the danger inherent in Abelard’s
activity, and makes it clear why the structure of scholastic thought
was raised in no small part as a bulwark against the unsettling
activity of such thinkers.

In his famous treatise, Sic et Non, Abelard cites the passages from
the Scriptures and the Fathers for and against important topics, ‘in
order to train the mind to vigorous and healthy doubt.” It is not
surprising that Christian philosophers thought his work more
likely to undermine the Faith than to reinforce it, and sought to
discredit not only the doctrines of Roscellinus, but also every
attempt to treat the problems of words and their meanings with
philosophic wariness. Things, men, God, stones, and persons of
the Trinity were real, and that was that.3

Allying Abelard with an outstanding thinker before and after
his day, Farrar points up his real function in the history of
thought.

Abelard’s Sic et Non recalls Zeno’s Paradoxes and Kant's
Antinomies. . . . Abelard’s doubt is really the inquiry which is the
first step to faith; the criticism which precedes the constructive
process, negation before affirmation.3
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Dualism

Between the negation and the affirmation lies the realm in
which dualisms are elaborated; and these, as might be expected,
point back to the Greeks and ahead to the moderns. Historians of
ideas have noted the confluence in the Middle Ages of Platonistic
and Jewish streams of thought.

The influence of the Timaeus and of the Neoplatonic dialectic,
mediated chiefly through the Pseudo-Dionysius, combined with the
authority of Genesis to constrain the medieval theologian to
affirm a real generation of a real universe of particular existents and
to identify deity with self-expansive and creative energy.3+

Lovejoy traces to this phenomenon most of the intellectual and
spiritual tensions of mediaevalism. The Absolute and Immutable
was for ever partaking of the particular and the changing. Thus
the Platonic dialectic perpetuated itself and exerted over succeed-
ing generations of thinkers a more pervasive power than among
its Greek contemporaries. Augustine is usually pointed to as the
mediaeval thinker who brought this dualism to a focus,3s and
thereby maintained a tradition which Descartes found ready to
his hand. Meanwhile, in Thomas Aquinas there had been an
attempt to sort out and distinguish a concept such as that of
matter and form from the antithesis of matter and spirit. By the
time of Descartes, form and spirit tended to become one, and
man took his place midway between matter on the one hand and
heavenly beings on the other. The character of ‘the subtle knot’
had been established.

Some mediaeval sceptics put the ‘chief emphasis, along with
their Greek forebears, on the empirical and the ethical rather than
on the epistemological. Indeed, this is often one way of breaking
an intellectual impasse. .

A tendency had already shown itself, in certain mediaeval mystics,
to emphasize a moral rather than a metaphysical approach to
‘truth.” From Hugo of St. Victor (d. 1141) we have the saying:
‘Tantum de veritate quisque potest videre, quantum ipse est’; and from
Richard of St. Victor (d. 1173): ‘In tantum Deus cognoscitur in
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quantum amatur.’ The attitude here implied is an obvious corrective
to excessive intellectualism in any form, and has bearings on issues
wider than those of scriptural interpretation.3¢

To this exhibit should be added the characteristic pronouncement
of William of Occam, who would give carze blanche to all seekers.

With a similarly clear sense of justice and humanity, he pro-
nounces all truth-seekers to be ipso facto exempt from the charge of
heresy, considering that their attitude of seeking conflicts with the
assumption of their holding any erroneous doctrine.37

Nicholas of Cusa

The mediaeval thinker of sceptical tendencies who seems most
significant and attractive in view of the later development of
scepticism is Nicholas of Cusa. His favourite philosophical con-
tention was

to vindicate that docta ignorantia which consists in knowing that
we do not know. Any antinomy which reflection seemed to reveal
served his purpose; it was one more welcome instance of the
identity of opposites. And it was precisely in order to exemplify the
identity of opposites that Cusanus endeavored to show, by what-
ever arguments came to his hand, that the concepts of ‘centre’ and
‘circumference,” as applied to the universe, have no clear and
distinct meaning.38

Lovejoy recalls here the difficulty which Abelard encountered in
pressing for a definition of terms.

The notion of the coincidentia oppositorum, of the meeting of
extremes in the Absolute, was an essential part of nearly all medieval
theology, as it had been of Neoplatonism; what Dean Inge has
delicately termed ‘the fluidity and interpenetration of concepts in
the spiritual world,” or in plainer language, the permissibility and
even necessity of contradicting oneself when one spoke of God, was
a principle commonly enough recognized, though the benefits of it
were not usually extended to theological opponents. The slight
uneasiness which the application of such a principle left in the
mind could be, and by the scholastic theologian usually was,
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alleviated by the explanation that the seemingly contradictory terms
were used in a sensus eminentior—that is to say, that they did not
have their usual meanings, nor any other meaning which the human
mind could understand.39

Nicholas of Cusa, who had been thinking his own way to a
reconciliation of opposites, came into inevitable conflict with
the temporizing doctrines of the Church. By contrast, his con-
clusions stand out with the force and beauty of all independent
thinking.

Tt is a universe of contrasts, contradictions, antitheses, anomalies,
and there must be some secret of ultimate reconciliation. There
must be a region where oppositions blend into each other, where
contradictions merge into the larger truth, where all is concordant
and consistent, because all coalesces into a final unity. Nicholas
identified this Absolute with God, as every religious thinker must.
God is absolute Truth, absolute Goodness, absolute Being, and all
that is many and diverse in the universe is one and the same in His
absolute unity and His absolute identity. The whole doctrine of
the coincidence of contraries is, in fact, an elaboration of the
essential principle of the theologia negatavia. The superexistence of
God can only be expressed by negations, because it surpasses all
our positive conceptions, and in it all the contradictions of finite
existence fall away into ineffable unity.4

Like so many of his sceptical brethren, Nicholas of Cusa drives
forward toward unity on all fronts, and so provides a solid meta-
physical underpinning for an irenic. This bears a close relation-
ship to the syncretism which is often the outcome of the sceptic
method.

The whole of his thought, political, philosophical, and theo-
logical alike, is marked by a persistent method of intellectual
reconciliation and by a passion for unity. He was the advocate of
unity in the political system of Europe; he was the apostle of unity
amid the ecclesiastical dissensions of Christendom; and he was the
philosopher of unity also, who consistently sought to see the
beginning and the end of all things, the real existence, as hidden in
the super-essential Unity of God.4
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The Renaissance

If it were necessary at the beginning of our investigation of _
Renaissance scepticism to justify our sometimes straying from
the narrow path of what philosophers call scepticism, we could
appeal to a statement of Bredvold, who found himself in a similar
situation.

Many of these developments do not interest the metaphysician
who is concerned with skepticism purely as a dialectic; he would
reject them as not skeptical at all in the strict philosophical sense.
But the historian is not permitted to be so selective in his method.
Ideas which in their origins were unrelated may by the accident
of history come to be associated, and thus sometimes gain in
profundity, sometimes even receive new significance and intention.

We shall continue, therefore, to relate ideas which seem to belong
together as parts of an emerging pattern in the hope that the re-
sultant picture will justify the means employed to compose it.

Considered historically, the scepticism of the Renaissance
derived principally from the Greeks rather than from mediaeval
sceptics, whom we have seen to be off the beaten path. Yet it
seems likely to suppose that if scepticism had not somehow been
kept alive during the Middle Ages, its legatees in the Renaissance
would have been less disposed to an awareness of its value.

Incidental to his discussion of atheism in the English Renais-
sance, George Buckley shows that Pyrrhonism underwent a
healthy Renaissance revival, especially in France, whence it
spread to England. In the early part of the period the classical
source was Cicero’s Academic Questions, while later it was
Sextus Empiricus and his Pyrrhonic Sketches. Evidence consists
both of books written in support of Pyrrhonism and of those
attempting to refute it.

In 1527 Henry Cornelius Agrippa of Nettesheim published his
De Incertitudine Scientiarum, which was translated into English
in 1568 and which asserted the vanity of all learning.43 It has been
established that Agrippa derived his ideas principally from
Nicholas of Cusa.
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Quod si audendum est verum fatere, tam est scientiarum ominum
periculosa inconstansque traditio, ut longe tutius sit ignorare quam
scire.44

Nihil homini pestilentius contingere potest quiam scientia: haec
est vera illa pestis, quae totum ac omne hominum genus ad unum
subvertit, quae omnem innocentiam expulit, & nos tot peccatorum
generabus mortique fecit obnoxios, quae fidei lumen extinxit,
animas nostras in profundas coniiciens tenebras, quae veritatem
damnans, errores in altissimo throno collacavit.4s

Agrippa, like many another sceptic, exhausted by the effort to
know, concluded that he had been following an ignis fatuus, that
his chief purpose was to be and not to know. He could at least
exemplify the good which he might never be able to define
intellectually.

Vera enim beatitudo non consistit in bonorum cognitione, sed
in vita bona: non in intelligere, sed in intellectu vivere: neque enim
bona intelligentia, sed bona voluntas coniungit homines deo, nec
aliud efficiunt disciplinae foris adhibitae, nisi quia conditionem
nobis quandam purgatoriam adhibent, ad beatitudinem aliquid
conducentem, non tamen rationem ipsam auq nobis beatitudo
compleatur, nisi eis adsit & vita, in ipsam bonorum translata
naturam,46

There are at least two well-defined streams which have their
source in the writings of Agrippa. One leads off in the direction
of paradox. Bredvold says of Agrippa’s work,

Its importance lies chiefly in that it was regarded by its later
readers as an addition to the literature of paradox, a literary genre
which frequently became a vehicle for skeptical thought and added
to the spicy flavor of the modern skeptics from Montaigne down.47

Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century literature in England is full
of paradoxes, ranging from the flippant to the profound. These
examples from the Orthodoxe Paradpxes of Ralph Venning are
typical:
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He believes that the two extreames of being, matter and spirit
be in man, and yet he believes that man is but one being.4?

He knowes that he can never attaine to the perfection of God;
and yet he labours 0 be perfect, as God is perfect.49

The other stream of influence from Agrippa connects him
with such English authors as Fulke Greville, whose Treatise of
Humane Learning, stemming from Pyrrho through Sextus
Empiricus, arrives at conclusions coincident with those of
Agrippa. Both men, believing that the attitude of the Pyrrhonist
was justified by original sin, turned the weapons of Pyrrhonism
against human learning, which had often proved inimical to
Christianity. Both preached a return to the lowly followers of
Christ and praised them for renouncing worldly traditions in
order to draw their wisdom from an incorruptible source above.
Fulke Greville, like the Greek sceptics, advocated the suspension
of judgment, but unlike the Academicians, he did not conclude
that truth was unknown and unknowable.5> He emphasized what
was to be an important ingredient in seventeenth-century scepti-
cism, that man, precisely because he does not yet know, ought
to go on forever seeking.

Pyrrhonism in France
Among the French books listed by Buckley as written to stem
the tide of Pyrrhonism are the following:

1538, Sadolet, Phaedrus,

1546, Sant-Gelais, Avertissement sur les jugements d’astrologie,
1558, Guy de Brues, Dialogues contre les nouveau academiciens,
and the third book of Rabelais” Pantagruel.s*

Omer Talon in 1548 published his Academia, a defence of
Pyrrhonism in which he justifies Ramus and condemns Aristotle.5
This was based on Cicero’s Academic Questions, and had as its
purpose

to deliver opinionated men, enslaved by fixed philosophical beliefs

and reduced to a shameful servitude, to make them understand that
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true philosophy approaches things freely and openly and is not
enchained to one opinion or to one author.s3

Bacon was another workman in this same anti-Aristotelian
tradition, and he too was urged on by sceptical drives.

To Bacon the logic-spinning of the schoolmen was a kind of
forbidden knowledge; it was a presumptuous attempt to read the
secret purposes of God, and to force his works into conformity
with the laws of the human mind. This was for him the real Aubris,
this metaphysical arrogance, which ‘disdains to dwell upon par-
ticulars,” and confidently explains all things by syllogism. The
true humility is the attribute of the Baconian scientist, who is con-
tent to come forth into the light of things, and let nature be his
teacher. ‘Nor could we hope to succeed, if we arrogantly searched
for the sciences in the narrow cells of the human understanding,
and not submissively in the wider world.” Access to the kingdom of
man, which is founded on the sciences, resembles ‘that to the
kingdom of heaven, where no admission is conceded except to
children.’s4

In 1562 Henri Etienne published his Latin translation of the
Pyrrhonic Sketches of Sextus Empiricus. This is said to be ‘one
of the finest summaries not only of Pyrrhonism but of skeptical
thought in general that the century affords,’ss and was probably
used by Montaigne in his ‘Apology for Raymond Sebond.’
Thinkers of the Renaissance had a natural affinity for Pyrrhonism
because its conclusions were the inevitable result of the new
learning which was being thrown open to them.

It was the revelation of this infinite variety of men and beliefs
that shocked the more active minds of Europe out of their com-
placency and rendered them critical of their own creeds and even
of their own mental habits. To this state of mind Pyrrhonism easily
adjusted itself, for it was a philosophy that built on the variety that
had so impressed the‘men of the Renaissance and concluded from
it that the truth is still unknown.s6

Hence the additional emphasis which the Renaissance put upon
seeking, in a world where so much had already been uncovered.
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Yet the Renaissance would not have been true to its own scepti-
cism if it had not produced, as the result of its seeking, a corrective
to unbridled intellectual enthusiasm. -

The false modern emphasis on the bold confidence and rebellious
energy of the Renaissance has ignored the great mass of writing
which perpetuated Hebraic, classical, and medieval pessimism, and
the religious or naturalistic pessimism inherent in life itself was
reinforced by this belief in a dying world and by the paralysing
effects of science and of sceptical and conflicting philosophies. It is
of course the emotional and imaginative realization of these ideas
which awakens the greatest strains in Renaissance literature. From
Sackville to Spenser, from Shakespeare, Raleigh, and Donne to
Browne and Shirley, men are haunted by the spectres of devouring
time and change, the brevity, misery, and vanity of life, the little-
ness of man in the cosmic panorama. Even Alexander, in his vast
and unreadable Dooms-day, can achieve one great line, “To scorne
Corruption, and to mocke the Dust.’s?

Deism

When the Renaissance man looked up from his books, which
had presented him with the heterogeneous beliefs and opinions
of other men, living and dead, he was ripe not only for Pyrrhonism

but for deism, whose influence, according to Buckley, reached him
via Stoicism.

The classics might make him a better moralist or a keener philo-
sopher, and some of them might seem superficially to be bolstering
up his Christianity, but the event was to show that good moralists
and keen philosophers were not always good Christians, and that
Christianity supported by pagan thought developed a disconcerting
tendency to be neither paganism nor Christianity, but a new thing
that was known in course of time as natural religion or ‘deism.’s8

Pyrrhonism had encouraged not only a doubt of religious revela-
tion but a comparison of all religions.

From this came inevitably the observation that all creeds have
many points in common and, in time, the attempt to rediscover and
reconstruct the original belief from which the separate religions were
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supposed to have varied. And from this observation and this attempt
I think it not too much to say were derived in a straight line the
lofty, detached skepticism of Montaigne and the deism of Lord
Herbert.59

This observation is reinforced by Douglas Bush, who shows that
the obverse side of the deism and scepticism of the age was its
Christian humanism.

The working philosophy inherited by those authors was the
Christian humanism which during the Middle Ages and the Renais-
sance had fused Christian faith and pagan reason into a stable frame-
work of religious, ethical, political, economic, and cultural thought.
That tradition, the main European tradition, comes from Plato and
Cicero down through Erasmus and others to such men as Spenser,
Hooker, Daniel, Chapman, and Jonson—and, though less obvi-
ously, Shakespeare. Its central religious and philosophic doctrine is
order, order in the individual soul, in society, and in the cosmos.
To mention two large elements of that doctrine which we meet
everywhere in the seventeenth century, one is the concept of ‘right
reason,’ the eternal and harmonious law of God and nature written
in every human mind and heart; the other is that of the great chain
of being, the hierarchical order which descends from God through
angels and men to plants and stones, which at once distinguishes
and unites all levels of existence.6

What we shall find most interesting in the seventeenth century
is the disruptive forces rather than those which made for a calm
and ordered world-picture; therefore we shall put less emphasis
upon right reason and the chain of being (elements which were
to have their full flowering in the eighteenth century) than upon
nescience and dualism and paradox—forces which if they do not
explain, go far to account for the vigorous intellectual and spiritual
life of the century.

Bush sees Shakespeare presaging, by his very lack of confidence
in man’s goodness and greatness, the spiritual turmoil of the

century in which he died.

Shakespeare and the rest know, as Pico had said, that man may
sink to the brute or rise to the divine. With a simultaneous double
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vision they see man as both a god and a beast. That double vision
is, to be sure, the mark of the greatest writers of all ages, especially
the ancients; but the Christian religion intensified the paradox hy
exalting man’s sense of his divinity and deepening his sense of
bestiality.6z

That such an insight belongs to the main stream of scepticism
needs no other proof than Pascal’s assertion that man is in danger
whenever he forgets either his greatness or his insignificance.

Italian Scepticism

The fact that scepticism was also in the air in Italy during the
Renaissance is important not so much for its direct bearing upon
seventeenth-century scepticism in England as for its helping to
determine the locus of a climate of opinion. We shall see reflec-
tions of the positions taken by these Italians when we come to
scrutinize sceptics of the seventeenth century. Evidences of
‘influence’ are not necessary, for the experience of one sceptic
illuminates the experience of all the rest. It is clear from the
spiritual antecedents of Pico della Mirandola that he exemplifies
the kind of scepticism which we have been trying to define.

He divided all philosophers into three groups: the dogmatists,
who affirm; the academics, who deny and therefore are but negative
or inverted dogmatists; and the skeptics or Pyrrhonians, who
neither affirm nor deny, but doubt. He declared himself an adherent
of the last sect, and borrowed his whole method of argument from
Sextus Empiricus, whose work he had met with in manuscript.&2

As we turn from this solid generalization to the method of
another Italian, the psychology of the genuine sceptic comes
home to us. Of Guicciardini, Owen says,

His method in politics and history thus resembled the equi-
poising of divergent views which distinguished the theology of
Thomas Aquinas, Abelard, and Peter Lombard. Nor did he adopt
these Pro and Con exercises merely as a kind of youthful gymnastic,
as some writers have thought; but because the twofold method
formed an integral portion and manifestation of his cautious, far-
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seeing, comprehensive intellect. To such an extent did he carry this
method of investigation into human affairs that, as he himself con-
fesses, when he had decided upon and adopted a given opinion or
line of conduct, though with the utmost determination—for in
practical matters he was anything but an irresolute man—he experi-
enced afterwards a half-consciousness of repentance as the rejected
alternations continued to present themselves to his reflective and
ever busy intellect.t3

Dualism, which may often appear cold and intellectual, is in
fact only the inadequate label for this kind of experience, which
must have been common to thousands of men who have never
heard of scepticism.

It is interesting to note that although Pomponazzi and Petrarch
split over the doctrines of Averroes and his double truth, each
moved in the direction of an important area of scepticism.

The self-same argument on which Pomponazzi founded his
doubt of immortality, is the basis of his belief in the powerlessness
of the reason to attain or comprehend truth. ‘The human intellect,’
he says, ‘cannot comprehend abstract things, being as it is of a dual
nature, and placed between brutish and abstract intelligences; it
can only perceive by means of the senses, and for that reason cannot
apprehend itself. Hence it is unable to obtain a knowledge of the
universal as it exists in itself and simply; and can only do so by
means of the particular.’64

This shows at once an awareness of ‘the subtle knot” and a pro-
clivity for empiricism. Petrarch’s scepticism allies him with men
who used it as a support for their religion but used it seriously
and responsibly and not like the fideists. -

Averroism represented to him a blind, pedantic, self-conceited
philosophy, to which he opposes Christianity as a system based on
humility and conscious ignorance, and as a cultus which placed
ethical practice above speculation. On this point Petrarca shares
largely the same skeptical aspect of the Christian faith which
impressed itself on other Christian skeptics, such as Huet, Le
Vayer, and Pascal—I mean its insistence on humility and self-
distrust, and its opposition to intellectual and spiritual pride.6s
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Petrarch’s conviction of his own ignorance acted as a spur and
not as a soporific. It is this which impels men toward faith in a
progressive revelation.

We must not, however, attribute to Petrarca a preference for
doubt, or suspense, considered as an end in itself, except when the
principle of activity or energy is left in it, and it becomes, as in the
case of Sokrates and others, a stimulus to inquiry. In other cases he
regards it not from an absolute but from a relative point of view.
Ignorance was his armour against the omniscience of scholasticism
and the dogmatism of the Church, just as it was that of Sokrates
from the sciolists and obscurantists of Athens. ‘In many things,’
says Petrarca, speaking of the vaunted wisdom of the schools,
‘ignorance is the highest knowledge—the commencement of all
science.’66

Is it perhaps a kind of semantic despair which perennially drives
sceptics from the search for knowledge into the arms of action?

Giordano Bruno is a key figure among Italian sceptics of the
Renaissance because he combined several important phases of
scepticism. Influenced, like his contemporary Campanella, by the
doctrines of Nicholas of Cusa, he displayed the kind of ardour
for truth-seeking which is in the best sceptic tradition.

‘Per amor de la vera sapienza, e studio de la vera contemplatione
m’affatico, mi cruccio, e mi tormento.’67

There are echoes of both Bacon and Descartes (if an echo can
be said to precede the sound which causes it) in Bruno’s prescrip-
tion for the philosopher.

He who wishes to philosophize, says Bruno, must begin by
doubting of all things. Nay, he must continue in this path, for
destruction must go hand in hand with construction, analysis with
synthesis; at least until reason, the free light from heaven, sees her
path clear and open before her.5

As a footnote to this statement we must include the wry comment
of Lovejoy:
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The intrinsically contradictory nature of the general medieval
conception of God, which is present but judiciously obscured and
minimized in a writer like Thomas Aquinas, is by Bruno ostenta-
tiously paraded; for him, in one very characteristic mood, the
greater the paradox, the better the doctrine.

The reason sceptics are given to this kind of seeming perversity
is that they have caught sight of the knot at the centre of truth
and that in the exhilaration of this insight, they are in danger of
idolizing the knot as truth itself. The example of Bruno reminds
Owen that there are two equally effective ways. of destroying
dogma.

He is therefore an illustration of the truth that breadth of culture,
eclecticism and toleration will subserve the same purpose as negation
in undermining any narrow system of dogma. Indeed of the two jt
is the more effective and lasting method: the true opposite to dogma
being not negation, which may be just as dogmatic as assertion, but
latitudinarianism, freedom of research, and full toleration for all
sincere and rationally attained conclusions.”

This suggests the functional relationship between scepticism and
toleration, with all the implications which follow in the wake of
such an insight.

Erasmus and Galileo

We should like to set here, out of the dust of critical con-
troversy, the pronouncements of two men not usually linked
together, Erasmus and Galileo, pronouncements which show the
variety and profundity of Renaissance nescience. Both attitudes
are central to the sceptic position; the difference between them
is one of temperament. Erasmus, asserting that what men have
in common is more important than the points on which they
differ, is willing to hold his judgment in suspension ‘against
that day.”

We have defined so much that without danger to our salvation
might have remained unknown or undecided. . . . The essentials of
our religion are peace and unanimity. These can hardly exist unless
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we make definitions about as few points as possible and leave many
questions to individual judgment. Numerous problems are now
postponed until the cecumenical council. It would be much better
to put off such questions till the time when the glass shall be
removed and the darkness cleared away, and we shall see God face
to face.”

The same ability to operate effectively in this world without
having settled ultimate questions is evidenced by Galileo, though
he does not appeal to the same far-off experience as Erasmus does.

Galileo admitted that he knew nothing about the ultimate nature
of the forces he was measuring; nothing about the cause of gravi-
tation, or the origin of the Universe; he deemed it better, rather
than to speculate on such high matters, ‘to pronounce thatwise,
ingenious and modest sentence, “I know it not”.’”

Raleigh and Montaigne

A consideration of two other important Renaissance sceptics
and the use they made of their openly recognized heritage from
the Greeks will help to set the sceptical pattern so that we can
apply it in the seventeenth century. Raleigh in England and
Montaigne in France were both intrigued by Greek scepticism
and saw it as a corrective for dogmatic tendencies in their own
day. Raleigh in 7%e Sceptick gave currency in England to the
first three books of Sextus Empiricus’ Hyporyposes, covering a
discussion of the unreliability of sense impressions. The upshot
of this was the usual sceptic conclusion, ‘I may then report,
how these things appear, but whether they are so indeed, I
know not.’73 There are comparable passages, developed at much
greater length, in Montaigne’s ‘Apologie of Raymond Sebond.”
The Renaissance played with this idea like a child with a new
toy; and as if acquired characters could be inherited, men of the
following century found scepticism in their blood-stream. The
fathers had eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth were set
on edge. That Raleigh understood the essence of Pyrrhonism is
evidenced by his definition of the sceptic.
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The Sceptick doth neither affirm, neither denie any Position: but
doubteth of it, and opposeth his Reasons against that which is
affirmed or denied, to justifie his not Consenting.7

Montaigne goes beyond this bare definition to stress the ethical
implications of scepticism and its culmination in ataraxy.

The profession of the Pyrrhonians is ever to waver, to doubt and
to enquire; never to be assured of any thing, nor to take any warrant
of himself [sic]. . . . Now this situation of their judgement, straight
and inflexible, receiving all objects with application or consent,
leads them unto their Ataraxia; which is the condition of a quiet
and settled life, exempted from the agitations which we receive by
the impression of the opinion and knowledge we imagine to have
of things; whence proceed, feare, avarice, envie, immoderate
desires, ambition, pride, superstition, love of novelties, rebellion,
disobedience, obstinacie, and the greatest number of corporall evils:
yea by that meane they are exempted from the jealousie of their
owne discipline, for they contend but faintly: They feare nor
revenge, nor contradiction in the disputations.’s

Whoever shall imagine a perpetuall confession of ignorance, and
a judgement upright and without staggering, to what occasion
soever may chance; That man conceives the true Phyrrhonisme. . . .
A mind warranted from prejudice, hath a marvellous preferment to
tranquility.7

Both Raleigh and Montaigne are deeply convinced of man’s
essential ignorance. In a passage in his History of the World
Raleigh shows his contempt for the intellectual arrogance of man.

But Man, to cover his ignorance in the least things, . . . cannot
give a true reason for the Grass under his Feet, why it should be
green rather than red, or of any other colour; . . . could never yet
discover the way and reason of Natures working, in those which
are far less noble Creatures than himself.77

According to Montaigne, man’s search for wisdom throughout
the ages has taught him only to know his own ignorance and
weakness.
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That ignorance which in us was’ naturall, we have with long
study confirmed and averred. It hath happened unto those that are
truly learned, as it hapneth unto eares of Corne, which as long as
they are empty, grow and raise their head aloft, upright and stout;
but if they once become full and bigge, with ripe Corne, they begin
to humble and droope downeward. So men having tried, and
sounded all, and in all this Chaos, and huge heape of learning and
provision of so infinite different things, and found nothing that is
substantiall firme and steadie, but all vanitie, have renounced their
presumption and too late knowen their naturall condition.?8

What complements the nescience of both men is their con-
fidence that such an attitude will have an ultimate and eternal
justification. For Raleigh this justification takes the form of the
overarching wisdom of God, to which Erasmus appealed from
the uncertainties of men.

Certainly, as all the Rivers in the World, though they have
divers risings, and divers runnings, though they sometimes hide
themselves for a while under Ground, and seem to be lost in Sea-like
Lakes; do at last find, and fall into the great Ocean: so after all the
searches that Humane capacity hath; and after all Philosophical
contemplation and curiosity; in the necessity of this Infinite Power,
all the Reason of Man ends and dissolves it self.79

For Montaigne, man’s ignorance is the spur which goads him
into seeking, a seeking whose very drive implies that this is not
mere circular action. After lumping the Peripatetics, Epicureans,
and Stoics together as dogmatists because they believed they
had found the truth and after condemning Carneades and the
Academics for their despair of truth, which ends in weakness,
Montaigne settles upon Pyrrho and the Epechists as the worthiest
of philosophers. These say

that they are still seeking after truth. These judge that those are
infinitely deceived, who imagine they have found it, and that the
second degree is over boldly vaine in affirming that mans power is
altogether unable to attaine unto it. For to establish the measure of
our strength, to know and distinguish of the difficulty of things is
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a great, a notable and extreme science, which they doubt whether
man be capable thereof or no. . . . That ignorance, which knoweth,
judgeth and condemneth it selfe, is not an absolute ignorance.®

Statements like this are touched with the breath of paradox
which pervades all scepticism. Practically, paradox is often
merely azaraxia viewed from another angle. Montaigne appro-
priately sets it down in the form of questions.

Is it not better to remaine in suspence, than to entangle himselfe
in so many errours, that humane fantasie hath brought forth? Is it
not better for a man to suspend his owne perswasion, than to
meddle with these sedicious and quarrellous divisions 28

But when a man moves on, as he inevitably must, to make
even tentative statements, they come out with a certain twist
which is the hallmark of paradox, as in this conclusion of
Raleigh’s.

Although the Air which compasseth Adversity, be very obscure;
yet therein we better discern GOD, than in that shining Light which
environeth worldly Glory; through which, for the clearness thereof,
there is no Vanity which escapeth our Sight.8

Both Raleigh and Montaigne, having been convinced that
what men do is oftener closer to the truth than what they say,
are extremely critical of Christians, whose performance rarely is
in accord with the absolute truth which they profess. Says
Montaigne,

If this raie of Divinitie did in any sort touch us, it would everie
where appeare: Not only our words, but our actions, would beare
some shew and lustre of it. Whatsoever should proceed from us,
might be seene inlightned with this noble and matchlesse brightnes.
We should blush for shame, that in humane sects, there was never
any so factious, what difficultie or strangenesse soever his doctrine
maintained, but would in some sort conforme his behaviors and
square his life unto it: Whereas so divine and heavenly an insti-
tution never markes Christians but by the tongue. And will you
see whether it be so? Compare but our manners unto a Turke or a
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Pagan, and we must needs yeeld unto them: Whereas in respect of
our religions superioritie, we ought by much, yea by an incom-
parable distance, out-shine them in excellencie: And well might a
man say, Are they so just, so charitable, and so good? Then must they
be Christians.®

The road which leads on to natural religion is being marked out
here. Raleigh’s words, likewise, are reminiscent of the recurrent
sceptic emphasis on a life rather than on a creed.

We profess that we know GOD; but by works we deny him.
For Beatitude doth not consist in the knowledge of Divine things,
but in a Divine life: for the Devils know them better than Men. . . .
We are all (in effect) become Comedians in Religion; and while we
act in gesture and voice, Divine vertues, in all the courses of our
lives we renounce our Persons and the Parts we Play. For Charity,
Justice, and Truth have but their being in terms, like the Philosophers
Materia prima.8

The Sceptic Pattern

It seems reasonable to conclude on the basis of the evidence
before us that scepticism follows a broadly marked-out pattern.
This includes, in whatever order, a sense of the inadequacy of
human knowledge, a consequent sensitivity to dualisms and
contradictions, a concern with paradox as expressing the com-
plexity of truth, a belief in the wholesome effect of doubt, and
a conviction that where knowledge falters, a right life can supply
the only legitimate confidence known to man.
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CHAPTER III1

SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY SCEPTICISM:
THE KNOT

&

AT one point in Tom Jones, where the action is becoming very
complicated, Fielding despairs, as every realistic novelist must,
of ever being able to furnish his readers an adequate picture of
what is happening. He feels frustrated because he cannot relate
a half-dozen incidents at once and finally resigns himself to
telling only a part of the story, and telling that part one incident
at a time.

The historian of that other foundling, scepticism, often finds
himself in the same situation. Before he can discuss the appearance
and significance of his subject, he must define it; yet a definition
which disregards the appearance and significance will not be
understandable. It is thus that we come finally to an analysis of
Donne’s poem, “The Extasie,” which can serve as a kind of
symbolic presentation of the scepticism of the seventeenth
century. It is better, perhaps, boldly to undertake this task now
than to keep on skirting it and shying away from it and yet
needing its results on which to build. To delay further would be
like holding up the painting because the plastering has not yet
been done.

In “The Extasie’ Donne tells of the spiritual communion of
two lovers who lie all day with joined hands and eyes. Any
kindred spirit, understanding the language of the two souls,
might have eavesdropped and been the purer for it. The lovers
understand by this ‘extasie’ that their love is more than physical
attraction. Their souls, each of which is of mixed origin, have
mingled and, like transplanted violets, are strengthened as a
result. An abler and less lonely soul is the result of the mixture
of their two changeless spirits. But why should they ‘forbear’
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their bodies since disembodied spirits would never have met in
the first place? Even the influence of heaven reaches man through
the medium of the air, which is physical. As the body strives to
generate ‘animal spirits” which reach upward toward the soul, so
the soul must reach"down toward the sensible unless the greater
soul of their love is to remain locked in the air and so of no
consequence. Let us turn then, says the poet, to our bodies in
order that the mystery of love may be put into readable form.
If the percipient lover who, before, overheard our silent com-
munion were still looking on, he would see that little change
had then taken place. The significant lines for our purposes are
these:

As our blood labours to beget

Spirits,! as like soules as it can,

Because such fingers need to knit

That subtile knot, which makes us man:
So must pure lovers soules descend
T’affections, and to faculties,

Which sense may reach and apprehend,
Else a great Prince in prison lies.

How do these lines relate to the sceptic pattern as enunciated
at the end of the last chapter? To be sure, there is little evidence
here, and that only by indirection, of the poet’s nescience. For
that, we must wait until we can see the impact of the new learning
upon him. But nescience is the only element of the sceptic pattern
which is not explicitly to be found in this poem, and hence the
poem is a fitting landmark of scepticism. “The subtile knot which
makes us men’ represents not only an intellectual awareness of
the fundamental dualism of body and spirit but a more than
intellectual perception of the fact that the human entity, which is
the prototype of all truth, is not simple and direct but complex
and oblique. Hence simple truths about body or spirit cannot
give the sense of the knotted whole, for the knot is something
other than the two strands which compose it. The sceptic finds
himself continually puzzled and humbled and perennially pulled
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back into the orbit of truth by the recognition of this fact. Hence
the paradoxes by which he tries to keep himself and the world
from forgetting it.

It is as if, too, this human knot were reproduced at another
level by the action which man undertakes. In some ways the
lovers lying motionless upon the bank may be possessed of a
purely theoretical wisdom which Donne does not so much
criticize or scorn as he feels the need of transcending. Only when
this wisdom is put to work, when action results, does it become
available to the world and so effective, ‘else a great Prince in
prison lies.” Here is the sceptic’s feeling that one must act, in this
paradoxical world (on the basis of mere probability, to be sure),
if the resources generated by dualism and doubt are to be released
from their imprisonment. This action, in itself, is as near as the
sceptic will ever come to the knowledge whose lack first set him
off on his quest. If he had believed knowledge to be achieved
easily, he might never have been driven to creative action, of the
kind which now gives him as a by-product whatever wisdom he
may expect to attain. Seventeenth-century sceptics, who were
usually churchmen, were always pointing to the superior worth
of a life in comparison with a creed, and therebyimplying the inno-
cence of heresy. They were operating in the spirit of Jesus’ words,
‘If any man will do his will, he shall know of the doctrine.’
Doing was not subject to the abuses of knowing, which was
always suspect, both because its instruments were unreliable and
because it fostered wrangling and bitterness, signs of the disunion
which could not coexist with the oneness of truth. Once the
balance turned toward doctrine rather than toward ‘doing,” the
creativity of scepticism had been eclipsed.

It is not to be argued that Donne was aware of the significance
we have found in his poem or that he would have admitted its
presence. It is nearer the truth to hold that the poem is an uncon-
scious reflection of the climate of opinion in which its author
lived.
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Nature of the Seventeenth Century

This climate was strikingly different, in respect to scepticism,
from what had prevailed during the earlier Renaissance. Pre-
viously men were more aware of their debt to Greek thought
and therefore were quite conscious of the roots of their scepticism.
By the seventeenth century, however, their eyes were fixed on
the immediate creative problems confronting them—in the fields
of poetry, preaching, spiritual autobiography, religious con-
troversy, devotional writing, or the philosophy of science—and
they paid less attention to where sceptical elements originated.
The cultural streams of Hebraism and Hellenism had by this
time coalesced so that the writer who showed an aptitude for
scepticism could make the most of both worlds without always
being aware from which source his scepticism stemmed. While
this makes for a richer and more powerful, it also makes for a
more obscured and involved kind of scepticism. As Bredvold
points out, the historian of ideas in the seventeenth century must
be sensitive to the presence of scepticism in no matter what
unsuspected places it occurs. ~

Skepticism in the seventeenth century cannot be appreciated as a
historical force if it is defined narrowly as a philosophical system.
It was protean in nature, as much a group of tendencies as a system.
It had popular as well as learned traditions, and it appealed to the
most heterogeneous authorities, both ancient and modern. . . .
Thus the warnings issued by Solomon and St. Paul and the Church
Fathers against the vanity of worldly knowledge might lead the
pious Christian apologist to a respectful reading of Sextus Empiricus.
Various medieval developments, such as Nominalism and mysticism,
had already popularized a distrust of reason as an organ of religious
knowledge. Among other influences of a disruptive nature may be
mentioned the influx of Arabian thought and the attacks on Aristotle
and on the syllogism.?

Since we have already ravelled out many of these components
of scepticism, we should be able to match them in the multi-
coloured fabric of the seventeenth century.
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Whatever homogeneity obtains in seventeenth-century writing
is closely linked to the fact that, after the /ibido sciendi of the
Renaissance had run its course, the result was a serious and
burning aspiration toward the attainment of truth. What men
had grasped in the first enthusiasm of the new learning had now
to be scrutinized; and before the stream of thought had begun
to freeze into dogmatisms, there came a moment, just as in the
life of most truth-seeking individuals, where the disinterested
pursuit of truth was the prime concern of thinking men. This
phenomenon makes the seventeenth century unlike any other in
modern history in its passion for truth—religious, philosophical,
and scientific. In what other century could Herbert of Cherbury,
a very layman in philosophy, have published his De Peritate
without having been accused of presumption or blasphemy?
That an analysis of this sort did not appear unusual is perhaps
why the scepticism which obtained then seems always to be
approximating the ideal pattern for all truth-seeking. The
century’s fervour for religious truth was remarkably linked,
through the medium of scepticism, with an ever-deepening
movement toward tolerance.

In the seventeenth century, when the controversies with Cathol-
icism had brought the central pr1nc1ple of Protestantism into clear
relief, and when the highest genius of Europe still flowed in the
channels of divinity, this love of truth was manifested in the greatest
works of English theology to a degree which no other department
of literature has ever equalled. . . . Chillingworth, drawing with a
bold and unfaltering hand the lme between certainties and proba-
bilities, eliminating from theology the old conception of faith
considered as an unreasoning acquiescence, and teaching that belief
should always be strictly ‘proportionable to the credibility of its
motives’;—these and such as these, even when they were them-
selves opposed to religious liberty, were its real founders. Their
noble confidence in the power of truth, their ceaseless struggle
against the empire of prejudice, their comprehensive views of the
laws and limits of the reason, their fervent, passionate love of
knowledge, and the majesty and dignity of their sentiments, all
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produced in England a tone of thought that was essentially opposed
to persecution, and made their writings the perennial source by
which even now the most heroic natures are invigorated.3

Such is the truth-seeking temper of seventeenth-century literature,
and it is within writing produced under such auspices that we
propose to trace the sceptic pattern.

In a century which included the bitter and tragical plays of
Shakespeare and Glanvill’s Scepsis Scientifica, the impact of
Elizabethan melancholy, followed by the political disillusion of
the Commonwealth, was more than could be countered by an
easy optimism, even when that seemed to have a scientific founda-
tion. Though Glanvill was moving in the direction of eighteenth-
century simplicity, he was still aware of the knotted quality of
truth, even though he was not tortured by it, as Shakespeare
was. Early Elizabethans could be cheerful atheists in the security
of their new-found intellectual freedom, but soon their wonder
grew that truth could have so many faces, and confusion began
to under-cut their easy dogmatisms. The seventeenth century bore
the full burden of this shift in attitude and so won its designation
as the beginning of the modern era, largely because the period
was so rich in the kind of scepticism we have been defining.
The very violence of its religious controversy bears testimony to
the fact that, unlike the previous age, it was certain there was
something in religion worth salvaging; and it was equally certain
that the scientific philosophy could not be abandoned. What
have the intellectual struggles of the western world from that
day to this been concerned with if not this same dilemma? The
seventeenth century, with its political upheavals which reached
to men’s very doorsteps, could not retire with its mistrust of all
dogmatisms until it had worked out a satisfactory solution; and
this may account for the central and creative role of action in the
scepticism of the century. The complex and sturdy intellectual
pattern which was worked out there is full of meaning for our
own day, which as yet has not learned to cultivate its doubts and
turn them into creative capital.
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In view of the intellectual heritage of the seventeenth century
as it related to scepticism, it is understandable that once men
began to consider soberly the nature of the truth which they had
previously embraced with such abandon, their chief problem
should have been an epistemological one. From Donne to Dryden,
thoughtful men ask, “What do I know ?’

Sharing the critical spirit, yet conscious of its destructive results,
they seek some valid authority, some standing-ground more firm
than that which had served their fathers. Is the edifice of knowledge
built by ancient genius the modern man’s permanent home or is it
his prison? In his view of the universe and God and man, shall he
hold by the Bible, Aristotle, and Ptolemy, or by one of the con-
fusing new theories 74

Such was the delayed impact of the new philosophy of the
Renaissance upon men whose spiritual heritage came jointly from
the Greeks and from the Hebrews. The kind of teacher cited by
Bush may be taken as representative of the deep confusion of

the age.

Against Bacon’s assertion that at the universities students learned
nothing but to believe may be set such a tutor as Joseph Mede
(possibly the ‘old Damoetas’ of ‘Lycidas’), who was wont to greet
his charges with ‘Quid dubitas? What Doubts have you met in
your studies today ?’s

By this time, doubt had lost its initial attractiveness and was
beginning to cast a pall over the intellectual life; yet the hardier
spirits of the age recognized that whoever stopped asking ‘Quid
dubitas?’ was irretrievably lost. It was this paradoxical situation
which nurtured and gave its stamp to the scepticism of the
seventeenth century. Again, ‘the subtle knot is its trade-mark.

Scepticism a Valid Term?

There will always be those who feel that in view of the pre-
ponderance of religious thought in the seventeenth century, it
represents a wrenching of critical terms to call the period
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sceptical. Therefore before we apply the sceptic pattern to five
outstanding writers of the period, we should like to sketch in a
background against which their scepticism will be understandable.
This we shall attempt to do by relying largely on secondary
sources in order to demonstrate that in no matter what capacity
modern critics treat the seventeenth century, they are remarkably
unanimous in indicating the presence of exactly the kind of
historically defined scepticism we have been discussing. It is
necessary only to relate these incidental references in order to
see the sceptical pattern emerging. We shall find it possible to
substantiate each phase of the pattern, as we have outlined it
above, either directly from the works of seventeenth-century
writers or from their modern interpreters and by the way to
demonstrate the far-reaching results and implications of the
sceptic method.

Regardless of the shifting meanings of scepticism during the
last three centuries, a great many critics have found it a useful
word to apply to the seventeenth century, and the meanings
implied in their usage have tended to cluster about the definition
worked out above. Bredvold’s comment on Dryden is significant
for what it reflects of the intellectual temper of Dryden’s imme-
diate predecessors.

He lived in an age of philosophical scepticism; every reader of
any pretensions to cultivation knew Montaigne and Charron
intimately, and almost every scholar had read Sextus Empiricus.
Neither Dryden nor his age can be fully understood apart from this
Pyrrhonism, diffused in every department of thought, lending
itself to the most diverse purposes, appearing sometimes in strange
guises and in the most unexpected places.®

A stricture of this sort is necessary principally because people
have tended to think of the seventeenth century as either lost in
the darkness of dogmatism or as serenely pursuing its religious
way, untroubled by doubt and despair. Bush also finds that he
must struggle against these misconceptions if he is to uncover
the true complexity and the resultant power of the age.
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To the thoroughly modern mind the period 1600-60 may seem
to have belonged to the kingdom of darkness. Yet it was a period
of conflict over great issues in the abstract as well as the national
sphere, over the nature of reality and of God and man, the very
foundations of knowledge and faith. For the first time in England
many men were compelled to go behind the rubrics and formulas
and work out their own philosophy. The results ranged from various
types of mystical thought to sceptical naturalism. These philoso-
phies were in the main outgrowths of, or—very rarely—reactions
against, the all-embracing tradition of Christian humanism which
the age inherited, the tradition of the rational wisdom and culture
of antiquity purified and exalted and intensified by the Middle
Ages, the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the Counter-Refor-
mation. For the last time in England all these forces, in differing
degrees but in climactic concentration, made up the basic texture of
men’s thinking. The consequence was rich variety and strength,
almost wholly within the Christian frame.7

That the seventeenth century was trying to work out a rationale
for the often conflicting philosophical and religious convictions
which it had inherited from the Renaissance is further support
for the contention that scepticism flourished then as it has never
done before or since.

Leishman finds its necessary in introducing the metaphysical
poets to warn his readers against considering that the period can
be explained simply as an age of clear-cut optimism concerning
man and his potentialities. Again and again we find critics insisting
upon the inherent paradox of the century, and this too encourages
us regarding the validity of our diagnosis and the justification of
our adopting the symbol of the knot.

There is in Elizabethan literature, and still more in the literature
of the seventeenth century, a strain of meditation which is more
characteristic of what we usually mean by the Middle Ages than of
what we usually mean by the Renaissance. . . . The Middle Ages
loved to dwell on the limitations of man, on the depth of his ignor-
ance, the smallness of his knowledge, the slightness of his capacity
to increase that knowledge. . . . They [men of the seventeenth

68



SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY SCEPTICISM: THE KNOT

century] became sceptical about the possible attainments of human
knowledge, and the new discoveries in astronomy and other
sciences merely increased their scepticism. ... Thus another
characteristic mediaeval conception, the insignificance of human
knowledge, was intensified by the Renaissance.?

In the field of technical philosophy, too, critics have noted
that scepticism was in the ascendant. The widespread feeling that
man could know almost nothing had sent philosophers back to
their studies to re-examine the bases of their systems.

The two rival philosophies which now arose are generally
placed in opposition to each other, as physical and mental respec-
tively, that of Bacon being conversant with nature, that of
Descartes with man. But in truth in one respect both were united.
Each was analytical; each strove to lay down a general method for
investigating the sphere of inquiry which it selected. Both were
reactions against the dogmatic assumptions of former systems;
both assumed the indispensable necessity of an entire revolution in
the method of attaining knowledge. Accordingly, though differing
widely in appealing to the external senses or the internal intuitions
respectively, they both built philosophy in the criticism of first
principles. Hence, independently of any particular corollaries from
special parts of their systems, the influence of their spirit was to
beget a critical, subjective, and analytical study of any topic.9

This procedure, involving a radical overhauling of the method
of truth-seeking, could not fail to influence other kinds of writing
being done in the period and to bring writers under the spell of
its critical approach.

In another philosophical tangle, that represented by the
struggle between Gassendi, the sensationalist, and Descartes,
the idealist, scepticism stepped in to prune out excessive dog-
matisms and thereby clarify the issue.

In the contests which arose between these two schools, the weak
sides of both were alternately held up to view, and the baneful
results exhibited, to which either of them, if rigidly followed out,
would invariably lead. The juncture then had arrived, at which
scepticism was needed to pull down, on either hand, what was weak
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and unsatisfactory in their respective principles; and accordingly,
just at this juncture, scepticism actually made its appearance, to
perform the work assigned it in the progress of human knowledge.°

Although Douglas Bush is likely to shy away from the word
sceptic because it has retained so little of its historical meaning,
even he cannot escape using it, with qualifications, to express
the attitude of honest inquiry. He refers to Donne’s reason as

the restless, inquiring reason of the instinctive sceptic—if this last
word may be used in a very limited and quite unmodern sense.
Donne had realized the winding and craggy approach to truth. He
had, with intellectual detachment, refused to make a decision until
he had digested the whole body of controversy regarding Roman
and Anglican claims. And even in the sermons the old demon of
uncertainty may raise its head, not seriously to disturb his faith, but
to ask what human knowledge is perfect and secure.r*

Again, in characterizing Sir Thomas Browne’s intellectual tech-
nique in Religio Medici, Bush finds it necessary to revert to the
use of sceptical.

Browne’s attitude, of course, is not that of either the village
atheist or the philosophic sceptic. Men like Montaigne and Donne
might push on into libertine naturalism, but Browne’s reason is
much too ‘soft and flexible,” ‘extravagant and irregular’ a vehicle
to arrive anywhere; his favourite image is a circle. He has, never-
theless, breathed the air of a sceptical age, and his consciousness of
the Zeitgeist, while it does not disturb his faith, is just strong
enough to demand a positive statement of it.r?

That pattern of Browne’s thought which takes the form of a
circle might find its justification in the circular knot of scepticism.
For does not the progression from nescience to the ultimate
illumination provided by the good life describe the locus of a
circle—from ‘What can I know ?’ to ‘If any man will do his will,
he shall know of the doctrine’; from the impossibility of a priori
knowledge to the strange and unforeseen quality of whatever
a postiori knowlege may emerge from creative activity ?

In the field of religious controversy, too, critics assign the
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word sceptical to thinkers like Chillingworth, the flower of whose
scepticism bore fruit in an admirable tolerance. It has been noted
that when we discuss scepticism in religion, we must make the
important distinction between

the sceptic who views religion dispassionately because his nature is
not religious and to whom tolerance therefore presents no problem
and the fine objectivity and tolerance which has been attained
at rare intervals by men who are by nature deeply religious.
Chillingworth belonged to this latter group and, laying as he did the
intellectual basis of Latitudinarianism, the moderation of his view
and his remarkable ability to suspend judgment were to contribute
powerfully to the formation of an intellectual atmosphere in which
philosophical tolerance might be achieved.r3

Most men who belong in this second category have arrived there
by passing through a dark night of the soul where they have
grappled with genuine doubt and have come to terms with it.

Chillingworth’s thought is distinguished for its almost trans-
parent honesty and for its deep-seated scepticism. His greatest work
bears throughout the marks of a profound religious struggle
through which the author was still passing, and exhibits that
strength and honesty of character which enabled him to consider
the controversial questions of his age with an Olympian calm-
ness of spirit.4

Here is the quality into which Greek ataraxia had been trans-
formed in the seventeenth century. That Chillingworth deserved
the designation sceptical which Clarendon applied to hims is
obvious from the use to which he put his sceptical principles.

Chillingworth recurred constantly to the necessity for casting
off authority and prejudice and for viewing the conflicting religious
claims of the age with dispassion and scepticism.16

He exalted dispassion and scepticism, arguing that these states of
mind were the noblest of which man was capable and that only
when man was in the enjoyment of them was he prepared to receive
truth or to advance in its quest.’?
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These principles link Chillingworth in spirit to the sect which,
in view of the scepticism of the age, had the most striking name,
the Seekers (although he was not actually a member of this sect).

There was a sect of his [Cromwell’s] time who were called
‘Seekers,” because they believed in the need of perpetual search for
truth. He had a sympathy for them. “To be a Seeker,” he once
wrote, ‘is to be of the best sect after a finder, and such an one shall
every faithful humble Seeker be in the end.” This may remind us of
a saying of Jesus in a papyrus found in Egypt over thirty years
ago: ‘Let not him that seeketh cease till he find, and when he
findeth he shall wonder, and having wondered he shall reign, and
having reigned he shall rest.” Seeking; finding; wondering; reign-
ing; resting—these words are, in a sense, an epitome of Cromwell’s
earthly course. But it is the word ‘seeking’ which is peculiarly
characteristic. . . . He believed in the seeking mind. ‘The mind is
the man. If that be kept pure, a man signifies somewhat.” He
believed that it was man’s own business to keep the mind free.r8

Even though these Seekers did not conform wholly to the
sceptic pattern, their very presence in the century is a straw
which shows how the wind is blowing.

These people have been spoken of as Seekers, or Religious
Sceptics, but Edwards distinguished the Seekers and Waiters from
the Sceptics and Questionists. But the Seekers questioned most
things. They held that the Scriptures were uncertain, that the
ministry of the existing churches was null and without authority,
that the worship and ordinances of their day were vain, and that
miracles would be necessary to re-establish faith. The true church
was in the wilderness, the true worship, the true ministry, the true
Scriptures, and the true ordinances had all been lost, and they were
now groping and seeking for these.!9

This is similar to Milton’s assumption in Areopagitica that since
the death of Christ, truth had been cut into myriad pieces and
scattered like the body of Osiris. The logical outcome of this
position should have been, and was in Milton’s case, a sustained
faith in a progressive revelation, whose end no man could
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envisage—the kind of end which Emerson and Whitman were
driving toward with their redefinition of scripzure.

In so far as this spirit had penetrated the thinking of the period,
it neutralized whatever fear men had had of doubt and confusion.
Francis Quarles is a case in point.

In the search for truth man may fall into doubt and error, but
Quarles looked upon honest scepticism with far greater favour
than upon bigotry seated in irrationality. Doubt is a stage on the
road to truth and hence cannot harm a man’s soul.2

This is reminiscent of Occam’s pronouncement that the man
who is still searching should be absolved of all charges of heresy.
It is noteworthy that this confidence implies that a man has
survived his period of doubt or, if such periods are recurrent,
that he has known a complete cycle, and not that he is still
engulfed by it and merely hopes for a way out.

The experience of Henry More is not unusual in the seven-
teenth century and demonstrates one way in which scepticism
could co-exist with faith.

His intuitive assurance of God remained unshaken, but he passed
through a phase of purely intellectual doubt, which he describes
thus: ‘And to speak all in a Word, Those almost whole Four Years
which I spent in Studies of this kind, as to what concern’d those
Matters which I chiefly desired to be satisfied about (for as to the
Existence of a God, and the Duties of Morality, I never had the
least Doubt), ended in nothing, in a manner, but mere Scepticism.’s

The man who thus worked his way, by the method of scepticism,
toward truths which he had grasped intuitively exemplified one
use which the religionist made of his heritage of Pyrrhonism.
Another use, illustrated by John Hales, is very close to that of
Browne—a kind of delaying action in which the sceptic practices
his isosothenia and epoché against the day when as a result of this
process, the truth will break upon him.

‘In places of ambiguous and doubtful, or dark and intricate
meaning, it is sufficient if we religiously admire and acknowledge
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and confess, neither affirming nor denying either side. . . . It shall
well befit our Christian modesty to participate somewhat of the
sceptic.’22

Mysticism and Scepticism

Critics have been struck by the fact that, as in the quotations
here cited from More and Hales, mysticism and scepticism often
co-existed in the seventeenth century in the same individual.
As we shall see, this fact is big with implication for the nature
of both scepticism and mysticism. Helen White, in discussing
English devotional literature in the period, says,

It is a curious thing that the mystery of life is the hunting ground
of both the sceptic and the mystic, the excuse of unfaith, the
opportunity of faith.23

The writings of the Cambridge Platonists could all be used to
footnote this observation; and although there is no time to
develop the argument here, it could certainly be shown that they
cultivated intensively that area shared by mysticism and scepticism.
And this analysis, in turn, could contribute to a deeper under-

standing of both.

Mysticism . . . was favoured at this time with a far greater share
of attention, and was supported by far greater learning, than were
the feeble efforts of incipient scepticism. The way to this was,
perhaps, already paved by the efforts of Robert Fludd (born 1574,
died 1637) to revive the fanatical doctrines of Paracelsus; but the
more direct cause is to be found in the fact that many lofty minds,
disgusted with Hobbism on the one hand, and unsatisfied with
Cartesianism on the other, took refuge in the sublime philosophy
of Plato, and devoted themselves with severe and ardent study to
the elucidation of his writings.23s

The struggle of every critic of the seventeenth century with
the term scepticism is only complicated by the fact that just as
it is often found in combination with mysticism, so it is often
allied with credulity. This is illustrated by what happens to
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Morell in discussing Glanvill, where he must be careful to cover
himself when using this dangerous word.

The author, who in England most perfectly expressed the
sceptical tendency of this age, was Joseph Glanville, court-preacher
to King Charles the Second, whose work, entitled ‘ScepsisScientifica,
or Confessed Ignorance the Way to Science, in an Essay of the
Vanity of Dogmatizing-and Confident Opinion,” was intended
rather to controvert the pretensions of the Aristotelian and the
Cartesian philosophy, than to involve the whole circumference of
human knowledge in darkness and uncertainty.

So, too, Lecky, joining a sizeable group of critics puzzled by
the mingled scepticism and credulity of Glanvill, is forced to
make it clear that by scepticism he does not mean dogmatic
incredulity.

To those who only know him as the defender of witchcraft, it
may appear a somewhat startling paradox to say, that the pre-
dominating characteristic of the mind of Glanvil was an intense
scepticism. He has even been termed by a modern critic ‘the first
English writer who had thrown scepticism into a definite form’;
. .. and if we regard this expression as simply implying a profound
distrust of human faculties, and not at all the rejection of any
distinct dogmatic system, the judgment can hardly be disputed.
And certainly, it would be difficult to find a work displaying less
of the credulity and superstition that are commonly attributed to the
believers in witchcraft than the treatise on The Panity of Dogma-
tizing, or Confidence of Opinions, in which Glanvil expounded his
philosophical views.?s

Moody Prior, writing in Modern Philology, undertakes to explain
this dilemma.

It was, however, a skepticism which took the form, not of the
classical epoché—the suspension of belief—but of the tentative
suspension of disbelief that was for Glanvill a necessary element of
the scientific attitude. Hence the paradox that Glanvill believed in
witches because he was a skeptic. Nor is this to be wondered at;
for seventeenth-century scientists—impressed by the difficulty of
discovering causes for natural phenomena; willing as a result of
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the striking reversals of old views by new discoveries and the restora-
tion of older theories that had once been discarded, to entertain any
hypothesis until they were convinced that it was untenable; and
ambitious enough to consider all obscure, trivial, or extraordinary
events worthy of their serious attention—allowed their opposition
to dogmatism to lead them to an extreme of scientific skepticism
that at times verged closely on credulity. And it was particularly
tempting and easy to call in the aid of this systematic opposition to
dogmatism in the interest of an assumption for which they had such
tender concern as the reality of spirit.26

In spite of the fact that men often lost their balance in this
precarious operation, it argues well for their truth-seeking that
they were bent upon incorporating all the facts, no matter how
diverse and apparently irreconcilable. For a brief moment in the
seventeenth century there was maintained, somehow, an almost
complete openness to ideas, from whatever quarter; and if man
soon lapsed into the dogmatism which brought witchcraft
persecutions in its train, he had known, at least once, this unac-
countable hospitality of spirit, which was destined to challenge
and disturb him for ever. The mystic substratum of Glanvill’s
position is appreciated by Bush, even while he deplores its
practical consequences.

The consciousness of the immediate presence and active inter-
vention of God in all the affairs of life and the universe is even
stronger in the seventeenth century than in the sixteenth; it was
heightened by Puritanism and by various forms of more or less
mystical thought. This ultra-religious view of the world entailed,
to be sure, a belief not only in the harmless science of astrology but
in witchcraft, and the practical consequences of that belief were
horrible; yet one could hardly accept God and His angels without
accepting Satan and his.>7

Nescience

Documentation for the nescience of the seventeenth century
is not as extensive as for its perception of dualism and paradox,
but it is continually implied by every other phase of the century’s
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sceptical thought. For a motto this nescience might well take
Donne’s cry, ‘Poore soule, in this thy flesh what dost thou
know 28 The most famous detailed statement is undoubtedly
contained in Donne’s other lines from the ‘Anatomie of the
World’:

And new Philosophy calls all in doubt,

The Element of fire is quite put out;

The Sun is lost, and th’earth, and no mans wit

Can well direct him where to looke for it.

And freely men confesse that this world’s spent,

When in the Planets, and the Firmament

They seeke so many new; then see that this

Is crumbled out againe to his Atomies.

*Tis all in peeces, all cohaerance gone;

All just supply, and all Relation:

Prince, Subject, Father, Sonne, are things forgot,

For every man alone thinkes he hath got

To be a Phoenix, and that then can bee

None of that kinde, of which he is, but hee.?9

An experience like this, in which the individual feels that he is
completely without a hitherto solid intellectual underpinning,
always precedes the sceptic’s long and sometimes unsuccessful
trek toward certainty. Once he sees the implications of this
experience, though he has proceeded no farther than a paradox,
it is usual for the sceptic to recommend its being induced, where
it does not occur naturally, as a kind of intellectual prophylaxis
to prevent the decay which inevitably accompanies dogmatism.

It is with this motive that Richard Whitlock in his Zootomia
or Qbservations on the Present Manners of the English recommends
nescience both as a critique and as a spur to investigation. In
discussing ‘Reasons Independency,” he asks what would have
happened if Columbus had stopped at the Pillars of Hercules,
just because they seemed to some geographers of his day to
represent the farthest bounds of their knowledge.

I am perswaded nothing hath more continued such an Ignorance
in the World, as Mens setting these terminating Bounds, and Pillars
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to their Discoveries, My Sense, My Reason; So farre will I go, and
no further: calling Obstinacy to an Opinion, Solidity; and humble
Ductility after further Reason and Discovery, Sceptick Inconstancy.3°

Only by admitting honestly his own ignorance is the truth-
seeker freed for a venture into the unknown. Incidentally, there
is evidence here that the meaning of sceptic was already confused
in the seventeenth century. Whitlock encountered the same
misunderstanding as Emerson was to encounter two centuries
later, for in listing causes of intellectual slavery (on the pattern
of Bacon’s idols) he puts first,

the Marriage (or Espousall, as the sage Frenchman) of our
Fancy, ot Judgement to some Notions, or Men; and this hath begot
that peevish Morosity among men; that the more knowing Man,
is to the very Ignorant, Hereticall, and to the Smatterer in Knowledge,

Paradoxicall 3t

Such is the price the sceptic always pays for being unwilling to
rest in dogmatisms. Whitlocks prescription for intellectual
health unites the wisdom of a Hebrew prophet with that of a
metaphysical poet—thus illustrating his conception of the oneness

of truth.

1t is an observation even here usefull, as well as in Divinity, to
obey that Text, Jerem. 6.16. Stand in the way and enquire for the
old paths. Stand in the old wayes, or enquire for them, before we
enlarge our Discoveries of the new. And that inimitable Poets

Rule is true in al mending of our Intellectuals.
—Doubt wisely, in strange way
To stand inquiring right, is not to stray:
To sleep, or run wrong, is.—3
If ‘our Intellectuals’ are ever to be mended, the sceptic is con-
vinced that we must relinquish our grasp on what we hold to
be the truth and by a kind of creative doubt make our way in
the direction of the truth which beacons to us, ever so faintly.
The unpardonable sin is to shirk this responsibility through

complacency or blind dogmatism.
Daniel Whitby, five years after the century closed, presented
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with sympathy and understanding the position of classical
scepticism, as a preliminary to advocating the necessity of
Christianity.

As for the Heathen Philosophers, let it be noted, 1st, That among
the generality of them, all things were counted dubious and un-
certain; the common issue of their search after their Duty to God
and Man, and the foundation on which they do entirely depend,
was mostly Scepticism, and the most knowing men were they who
did renounce all knowledge of them. ’Tis easie, saith Caecilius, to
manifest that in humane affairs, omnia sunt dubia, incerta, suspensa.
All things are dubious and uncertain. The various apprehensions of
wise men, saith Cicero, will justifie the doubtings and demurs of
Scepticks, and it will then be sufficient to account them malepert. . . .
It was this obscurity of things, saith He [Cicero] which brought
Socrates, Democritus, Anaxagoras, Empedocles, and almost all the
Antients, to the confession of their Ignorance, saying, Nikil cog-
nosci, nihil percipi posse, nothing could be known or perceived,
Truth lay buried in the deep, Men were held by Opinions and
Ordinances, Nihil veritati relingui, no place being left for Truth.
Lastly, they said, Omnia tenebris circumfusa esse, that all things
were involved in darkness.33

Another contributing factor to nescience both in Greece and
Rome and in seventeenth-century England, as Whitby makes
clear, was ‘the various apprehensions of wise men.” The religious
controversy of his era pointed this up with disturbing brilliance,
and the seekers after truth had somehow to exorcize this demon
who whispered that since equally wise and sincere men came to
opposite conclusions, the search for truth was of all expeditions
the most futile. It was probably a similar irresponsibility which
urged Pilate to his famous question after Jesus, as in his encounter
with the ‘sons of Abraham,” had declared that ‘every one that is
of the truth heareth my voice’ (John 18: 37).

Dualism and Paradox
Unlike the nescience of the seventeenth century, which is
often implied rather than stated and sometimes has to be dug out
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from beneath expressions of its mysticism and scepticism, the
dualism and paradox of the age are everywhere in evidence, even
to the most superficial observer. The two foci, in this field, which
are most significant for an understanding of seventeenth-century
scepticism are the work of the metaphysical poets and the work
of the Cambridge Platonists, but there are countless minor
manifestations of dualism, contradiction, and paradox—always
integral parts of the sceptic pattern. Grierson says,

The dominant note of the seventeenth century was to be the con-
flict of the secular and the spiritual, the world, the flesh, and the
spirit, a conflict which troubled every sphere of life.34

Meissner, in analysing the nature of baroque, sets forth vividly
the chief dualism of the age.

Nie haben Rationalismus und Mystik dhnlich nebeneinander oder
richtiger gesagt hintereinander gelagert wie in der Periode zwischen
Renaissance und Aufklirung.3s

Indeed, it is probably this very opposition, indicative as it is of
the presence of a deep scepticism, which endows the seventeenth
century with a distinctive quality which the eighteenth century
lacks—a quality which we have tried to symbolize by ‘the knot.’
Die die damalige Zeit bewegende Frage lautet: Gibt es eine
Briicke, welche diese abgrundtiefen Gegensitze verbindet? Fehlt
jeder Ausgleich zwischen den entgegengesetzen Polen dieser Zeit?
Erst das 18. Jahrhundert hat in der Harmonielehre Shaftesburys
die endgiiltige Losung dieses Problems bringen kénnen; das 17. hat
bis zu seinem Ausgang in den augedeuteten Spannungen gelebt.36

As will be apparent later in this discussion, the eighteenth
century’s bridge-building, necessary for practical purposes,
nevertheless minimized the depth of the chasm, an abyss the
recognition of whose reality is somehow essential to creative
scepticism. Among Protestant apologists, as among poets and
philosophers, dualism is consciously maintained.

With Hooker then we must continue to assert the duality of God
and man, the two foci of religion; and yet with him also to assert
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that Godhead is the ground of Manhood and that therefore the real
Manhood of a Divine Person must be not less but more truly human
than any human individual can be.37

The constant temptation is that men will lose their hold on a
dualism of this sort and cling to one or another of its horns.

With the poets, dualism often takes a psychological form
as they penetrate the deepest experience of men.

We often find in Vaughan, as we sometimes find in Herbert, an
antithesis between nature and man, between the calm, orderly, and
obedient behaviour of nature, and the restlessness, self-will, and
disobedience of man.38

In the realm of philosophy, dualism came to a head in the
seventeenth century in the system of Descartes, an attempt to
bridge the same gap which we shall see Cudworth and the
Cambridge Platonists struggling with. The fundamental dualism
of body and soul is the cradle of all scepticism and often is both
the seed and the flower of the sceptic’s conviction of nescience.

To Pascal’s passionately logical mind it seemed that the very
source of the human tragedy lay in the fact that we are composed
‘de deux natures opposées et de divers genre, d’ame et de corps,’
which ‘s’abuse reciproquement l'un Pautre.’” ‘Notre ame est
jetée dans le corps, ot elle trouve nombre, temps, dimensions.
Elle raisonne 13 dessus, et appelle cela nature, necessité et ne peut
croire autre chose.” Therefore ‘’homme est 3 lui-méme le plus
prodigieux objet de la nature: car il ne peut concevoir ce que c’est
que corps, et encore moins ce que c’est qu’ésprit, et moins qu’aucune
chose comme un corps peut étre uni avec un ésprit.’s?

Cartesianism was the philosophical form which this insight took,
no more striking but perhaps more easily labelled than expres-
sions of the same insight in poetry and theology.

Puis vient I’'admirable mouvement cartésien, fécond par lui-méme
et par les contradictions qu’il suscite, destiné 3 marquer tout le
xvii® siécle de sa vigoureuse empreinte.4
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Willey clearly delineates the nature of the problem and its impli-
cations for epistemology.

But there is another aspect of the Cartesian thought which must
be emphasised, namely its dualism—that is its division of reality
into two substances—thought and extension. Outside, extended
throughout infinite space, there is the world of mathematical objects
strictly controlled by mechanical law; and that this is real we have
seen. Within, there is the thinking substance which is the true
‘I,’ unextended, distinct from the body, and not subject to mechan-
ical laws; and the reality of this is intuitively certain. Within the
human individual, then, these divided and distinguished worlds
mysteriously met and blended; soul and body, thought and exten-
sion being somehow inexplicably found in union. Descartes is as
sure as Plato that ‘I’ am not my body or any part of it, that my
thinking self can be conceived apart altogether from the body, and
that thus my soul may be immortal. This fundamental dualism
greatly complicated the epistemological problem, for if the soul
were totally distinct from the body, how could it have that contact
with matter which is implied in knowledge? Whatever theory of
sense-perception one adopted, there was always a point at which
one arrived at the gulf, which must somehow be bridged, between
matter-in-motion and Mind or Soul.+

It was in response to this dilemma that Descartes developed his
theory of ‘animal spirits’ to account for the observable fact that
body and spirit do somehow constitute a whole, even though
one which is not logically explicable.

our blood labours to beget

Spirits, as like soules as it can,

Because such fingers need to knit
That subtile knot, which makes us man . . .42

The refinement of body and the slight coarsening of soul were
required in order to effect this awesome combination in the
human being. As long as the seventeenth century could hold on
to its concept of duality in unity, its scepticism was safe; but
once the concept was worn thin and the balance was broken,
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scepticism was on its way out as a moving intellectual force. As
Willey makes clear, even the notion of ‘animal-spirits’ failed to
account, except symbolically, for the reciprocal action of mind
and matter.

In the last analysis there yet remained a point at which matter
set in motion that which was not matter, and conversely, at which
mind actuated matter.43

All of these pronouncements concerning body and soul lose
none of their relevance if it is ‘discovered’ by psychologists or
philosophers that, in fact, no such dichotomy exists in the
human being. For such dualisms are not so much descriptive as
symbolic; and no matter how their definition changes from one
generation to another, there has never thus far been eradicated
from human experience the sense that man is bifurcated and torn
and that in spite of this he must desperately strive toward whole-
ness. If ever man becomes conditioned, over a period of several
generations, to thinking of his life in wholly other terms, then it
will be time to revise our conclusions concerning dualism.

Among the Cambridge Platonists, Cudworth provides a good
example of how dualism operated in philosophical opposition to
the encroaching monism.

Cudworth thus controverted the monism of Hobbes, the doctrine
that all mutation is motion, thought included, and that motion can
have no cause except motion. To this, he opposed the philosophical
dualism of his Intellectual System.44

Even though superficially it would seem that Cudworth is merely
opposing the reality of spirit to Hobbes’ conviction of the
primary reality of matter, closer scrutiny will discover that he is
really trying to conserve the reality of both and to show their
interpenetration.

And so he returns to the primary and essential strain of all his
thought, that ‘cogitation is in order of nature before’ what he
calls ‘local motion,” and ‘incorporeal before corporeal substance,
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the former having a natural imperium upon the latter’—in other
words, that Mind is before Matter, and superior to it.45

Here, of course, in opposition to Descartes, Cudworth is showing
himself to be a consistent Platonist,and the depth of his philosophy
is sounded by the fact that the dilemma from which it issues is
inescapable and cannot be exorcized by any mere epistemological
sleight of hand.

He has shown—no one has ever shown better—how we cannot
work from below upwards; and that if we begin with matter and a
philosophy of sense, we can never reach conscience and a philosophy
of reason. He has exhibited the co-ordination of the different planes
of thought, and made it clear how we must stand on the one side
or the other. It is not possible perhaps to do more, or to fathom the
depths of that dualism that meets us everywhere in the last stages of

our inquiry.46

The paradox in which such a position always lands a thinker
is exemplified by this paraphrase of Cudworth:

We must, as the Greek epigram speaks, ascend downward and
descend upward, if we would indeed come to heaven, or get any
true persuasion of our title to it.47

This has the ring of genuine scepticism, and it perfectly exempli-
fies what we mean by ‘the subtle knot,” with all its tortuosity and
experimental complexity. Behind these words of Cudworth lay
his revival of not only the physiological hypothesis but also the
moral paradoxes of Democritus and Epicurus.48

Henry More was another of the Cambridge Platonists who,
like Cudworth, tried his hand at the problem of mind . matter.

More’s arguments can perhaps best be viewed, from our present
point of view, as an endeavour to reunite matter and spirit, which
the rigid logic of Descartes had left in unbridgeable opposition,
and to give greater ‘body,’ or actuality, to both conceptions, which
in Cartesianism were too nakedly abstract. More wants his ‘spirit’
to be more than abstract ‘cogitation’; he will have it to be activity,
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and the activity must be there where it is at work, penetrating and
moving matter.49

Donne would have agreed with More that unless matter is acted
upon, ‘a great Prince in prison lies.” Activity is the key word
here, for it presages another important phase of seventeenth-
century scepticism, the belief that the good life, whether in terms
of philosophy or theology, is the only ultimate answer to the
epistemological question, even though the answer may not be
given in the same language in which the question was asked.

Metaphysical Poetry

The structure of metaphysical poetry is perhaps the most
striking illustration of the way in which dualism and paradox
operated, and behind this structure lay the fundamental philo-
sophic dilemma of the age, exacerbated by the Renaissance’s
new learning, the complexity of which was just beginning to be
appreciated. Bush says the metaphysical sensibility represented

the survival, into an age of critical and realistic scepticism, of the
medieval philosophic and allegorical conception of the unity of all
things physical and spiritual in the universe, a conception partly
supported and partly disturbed by the new science.s°

Ciriticism of Donne is full of illustrations of this clash of Wel:-
anschauungen. Grierson refers to

the sceptical sense he reveals of the contradictions inherent in
theology and science—of which no man in his day was more
acutely aware, . . . conflict of soul, of faith and hope snatched and
held desperately, of harmony evoked from harsh combinations. st

In Donne, as both poet and priest, the philosophical, poetic, and
religious attempts at a unification of a disjointed world came to a
focus. The perennial appeal of his poetry and sermons is to
generations who likewise are trying to heal their own Zerissenkeit.
The central spiritual problems of the mid-twentieth century are
essentially those of the seventeenth, translated into another
dialect—the dialect of science rather than that of religion.
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The religious revival of the seventeenth century, with its Puritans,
Quakers, Neoplatonists, and countless sects, was an attempt to
combat the spiritual despair caused by the disintegration. The
religiously inclined were seeking a new authority; and whatever
theological systems were separately developed, the spiritual urge
was much the same. 5

It constitutes no wrenching, therefore, of spiritual affinities to
consider the metaphysicals and the Cambridge Platonists together
as fellow-travellers on the road toward a recovered unity.
Specifically, in Donne we get the poetic technique which under-
lies ‘the subtle knot’ and which tends to perpetuate it. Eliot says
of Donne,

There is a manifest fissure between thought and sensibility, a
chasm which in his poetry he bridged in his own way, which was
not the way of mediaeval poetry.s3

Sharp refers to the fact that Donne’s mind was an alembic,
rather than a mirror.

This process was both psychological and passionate; thought and
feeling were analyzed, introspectively, and then synthesized. The
combination was startling and extravagant because both ingredients
were far from simple. Especially the thought. For Donne’s way of
writing included an intense and perverse individualism, fond of
cynicism and paradox. This was the very opposite of conventional
belief and practice.s5¢

Some critics have gone so far as to assert that for the meta-
physical poet there is no such operation as the putting of his
ideas into verse since his thought ‘is in its very process poetical.’ss
Reference is often made to Donne’s line, “. . . one might almost
say, her body thought,’s6 in itself as brave an attempt as that of
Descartes or of Cudworth to bridge the body-soul gap.

As examples of the kinds of paradoxes elaborated by the
minor metaphysical poets, who reflect the spirit of the age, let us
look first at some lines of Chidiock Tichborne which show the
movement from the flippancy of paradox toward its deep wisdom.
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My prime of youth is but a frost of cares;
My feast of joy is but a dish of pain;
My crop of corn is but a field of tares;
And all my good is but vain hope of gain;
The day is fled, and yet I saw no sun;
And now I live, and now my life is done.

The spring is past, and yet it hath not sprung;
The fruit is dead, and yet the leaves are green;
My youth is gone, and yet I am but young;
I saw the world, and yet I was not seen;
My thread is cut, and yet it is not spun;
And now I live, and now my life is done.

I sought my death, and found it in my womb;
I looked for life, and saw it was a shade;

I trod the earth, and knew it was my tomb;
And now I die, and now I am but made;

The glass is full, and now my glass is run;

And now I live, and now my life is done.s7

There is scarcely any profundity here but rather the intellectual
fascination of playing with opposites; yet thousands of lines of
such verse must have preceded the achievement by Giles Fletcher
of this fusion, on a higher plane, of the theology and the poetry
of paradox:

The birth of Him that no beginning knew,

Yet gives beginning to all that are born;

And how the Infinite far greater grew;

By growing less, and how the rising Morn

That shot from Heaven, did back to Heaven return;
The obsequies of Him that could not die;

And death of life; and of eternity;

How worthily He died that died unworthily;
How God and Man did both embrace each other;
Met in one Person Heaven and Earth did kiss;
And how a Virgin did become a Mother,

And bore that Son who the world’s Father is
And Maker of His Mother; and how bliss
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THE SUBTLE KNOT

Descended from the bosom of the High,

To clothe Himself in naked misery,

Sailing at length to Heaven and Earth triumphantly;
Is the first flame wherewith my whiter Muse

Doth burn in heavenly love such love to tell.s8

As is suggested by these contrasting bits of paradox verse, the
line between success and failure in metaphysical poetry is invis-
ible but unmistakable.

Johnson, who employed the term ‘metaphysical poets,’ ap-
parently having Donne, Cleveland, and Cowley chiefly in mind,
remarks of them that ‘the most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by
violence together.” The force of this impeachment lies in the
failure of the conjunction, the fact that often the ideas are yoked
but not united; and if we are to judge of styles of poetry by their
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