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The Book, the Body, and the World: Renaissance Humanism, Medicine, and Exploration
Humanist Philosophy of the Human Being, the Self, and the Mind
1. ‘Renaissance humanism was not a philosophy. It entailed no common set of principles (other than those that were the common assumptions of the age) about the natural, social, or political world. It was more like a way of life.’
 
2. ‘The early Italian Humanists were primarily concerned not with philosophical speculation but rather with the development of a cultural and educational ideal that was based on the study and imitation of classical antiquity.’
 
3. When the early Italian humanists ‘were driven to justify that [educational] ideal and the significance of their classical studies, they claimed that these studies contribute to the formation of a desirable human being and are hence of particular concern for man as man. This argument is reflected in such expressions as studia Humanitatis, the “Humanities,” and the “Humanists.” This emphasis on [the human being] is one of the few ideas […] contained in the program of the early Humanists.’

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola’s Oration on the Dignity of Man
1. Count of Mirandola, a city in the province of Modena, in northern Italy. 
2. Classical education in Latin and possibly Greek
3. From 1477 he studied Canon Law at the University of Bologna
4. Related to the Florentine poet-scholar Tito Vespasiano Strozzi as well as other poets, scholars, and patrons of the arts
5. Interest in vernacular Italian poetry and literature, and wrote sonnets in Latin and Italian. 
6. Renounced Canon Law and began to study philosophy at the University of Ferrara
7. Trip to Florence where he met the poet Girolamo Benivieni and probably the Dominican monk Girolamo Savonarola, with whom he remained close friends; Savonarola was ascetic and anti-humanist. 
8. ‘[H]e was able to absorb many different ideas and traditions that most of his contemporaries would have considered incompatible’.
 
9. From 1480, for two years, Pico continued his studies at the University of Padua
a. Padua a major centre for the study of the philosophy of Aristotle and Aristotelianism. Thomas Aquinas, in the thirteenth century, synthesized Aristotle’s philosophy with Christian theology
b. Aristotelianism the dominant philosophy of the Church and the ‘schools’ of the universities in Europe. 
i. Gave rise to scholasticism
c. At Padua Pico ‘became acquainted with the logical and philosophical tradition of the Middle Ages and with the writings of the Schoolmen. Pico was not only able to handle their technique of argument and their terminology; he was ready to defend their reputation against the attacks of his Humanist friends.’
 
d. Scholasticism: weighing the authority of the works of Aristotle in philosophy with those of Muslim philosophers and commentators on Aristotle, all of them in Latin translations. 
e. Averroes, a twelfth-century commentator on Aristotle. 
f. Encouraging the examination of Christian doctrines through reasoning and intellectual analysis. 
g. Pico studied Hebrew and Arabic with Elia del Medigo, the last Jewish follower of the philosophy of Averroes. 
10. In 1485, at the University of Paris, the most important centre in Europe for scholastic philosophy and theology, which had also gained a reputation for Averroism.

11. Scholasticism and the humanist and Hellenist revival of Greek philology and theory. Humanism respected the Latin tradition of scholarship in the universities. 
a. The Hellenist revival occurred initially and predominantly outside the schools of the universities. 
b. In the first half of the fifteenth century, a generation of youth schooled in the classics, had ‘seized the works of Aristotle from the professors of philosophy – whose Latin versions of the original Greek were meagre texts often laden with Arabic terms betraying the route [through the middle ages] by which they had arrived – and translated them into fluid and accurate Latin, and then acquired, translated, and digested the works of Plato’.
 
c. Foremost Renaissance Platonist was Marsilio Ficino, who translated the works of Plato from Greek into Latin under the patronage of Lorenzo de’ Medici in Florence. Pico in Florence for a time in November 1484, and influenced by Platonic doctrines emanating from the Florentine Academy which had been founded by Ficino.
d. Pico enriched the thought and influence of the Florentine circle
e. Supported and protected by Lorenzo de’ Medici.
12. Oration on the Dignity of Man 

a. The dignity of human beings
b. Ideal of a universal harmony among philosophers 
c. ‘In December, 1486, Pico published in Rome his nine hundred theses, inviting all scholars interested to a public disputation in January, 1487.’
 
d. ‘The disputation never took place. Pope Innocent VIII suspended it and appointed a commission to examine the theses. The commission condemned some of them as heretical; […].’
 
e. Florence, under the protection of Lorenzo de’ Medici
f. Died 1494, at the age of thirty-one.
Pico’s Oration was written as an introductory speech for this projected disputation, probably in 1486. Apparently it was not usual to furnish this kind of rhetorical introduction for a disputation. Yet introductory speeches at the beginning of the school year or at the opening of particular courses were an established custom of medieval schools and universities – a custom further developed by the Humanists of the Renaissance. Pico’s disputation speech was obviously patterned after such examples of academic eloquence. Especially typical is the scheme of the two parts, the first dealing with a general philosophical theme, the second announcing and justifying the topics of the disputation that is to follow.

g. That the disputation was suspended meant that the Oration was never delivered and its text was not published until after Pico’s death, whereupon it became famous.

h. The first part of the Oration: a general justification of the study of philosophy, beginning with a praise of the human being. 
i. Andrew Cunningham summarizes the view of the dignity of human being: 

Man is a little world, a minor mundus; he is every creature, in the sense that he contains all things; man is created in God’s own image; man is the last thing created, and hence is the highest likeness of God and the summation of all other creation, and he is the end or goal of the creation process; man stands between visible creation and the things which can only be grasped by the intellect – he is the mean.
 

ii. The human as corresponding to the All – i.e. God, or Nature, as Creator of (as well as containing) all created things in the Cosmos (the macrocosm), which in the Platonic view, is a living being. 
iii. Microcosmic theories and analogical reasoning in the Platonic tradition.
 
iv. Marsilio Ficino focused on the human being as occupying a central position in the chain of being: 
1. Lower forms of life: powers of generation, nutrition, and sensation
2. Angels and God: contemplation
3. The distinctive and peculiar human attribute: the rational or intellectual part of the soul. Ficino thought of the operation and fulfilment of the rational soul in and through the world or universe, raising the world to itself and finding its unity in its reflection of the ‘otherness’ of the world, as the appetitus naturalis (natural movement or desire) of human being. 
v. Pico rejects in his Oration:  human being owes its distinction to its place in the centre of Creation or to its character as a microcosm 
vi. Holds that ‘humans, unlike all other creatures, do not have a rigidly determined nature, a limited sphere of willing and acting [. . . but that] God formed them according to a general image’, an ‘amalgam of those qualities which are assigned to the other orders’, qualities in which humans have a power to share at will.
 
vii. Consciousness of self as a microcosm distinguishes and distances the human from all of creation, granting free will.
 
viii. Paul Oskar Kristeller: ‘since man has this power of choosing what form and value his life shall acquire, it is his lot and duty to make the best possible choice and to elevate himself to the life of the angels’.

i. The second part of Pico’s Oration: the syncretism by which much Renaissance thought is characterized. 
i. ‘he does not follow the teachings of any particular thinker or school but wants to support propositions drawn from many different sources’.
 
ii. ‘truth consists in a number of true statements; and the various philosophers participate in truth in so far as their writings contain, besides numerous errors, a number of specific statements that are true and hence must be accepted’.
 
Michel de Montaigne, On Experience
1. When Montaigne was a very young child, his father hired a tutor to teach his son Latin, instructing the household to speak to Michel only in Latin. 
2. Like the Italian humanists, Montaigne was immersed in the classical tradition, frequently quoting from classical texts, particularly epigrammatic or short, pithy Latin. 
3. Like them also, he is concerned with the pursuit of knowledge. 
a. On Experience begins with the opening words of Aristotle’s Metaphysics – ‘All men naturally desire knowledge’ – ‘words which every serious reader knew’, and which had ‘for centuries evoked theological certainties, since they formed part of a standard chain of argument claiming to prove on Platonico-Christian grounds that the soul is immortal’.
 
b. Aristotle recognised that there are two ‘arts’, or disciplines, in particular where pure reason proves inadequate and where knowledge must be based on weighed experience – law and medicine. 
c. This is why Montaigne’s essay On Experience is given over largely to a discussion of the grounds of knowledge in these fields.
4. The means whereby Montaigne explores the grounds of knowledge in these and other fields is the essay. 
a. The essay was an unprecedented genre created by Montaigne, but it would become a genre written in by Francis Bacon among others, though not usually with Montaigne’s persistent self-examination and confessional language. 
b. Montaigne’s project extended to three books of essay-writing, which he continued to edit during his lifetime. 
c. According to Margaret King: ‘Through these short prose pieces, he introduces himself to the world, as is his purpose, and introduces the literary world to a new kind of thinking and creating: a means of communication that is less rigorous but more open, free, inventive, and daring than any previously available.’
 
d. According to M.A. Screech, On Experience is not an essay which happens to come last in Montaigne’s Essays, but ‘the final chapter of the [third and] final book’: 
i. ‘It marks the end of Montaigne’s quest.’ 
ii. It ‘gives us the distillation of his mature thought, showing us how to live our lives with gratitude’.

5. From its first few pages, On Experience examines the tradition of commentary, specifically in the study and interpretation of law, but with more general relevance to the medieval scholastic and Renaissance humanist traditions of producing commentaries on ancient texts. 
a. Montaigne finds that ‘there is as much scope and freedom in interpreting laws as in making them’:
 
b. ‘by subdividing those subtle statements lawyers teach people to increase matters of doubt […]’.
 
c. He remarks: ‘All I can say is that you can feel from experience that so many interpretations dissipate the truth and break it up.’

6. To understand Montaigne’s thought, we need to situate it within the humanist revival of ancient philosophical traditions. 
a. With Hellenism and humanism came the revival of the ancient philosophical traditions of Plato and Aristotle. But with the discovery in the sixteenth century of manuscripts of the writings of Sextus Empiricus, and possibly with the intellectual crisis brought on by the Reformation,
 came the rediscovery and revival of the arguments of another ancient Greek philosophical tradition - scepticism - from the perspective of which neither reconciliation of authorities nor preference was justified.
b. In either the Pyrrhonian or Academic tradition, Hellenistic scepticism developed arguments to show or suggest that the evidence, reasons, or proofs employed as grounds for our various beliefs [or ‘offered to justify any proposition’ ‘purporting to assert some knowledge about the world’] were not completely satisfactory.’
 
c. Academic sceptics were negative epistemological dogmatists but genuine sceptics in ontology; that is, they thought that there may or may not be things really there, but that we can know nothing about them.
 
i. These sceptics formulated a series of difficulties to show, firstly, that ‘the information we gain by means of our senses may be unreliable’, secondly, ‘that we cannot be certain that our reasoning is reliable’, and thirdly, ‘that we possess no guaranteed criterion or standard for determining which of our judgements is true or false’.
 
d. The philosophical method adopted and developed by the Pyrrhonist Sextus Empiricus involves the ‘ability to place in antithesis, in any manner whatever, appearances and judgements’.
 
i. Without an accepted, independent criterion ‘by which we shall be able to judge the dispute’ between two opposing or contradictory propositions, argued Sextus, ‘there is always some doubt that any non-empirical or trans-empirical proposition is absolutely true, and hence constitutes real knowledge’.
 
ii. Unlike Academic sceptics, Pyrrhonists were genuine sceptics in epistemology and ontology. They argued that there is insufficient and inadequate evidence to determine even if any knowledge is possible, and so advised, firstly, a suspension of judgement on all questions of knowledge, and, secondly its continuing pursuit.

7. Montaigne finds a guide to self-knowledge in Nature. 
a. ‘the philosophers are very right to refer us to the laws of Nature, but they pervert them and present Nature’s face too sophistically, painted in colours which are far too exalted, from which arise so many diverse portraits of so uniform a subject’.
 
b. In Montaigne’s realistic self-portrait, his body is as present to the reader as his mind, including the kidney stones from which he suffers, and which give him occasion to consider the question of the attainment of knowledge within the medical profession, which in turn causes him to examine the way in which Nature works within him individually to teach him appropriate regimen.
8. Montaigne lived during the French wars of religion, which stretched from 1562 to 1598, and his house stood in the middle of the region of the most intense fighting. 

9. The Renaissance revival of the classical philosophical tradition of scepticism
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