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The Book, the Body, and the World: Renaissance Humanism, Medicine, and Exploration
Humanism and Natural Philosophy
Marsilio Ficino, Letter #38: Serious thoughts for Giovanni: the soul can think after death, and more clearly than when in the body (1473/1474?)
1. Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499) was a humanist, philosopher, and priest.

a. Studied Greek with one of the refugees from the takeover of Constantinople by the Ottoman Turks, a scholar then teaching at the university in Florence
b. Translated the works of Plato from ancient Greek into Latin, thereby providing intellectuals of Western Europe with ‘access for the first time to the full range of Platonic thought, unmediated by Hellenistic, Arabic, or Christian interpretations’.
 
c. Ficino was the foremost Renaissance Platonist in fifteenth-century Italy, 
 and according to Margaret King, he brought Plato into the contemporary cultural milieu:

Plato’s concepts of the reality of ideal forms and, conversely, the unreality of human perception; of love as a binding universal force generated by the desire for ever-higher manifestations of the beautiful; of conversation, the informal exchange of ideas in dialogue and symposia, as the framework for the discovery of truth – all these Ficino brought to life in the setting of Renaissance Florence, energizing a circle of thinkers, patrons, friends, and visitors, who met with him in the precincts of the so-called Platonic Academy that he headed and who corresponded with him in volumes of letters that are themselves rich with philosophical matter.

d. F. befriended Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, who settled in Florence for a time and spent time at the Villa Medici at Careggi, where the Platonic Academy was situated.

2. Through his writings Ficino contributed to philosophical humanism and to religion. Josephine Burroughs argues that ‘Ficino was able to inspire a new attitude toward the Platonic material as a comprehensive framework within which the dominant ideas of Humanism might be expressed’.
 
a. Importantly, ‘Ficino […] regards the Platonic doctrine as an authority comparable to that of divine law and contrasts it, like the latter, to independent [human] philosophical reasoning’.
 
b. This idea of Platonism being of divine origin, as being revealed by God, is ‘related to the Humanistic belief in the universal ability of man to envision and attain the highest good’.
 
c. ‘Not only is the Platonic tradition itself divinely inspired, its revival is necessary in order that the Christian religion may be confirmed and rendered sufficiently rational to satisfy the sceptical and atheistical minds of the age.’
 
d. So, ‘philosophy is no longer taken to be an activity separated from religion, whether as rival or “handmaid” [as it had been for medieval scholasticism]. Both are manifestations of spiritual life and, as such, have a single aim – the attainment of the highest good’.
 
e. According to King, ‘the Ficinian synthesis of Platonic with Christian, Neoplatonic, and Hermetic ideas circulated throughout Europe, feeding its literary and artistic as well as intellectual traditions into the eighteenth century’.

3. Letter #38, addressed to Giovanni Cavalcanti, presents Ficino’s concept of the soul, the subject of extended discussion in his major works. 
a. In these discussions of the nature of the soul, and its relationship to the body, Ficino contributed to the development of natural philosophy – that part of philosophy that concerned itself with the nature of things and investigates causes from the analysis of physical bodies. For Ficino God is the cause or source, the origin, of the essence upon which all desires of each created thing are based. Through the appetitus naturalis (natural movement or desire) of human being, the soul is directed toward an end of boundless truth and goodness, that is, God.

b. Moreover Ficino’s concept of the soul’s natural movement is related to the desire for knowledge. ‘Because of its central position, [the soul] has an affinity with all things above and below it; because of its self-motion, it is able to move in either direction. Therefore, through the intellect the soul strives to know all things; through the will it strives to enjoy all things.’

By virtue of its central position, the soul of man is of a dual nature. With lower forms of life man shares the powers of generation, nutrition, and sensation, and these comprise the lower or irrational soul. The higher soul includes both the power of contemplation (“mind” in the strict sense, which man shares with the angels and God), and the discursive power of reason which is peculiar to him alone. In accordance with this, the soul itself has two tendencies, one toward the body and associated with sense, the other toward God and associated with the rational soul.

c. The table below provides comparative information about conceptualizations of the relationship between body and soul that were or became current in the Renaissance. 
i. The first five rows of the table detail the divisions of the soul in Platonic, Aristotelian, Thomistic (Thomas Aquinas), and Cartesian (René Descartes) philosophy. 
Plato, for instance, divides the soul into the lower mortal, higher mortal, and immortal parts. The lower mortal part is also called the natural soul, or appetitive soul, etc. 
ii. Parts of the soul as described by each philosopher are broadly comparable with those on the same row under the other philosophers. 
1. So Plato’s lower mortal soul is roughly equivalent to the vegetative soul in Aristotle. 
2. There are problems with making such comparisons, as they can mislead, but they can also be helpful, especially as the Renaissance tended to amalgamate Plato and Aristotle, rather than keeping their philosophies distinct.

	
	Platonic
	Aristotelian
	Christian (Thomist)
	Cartesian

	Divisions of the Soul
	Lower Mortal:

Natural / Appetitive / Concupiscent / Desirous
	Vegetative (Nutrition, Generation, Growth)
	Vegetative (Nutrition, Generation, Growth)
	

	
	Higher Mortal:

Vital / Affective / Agitative / Irascible / Passionate / Spiritual
	
	
	

	
	Immortal
	Motile (Movement)
	Motile (Movement)
	

	
	
	Sensitive (Sensation)
	Sensitive (Sensation)
	

	
	
	Rational (Thought)
	Immortal, Rational (Thought)
	Immortal, Rational (Thought), Mind

	Metaphysical Relationship of Body to Soul
	Vehicle and habitation
	Instrument and form
	Instrument and temporary habitation
	Temporary habitation and instrumental automaton

	Ethical Character of Relationship
	ascetic or idealistic (beautiful body = good soul)
	Functional; body inherently temperate and appetitive
	ascetic, but Imago dei (body made in God’s image); hence distinction between ‘body’ and ‘flesh’
	Functional

	Personal Identity and Immortality
	Person as the Immortal soul; body is mortal
	Active Reason is eternal. Personal identity lies in the individuated soul as form of the body, which is mortal. 
	Rational Soul is immortal, but personal identity lies also in body & lower faculties of soul, which are resurrected in incorporeal, glorified form.
	Rational soul is locus of personal identity.


René Descartes, Discourse on the Method for Conducting One’s Own Reason Well, and for Seeking the Truth in the Sciences
1. In relation to humanism, Descartes is a figure much like Francis Bacon. When we examined The Advancement of Learning, we asked whether Bacon’s philosophy represents the end of the humanists’ dream of a cultural rebirth through recovery of ancient wisdom and eloquence. According to Margaret King, ‘Descartes detaches philosophy from the disciplines with which it had been bundled since antiquity. He builds a metaphysics informed, necessarily, by the ancient Greeks and later thinkers, but which is independent, a system of his own creation.’ Moreover, ‘he had in his maturity little interest in classical texts’.

2. Yet Descartes was taught by Jesuits from the age of eleven to nineteen (1607-1615), and was ‘steeped in the Greek and Latin classics, which he read in their original languages’.
 
a. ‘The humanist stress on the importance of rhetoric and the centrality of imitation in rhetorical pedagogy dominated Jesuit education, […] as did the basic assumption that, as Juan Luis Vives had observed in the sixteenth century, “a true imitation of what is admirable is a proof of the goodness of the natural disposition”.’
 
3. During the years of 1618 to 1619, Descartes engaged in ‘an examination of self, described in the Discourse [1637], that [according to King] was deeply humanistic in quality and strongly reminiscent of the work of Petrarch and Montaigne’.
 
a. This examination concerns philosophical concepts of knowledge and of truth. Descartes proceeded, as described in the Discourse, to rid himself of all preconceptions and beliefs that were in the least susceptible to doubt. 
b. As we know from our study of Montaigne, ancient sceptics had demonstrated that the information we gain by means of our senses may be unreliable, that we cannot be certain that our reasoning is reliable, and that we possess no guaranteed criterion or standard for determining which of our judgements is true or false. 
c. Descartes proceed by means of a skeptical method, dividing every difficulty into as many parts as possible so as to find it easier to analyze them all, and ultimately only accepting what presented itself to his mind so clearly and indubitably, that he has no reason to doubt it. 
d. Following this method, the only indubitable knowledge is that he thinks, and therefore he is a thinking, a reasoning thing.
4. Margaret King describes how Descartes’ philosophy emerges from his humanism.
Most significantly, the centrality Descartes gives in his metaphysics to the faculty of reason is a heightened expression of the humanist understanding of reason as the distinguishing feature of human nature. Descartes’ characterization of reason in Part One of the Discourse perfectly echoes this humanist principle: reason alone ‘makes us men and distinguishes us from the beasts’ and ‘exists whole and entire in each of us’. Reason makes us human, and every human possesses it. Here is the fulcrum of Descartes’ whole philosophy, which envisioned a universe made up of only two substances: matter, the substance of all things, and mind, which acts upon it, vivifies it, and understands it.

5. Although Descartes’ philosophy emerges from humanism, yet, as the table above implies, it breaks fundamentally with concepts of the relationship between soul and body in Renaissance Platonism and Aristotelianism. 
a. For the ancient philosophers, and for Renaissance humanists and philosophers too, everything in the body is understandable only from the point of view of its instrumentality to the soul, and this soul which gives life and form, order and purpose, to the body is variegated; it is not only rational, but vegetative, motile, and so on.
b. ‘Descartes insisted that there is only one kind of soul, the human rational soul. All other vegetative and animal properties are due to the arrangement of bodily parts.’
 Descartes regards the functioning of the bodies of living things, including human bodies, as mechanistic. 
i. For Descartes, the body functions according to mechanical laws, so it does not need a soul. In his philosophy he uses machines, and especially automata, as models of intelligibility for understanding living creatures and the universe,
 saying that the operations of the body have to be analyzed in terms of the many different automata or moving machines the industry of humanity can devise. Automata act through the disposition of their organs, not though understanding or reason.
ii. So when in the Discourse on Method, Descartes says that we should consider the body as a machine which having been made by the hands of God is disposed incomparably better and has in itself more attainable movements than any of those that can be invented by men, the idea of divine workmanship in analogy to human automata merely serves to explain the possibility of such a marvelous construction. 
iii. From a biological point of view, Descartes’ identification of the body with a machine is a metaphor by which he tries to give a concept of an organized natural object regulated merely by matter and motion. 
iv. But the metaphorical mediation is occluded from the conception of the model, for the body is imagined as being in reality mechanistic, when understood objectively.
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