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INTRODUCTION

By the time of his death on 14 April 2005, my father, Richard H. Popkin, had
already received many tributes for his contributions to the history of philoso-
phy, Jewish studies, and other fields. He had been honored with two volumes
of essays and several academic conferences had been held about his work.
The memorial conference held at the William Andrews Clark Memorial
Library in Los Angeles on 10-12 June 2006, sponsored by the UCLA Center
for Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century Studies and its director, Peter
Reill, showed that there was still something new to be said about the new
directions in research he had continued to inspire until the very last days of
his life. As his son and, later, as a fellow scholar, I had grown up listening to
my father develop his ideas, and I thought I knew his areas of interest well,
but the papers presented at the conference taught me many new things about
his own research and the work it has inspired other scholars to undertake. As
the program unfolded, all the contributors gained a new appreciation of the
breadth of Richard Popkin’s interests, the number of fields he reshaped by his
lifelong refusal to accept conventional scholarly wisdom, and his never-end-
ing capacity to detect unsuspected connections between seemingly unrelated
phenomena. Although each of the participants at the UCLA conference
spoke about some particular aspect of my father and his intellectual legacy,
the papers fit together into a larger whole: the portrait of a man whose schol-
arly curiosity never flagged, and who took as much interest in what others
were discovering as in his own research.

Richard Popkin sketched out the main stages of his career in several auto-
biographical essays, and the many letters that he left to the Clark Library, as
part of his donation of his scholarly papers, make it possible to follow the
details of his intellectual development, as I have attempted to do in the essay,
“In His Own Words: Richard H. Popkin’s Career in Philosophy,” which con-
cludes this volume. His first great interest was in the role of the skeptical tra-
dition (why he insisted on the spelling “scepticism” throughout his career
remains a mystery). This was the subject of his first scholarly book, The
History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Descartes, originally published in 1960
and still in print, in a revised and expanded edition titled The History of



X1  Introduction

Scepticism from Savonarola to Bayle (2003) as I write this in 2008. He was
proud of having shown the central role of the skeptical challenge in shaping
the main lines of modern philosophy, but he never claimed to have written
the definitive account of the subject. The contributions to this collection by
Brian Copenhaver, Alison Coudert, Jose Maia Neto, and Gianni Paganini
look at aspects of this subject that Popkin did not explore, and add to the pic-
ture he laid out; all of them show the continuing fruitfulness of the questions
he raised. Sarah Hutton analyzes Popkin’s view of Spinoza, a figure who fas-
cinated him although he was certainly not in the skeptical camp, and John
Christian Laursen raises the question of why he paid so little attention to
another classical philosophical tradition revived in the Renaissance, the
school of cynicism.

The earliest versions of Popkin’s thesis about skepticism said little about
the connections between religion and philosophy in the early modern era. It
was a turning point in my father’s thinking, as he himself recognized, when he
came to see the debates about religious certainty provoked by the Reformation
as crucial to the development of philosophical thinking, a thesis laid out in
the initial chapters of the History of Scepticism. In all his later work, Popkin
paid great attention to the interplay between religious and philosophical
issues. James E. Force’s paper on Newton and Martin Mulsow’s discussion of
the thinkers who Popkin labelled “the third force” in seventeenth-century
philosophy — writers who found in millenarian conviction a position between
philosophical scepticism and dogmatism — explore some of the new directions
that Popkin’s work in this area suggested.

As he was finishing the writing of The History of Scepticism in the late
1950s, my father began to develop a passion for a new subject: friends who had
been in the habit of calling him Popkin Scepticus began to refer also to Popkin
Judaicus. Never willing to invest the effort to learn Hebrew, he devoted him-
self instead to tracing the interactions between Jewish and Christian thinkers
in the early modern period, and especially to exploring the impact of members
of the Sephardic diaspora as they and their descendants dispersed throughout
the European world. In their contributions to this volume, David Ruderman,
Yosef Kaplan, David S. Katz and Matt Goldish look at the reasons for Popkin’s
interest in this subject and the new perspectives he brought, both to the his-
tory of philosophy and to the field of Judaic studies.

Always open to new ideas, Popkin was nevertheless essentially a scholar of
western European thought in the early modern period. Nevertheless, as the
two papers by the young scholars who worked with him in the last years of
his life, Peter Park and Knox Peden, show, he took an interest in issues going
well beyond his own field of expertise, including Asian philosophy and twen-
tieth-century intellectual developments. An often unrecognized aspect of his
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influence was his co-authorship of several introductory books about philoso-
phy, intended for general audiences and students. Avrum Stroll, his longtime
collaborator on these projects, has added to the papers delivered at the 2006
conference a short account of this aspect of Popkin’s work, together with an
appreciation of Popkin’s work as seen by a friend who was also a practitioner
of the analytic approach to the subject that my father often criticized.

This volume is not meant to be the last word on my father’s work: with the
donation of his scholarly papers to the Clark Library, it will be possible for
others to study the development of his own ideas and to find hints that will
allow them to go beyond what he accomplished in his own studies. We hope,
however, that The Legacies of Richard Popkin will provide a permanent
record of his many intellectual contributions. Some contributors to this vol-
ume have insisted on referring to my father as “Dick” because they also want
their words to convey the personality of a warm and witty man who was
never happier than when he was discussing scholarship with his friends. Like
the other participants in this volume, I learned a great deal from discussions
with my father, who introduced me to the world of the mind and the passion
of history. To me, of course, Richard Popkin was not “Dick” but “Dad.”
Putting together this volume for publication in the International Archive of
the History of Ideas, the monograph series he co-founded with Paul Dibon in
the early 1960s, has been one small way of honoring his memory.

Jeremy D. Popkin



PART I
RICHARD H. POPKIN AND THE
HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY



1. POPKIN NON-SCEPTICUS

Brian Copenhaver
1NN IR DR IR 1T 910 2017

René Descartes, a patriarch of modern philosophy, turned his back on history
but could not escape it. Something similar can be said of the field in its current
state: while a few of its practitioners have renounced history, philosophy still
revels in its past. Indeed, considering philosophy’s ambition to be scientific, it
is surprising that not many of the university’s disciplines concern themselves
as much with the past as philosophy does — on the evidence of such things as
numbers of journal pages or courses in college catalogs. Nonetheless, given
the prominence of history in philosophy, it is not surprising that philosophy
also has its historiography, best described in Giovanni Santinello’s massive
Storia delle storie generali della filosofia.* That this fundamental work of refer-
ence has appeared in Italian, not in English, bears on my story today.?
Periodization is a key problem for Santinello’s topic, historiography. It matters
how we break the past into pieces, especially how we cut the big slices, giving
them names like “ancient” and “modern.” For several centuries, the usual
practice has been to put something between those two temporal bookends,
something intermediary or “medieval.” The script says that modernity starts
when the intermezzo stops. Jacob Burckhardt, a Swiss historian of art and
culture, gave this new beginning a French name — Renaissance — borrowing
it from Michelet for the title of a book written in German that deals almost

'Job 28:12: “But where shall wisdom be found? And where is the place of
understanding?”

2Giovanni Santinello, Storia delle storie generali della filosofia (Brescia: La Scuola,
1981-1995); for a robust view of history in the context of contemporary Anglophone
philosophy, see Daniel Garber, “Does History Have a Future? Some Reflections on
Bennett and Doing Philosophy Historically,” in Descartes Embodied: Reading Carte-
sian Philosophy Through Cartesian Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2001), pp. 13-30

3Only the first volume has appeared in English: Models of the History of Philosophy, eds.
and trans. C. Blackwell and P. Weller (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1993).
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uniquely with Italians.* Since Burckhardt had little to say about philosophy,
perhaps it is fair that philosophers have had little to say about the period that
Burckhardt named.

Descartes published his first book — which included his most famous abju-
ration of history — in 1637; his last major work (not counting some of the let-
ters) appeared posthumously in 1664.° If Descartes is to count as the founder
of modern philosophy, the founding seems to have lagged. If we think of liter-
ature, government, religion, art and politics, for example, such icons of incipi-
ent modernity as Ariosto, Henry VIII, Luther, Leonardo and Machiavelli had
been dead for more than a century when Descartes made his fatal move to
Sweden. And if, persuaded by Burckhardt, we locate the new age earlier, with
Savonarola, Petrarch, the Medici, Masaccio and Bruni, the philosophical lag
is even longer.

Notice that these last names are all Italian — just an artifact, you might say,
of Burckhardt’s selection, in an un-philosophical book whose setting was Italy.
But Italians, and people who taught in Italy, had long been prominent in phi-
losophy. Think of Pythagoras, Empedocles, Cicero, Plotinus, Boethius, Anselm
and Aquinas — all of them fixtures in the contemporary Anglophone canon. But
after Vico, and with the possible exception of Croce, no Italian has entered that
canon. Moreover, despite Italy’s time of glory in the Renaissance, there are no
Renaissance Italians in that canon: not even Valla or Ficino.

That Italian names do not show up when the credits roll on the story of mod-
ern philosophy is not a consequence of “presentism,” to use an unfortunate word
for an unfortunate thing. By anyone’s standards, Plato, Aristotle, Boethius, Abe-
lard, Aquinas and Ockham belong to the deep past, and all of them get lots of
attention from philosophers. Ockham, well regarded by contemporary students
of logic, language and metaphysics, died nearly three centuries before Descartes
published his Meditations. But (ignoring Bacon, if I may) no philosopher after
Ockham and before Descartes has earned such respect. In effect, for a period of
three centuries — which is also how long it took for philosophy to get from Descartes
to Quine — philosophy has very little history.

4Jacob Burckhardt, Die Kultur der Renaissance in Italien (Frankfurt: Deutscher
Klassiker Verlag, 1989); Jules Michelet, Renaissance et réforme: Histoire de France au
seizieme siécle (Paris: Laffont, 1992); Lucien Febvre, Michelet et la renaissance (Paris:
Flammarion, 1992); Lionel Gossman, Basel in the Age of Burckhardt: A Study in Unseasonable
Ideas (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2000), pp. 203—295; John R. Hinde,
Jacob Burckhardt and the Crisis of Modernity (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 2000), pp. 139-198.

SFor a detailed biography, see Stephen Gaukroger, Descartes: An Intellectual Biog-
raphy (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995).
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But I should be less hyperbolic — and more precise. It would be more pre-
cise to say that philosophy has lacked not what Croce called the “history” of
those three hundred years but what he called their “historiography”: it is not
events that are lacking but an account of events.® Ockham died in the time
of the Black Death — maybe because of it. And if the plague had also killed
almost every other philosopher in Europe, then old mortality could explain
why the canon registers so few philosophical events for nearly three centuries
after Ockham. But dozens of universities had been founded all over Europe
after 1200. Most of the undergraduate curriculum had long been philosophi-
cal, taught by professional philosophers. Yet those philosophers who kept
philosophizing after 1350 have all but vanished from the historiography, in
Croce’s sense.

But again, I should be less hyperbolic — and fairer. It would be fairer to
say that all this began to change in 1981, when Charles Schmitt launched the
project that became the Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy, with
a chapter by Richard Popkin on “Theories of Knowledge,” culminating, natu-
rally, in a section on “Scepticism.”” The Cambridge History, soon followed — in
this our age of compendia — by Oxford, Routledge and Columbia histories,
finally made room for the Renaissance in the Anglophone historiography of
philosophy. Popkin was editor-in-chief of the Columbia History,and he saw to
it that the Renaissance got its due.®

Part of the force that drove Popkin’s monumental achievement was human
and social — his dazzling gift for talking to people and convening them for hun-
dreds of projects, conferences and publications of great and enduring influence.
But what he achieved intellectually is deeper and wider than that. His range was
enormous, of course, centering on French, Dutch, English and Jewish thinkers
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries but reaching forward to twentieth
century politics in this country and back to fifteenth century religion and philosophy

%Benedetto Croce, Teoria e storia della storiografia, ed. G. Galasso (Milan: Adelphi,
1989), pp- 88-89, 354-356.

"Richard Popkin, “Theories of Knowledge,” in Charles B. Schmitt et al., Cam-
bridge History of Renaissance Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1988), pp. 279-328.

8Copenhaver, Michael Allen and John Monfasani, “The Renaissance,” in The
Columbia History of Western Philosophy,ed. R. Popkin (New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 1999), pp. 279-328; Copenhaver and Schmitt, A History of Western Philoso-
phy, I11: Renaissance Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992); Jill Kraye,
“The Philosophy of the Italian Renaissance,” in The Routledge History of Philoso-
phy, IV: The Renaissance and Seventeenth Century Rationalism, ed. G.H.R. Parkinson
(London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 16-69; Stuart Brown, “Renaissance Philosophy Out-
side Italy,” ibid., pp. 70-103.
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— to the Italian Renaissance. In fact, his influence on the historiography of
Renaissance philosophy was profound.

Popkin’s most important book — one of a multitude — is his History of Scep-
ticism.? The revision published in 2003 carries a dedication “to three of my
coworkers in the... history of scepticism,” one of whom is Charles Schmitt.
Since Popkin started at Columbia in the early 1940s, he was a generation
ahead of Schmitt, who studied with Paul Kristeller at the same university in
the 1950s. But Popkin had been one of only two students in the first course that
POK taught at Columbia, and it was that course, along with another taught
by John Herman Randall, that first attracted him to Sextus Empiricus and
the Sceptics. As Popkin hunted for connections between Sextus and Hume,
Kristeller encouraged him to find out what happened before Hume, which
eventually became the History of Scepticism. The first edition, Popkin writes,
“was submitted to two major academic presses ... [but] turned ... down on the
grounds that it was not sufficiently philosophical”; it appeared, nonetheless,
in 1960, followed by a second edition in 1979 and a third in 2003.!° Evidently,
it was sufficiently readable.

Popkin’s very compelling story, according to the title of the first edition,
goes From Erasmus to Descartes; but the second goes From Erasmus to
Spinoza; and the third From Savonarola to Bayle."' Once the apocalyptic
Florentine friar appeared in Popkin’s title, the Italian renaissance of scep-
ticism had finally made the headlines of Anglophone historiography. That
alone was newsworthy, given the previous record of oblivion, both for Ren-
aissance philosophy and for scepticism.

If you still need help forgetting the Renaissance, read almost any history
of philosophy written in English before Schmitt’s Cambridge History became
influential. One such work, first published in 1914, was still in print when Pop-
kin was teaching at Iowa and Schmitt was studying at Columbia: this was A
History of Philosophy by Frank Thilly, a Kantian who taught at Berkeley. In a
book of 677 pages, Thilly’s Renaissance rates fewer than two dozen, including
one whole paragraph on scepticism — mainly on Montaigne.'

?Popkin, The History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Descartes (Assen: Van
Gorcum, 1960); The History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Spinoza (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 1979); The History of Scepticism: From Savonarola to
Bayle (rev. ed.; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).

WPopkin, “Preface,” in Scepticism (2003), pp. vii-ix; above, n. 9; Copenhaver,
“Science and Philosophy in Early Modern Europe: The Historiographical Significance
of the Work of Charles B. Schmitt,” Annals of Science, 44 (1987), 507-517.

1 Above, n. 9.

2Frank Thilly, A History of Philosophy, ed. L. Wood (3rd ed.; New York: Holt,

1957).
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Otherwise, scepticism was chiefly a Greek affair for Thilly, and thus stuck
in antiquity. In the modern period, Berkeley gets just one paragraph to refute
it. Pierre Bayle gets twice as many to expose inconsistencies in religion and
work his “potent influence on Hume.” But Thilly’s Hume is the Third Per-
son of the British Empiricist Trinity and thus immaculate against such stains.
Hume has his doubts about cause and effect, of course, and about knowledge
of the external world and other such items, but we are not told that these
worries are “sceptical.” The word enters Thilly’s main account of Hume only
in an affecting digest of the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, where
“in spite of these skeptical reflections, Hume declares that it hardly seems
possible that anyone of good understanding should reject the idea of God....
How seriously these remarks are to be taken,... the reader is left to decide for
himself.”!?

That was where scepticism stood in the awareness of Anglophone philos-
ophy when Popkin awoke it from its dogmatic slumber. Leaving his volumi-
nous work on the eighteenth and seventeenth centuries to those who know
those periods better, I wish to return to the sixteenth and fifteenth centuries
and to consider a reasonable question — which Popkin helped to answer —
about that era. Why should philosophers care about the Renaissance? Noth-
ing important happened, right? One might reply with other questions. How
would you know? How much Renaissance philosophy have you read? Pico?
Ficino? Valla? Even now, Valla’s Dialectical Disputations, a stunningly origi-
nal exposition of the philosophy of language, can be read only in Latin. How
many contemporary philosophers of language have heard of Valla?

But that question, which is about access to texts, is for another day.'* Behind
philosophy’s plausible scepticism about the Renaissance lie questions more rel-
evant to this occasion and more serious. If the Renaissance is to be regarded as a
period in the canonical historiography of philosophy, what is distinctive about it?
What makes it different from what came before and from what came after? Even
more important,how was Renaissance philosophy effective? How did it cause what
came next to be different from what came before? It is this second question, about
the philosophical consequences of Renaissance philosophy, that Popkin answered
with great originality and effect.

BThilly, History, pp. 318-319, 364366, 367381, cf. 382, where Reid’s common
sense is described as a reaction against “the idealism of Berkeley and the skepticism
of Hume,” both of whom in Thilly’s account belong to the movement called “British
empiricism.”

“4Copenhaver “How Not To Lose a Renaissance,” Rinascimento, 44 (2nd ser.,
2004), 443—458, commenting on Christopher Celenza, The Lost Italian Renaissance:
Humanists, Historians and Latin’s Legacy (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 2005).
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By the time Popkin met Kristeller in the early 1940s, Kristeller, having come
to this country from Germany and Italy, had begun to fill gaps in Burckhardt’s
suggestive sketch of the Renaissance.'” Eugenio Garin was doing the same in
Italy, while still in exile intellectually under Fascism.!* Garin, Kristeller and
their students showed in detail how classicism — the rediscovery of Greek
and Roman antiquity — made the Renaissance distinctive. Part of that classi-
cism, of course, was philosophical. In the medieval university, where Aristotle
was The Philosopher, Plato, Epicurus, Epictetus, Plotinus and dozens of other
names were little more than that —just names. It was Renaissance scholars who
attached texts to the names, recovering the philosophical literature of ancient
Greece and turning it into Latin, the intellectual koine of Western Europe.
Because of this philological achievement, the philosophy that Descartes
learned from the Jesuits was not the philosophy taught by Aquinas or Scotus
or Ockham. It was a new kind of Aristotelianism, eclectic and classicized."”

More and more Greek philosophy became available in better and better
texts and commentaries and translations. Good news: except that more was
not unequivocally better in the eyes of a Renaissance reader. Although Aris-
totelian philosophy remained paramount throughout the period of recovery
and after it, what was recovered was also Platonic, Stoic, Epicurean and Neo-
platonic, even Cynic, Hermetic and Pythagorean — a volatile mix of authori-
ties for a culture that venerated authority, especially ancient authority. When
venerable masters disagreed, disciples cried scandal. Conflict among authorities
was a crisis of authority.'®

The crisis boiled over after 1512, when the Church convened the Fifth Lateran
Council. In its eighth session of 1513, the Council issued a decree which needs
to be read in a substantial passage to feel its force. It condemned “every proposition
contrary to the truth of the enlightened Christian faith,” including

a number of extremely pernicious errors ... particularly on the nature of
the rational soul, specifically that it is mortal, or that it is one for all people...
.And since there are some who philosophize so recklessly that they have

S For recent discussions of Kristeller’s work as a philosopher and a historian,
see Kristeller Reconsidered: Essays on His Life and Scholarship, ed. J. Monfasani
(New York: Ttalica, 2006).

16 Copenhaver, “Eugenio Garin,” in Renaissance News and Notes (http://www.rsa.
org/rnn.htm), February, 2005.

7Schmitt, Aristotle and the Renaissance (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1983).

8Copenhaver and Schmitt, Renaissance Philosophy, pp. 1-36, 51-59, 196—328;
Copenhaver, “The Slums of Cosmopolis: A Renaissance in the History of Philosophy?”
in Everything Connects: A Festschrift for Richard Popkin, eds. J. Force and D. Katz
(Leiden: Brill, 1999), pp. 63-86.
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maintained this to be true, at least philosophically, ... we condemn and
rebuke all those who maintain that the intellectual soul is mortal... and
impute doubts in this matter, since the soul not only really exists, of itself
and essentially, as the form of the human body ... but is also immortal...
.This is manifestly established by the Gospel....And since truth never
contradicts truth, we define every contrary claim ... to be totally false, and
we strictly prohibit it and declare it impossible to make any different state-
ment of the dogma. Moreover, we command each and every philosopher
who gives public lectures in university faculties or elsewhere ... to devote
his every effort to teaching ... the manifest truth of the Christian religion,
teaching it as persuasively as is possible, and giving all his effort to exclud-
ing and eliminating the arguments of philosophers of that sort....But
since it is not enough to snip the roots of the brambles now and then...
.and since extended study, especially of human philosophy,... sometimes
leads more to error than to clarifying the truth, it is our decision and
ordinance ... that no one in sacred orders ... may concentrate on the study
of philosophy or poetry for more than five years ... without some study of
theology or pontifical law."

Too many verses and too many syllogisms too! The target of this anathema
was an eminent professional philosopher, Pietro Pomponazzi, an Aristotelian
who had access to the new Plato and to the Greek commentators on Aristotle,
some of whom were Neoplatonists. Behind Pomponazzi’s subtle and disquiet-
ing treatment of the soul was a new array of philosophical authority. Horrified
by novelty, the Council made Pomponazzi’s book on the soul infamous and
dissuaded him from publishing more, but it failed in its main goal, which was
to clean up corruption in the Church.*® As a result, when Luther made his
complaints public in 1517, the last year of the Council, there was still much to
complain about.

The dogmatic Luther, in conflict with the diffident Erasmus, has a lead-
ing role in the part of Popkin’s History that deals with the Renaissance — the
introduction and the first three chapters — and this has been so from the first
edition through the third. But in the third edition, the even more doctrinaire
Savonarola has a part as big as Luther’s in the story of scepticism.”!

YSessio VIII, 19 Dec. 1513, Concilii Laterensis V, in Conciliorum oecumenicorum
decreta, eds. J. Alberigo et al. (3rd ed.; Bologna: Istituto per le scienze religiose, 1973),
pp- 605-606.

The best treatment in English of Pomponazzi is Martin Pine, Pietro Pomponazzi:
Radical Philosopher of the Renaissance (Padua: Antenore, 1986); Copenhaver and
Schmitt, Renaissance Philosophy, pp. 103—112.

2 Popkin, Scepticism (2003), pp. 3-7, 19—27.
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Popkin opens the story with a sketch of ancient scepticism: Academics
as negative dogmatists; Pyrrhonists as suspenders of judgment; and Sextus
Empiricus as the sceptical physician who prescribes “a purge that eliminates every-
thing including itself,” a methodical formulation of sceptical doubts about
absolutely anything that you might be tempted to assert.”> Then, after more
than a millennium of intermission, action resumes in the middle of the fifteenth
century with the first signs of interest in scepticism that suggest continuity
with its later career. Savonarola enters in the 1490s. As Prior of San Marco
in Florence, he roars at that opulent city in sermons that turned it briefly
into a pinched theocracy. He believes in his own prophetic authority and no
other, not even the Church as an institution, which had tainted its authority
by consorting with Aristotle. In this circumstance, Savonarola — who is a
preacher, not a scholar — orders some of his friars to translate Sextus into
Latin. He takes up scepticism as a sword to destroy philosophy and thus
to chastise the worldly-wise clerisy that quakes at his prophetic thunder.

Savonarola, the scourge of Renaissance Florence, is the emblem of a rupture
in historiography: the view of modern scepticism that Popkin found current in
the 1950s identified it simply with disbelief in religion; fifty years later, Popkin
had traced its roots to a priest whose dogmatic belief was not just sincere, but
fanatical. Accordingly, Popkin sees scepticism not as disbelief in religion but as
opposition of a certain kind to dogmatism of a certain kind — philosophical oppo-
sition to philosophical dogmatism. The ensuing suspension of judgment about
truth-claims assists faith when the claims that threaten faith are philosophical and
hence vulnerable to sceptical attack. Fideism emerges as a philosophically attenu-
ated species of scepticism: scepticism about claims not based on faith, whether
that faith is completely blind or simply prior to reason. Only faith, in any case,
can trump the sceptic’s doubts for the religious fideist.”

But religion needs a rule of faith, a license for its own claims to truth, and
after 1517 some Christians promulgated rules that clashed, violently and
shamefully, with rules decreed by other Christians. Catholics appealed to a
criterion of tradition and institutional authority, while for their criterion Prot-
estants looked to scripture, as revealed by grace to the illuminated individual.
But Catholic tradition contradicts itself, ending in confusion, complain the
Protestants, while Catholics rejoin that individual conscience is unreliable,
leading to Protestant anarchy. From a Catholic perspective, the Protestant
“criterion of religious knowledge is inner persuasion, the guarantee of...inner
persuasion is... God, and this we are assured of by our inner persuasion.” From a

2Popkin, Scepticism (2003), pp. XVi-XiX.
Z Popkin, Scepticism (2003), pp. Xix—xxiii; above, n. 21.
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Protestant perspective, “the Church cannot be the authority of its own infalli-
bility, since the question at issue is whether the Church is the true authority on
religious matters. Any evidence for the special status of the Church requires
a rule or criterion.” Either way, the search for a rule of faith spins in a cir-
cle.?* No wonder that scepticism and suspension of judgment looked appeal-
ing in the sixteenth century, as Christians fought bloody wars over points of
dogma.

Popkin tells the story of scepticism during the Reformation and the wars
of religion through books that he loved and collected, books produced by the
younger Pico, Erasmus, Agrippa, Talon, Hervet, Sanches and others, including
Henri Estienne, who published the first complete printed version of a work
by Sextus in 1562, after which interest in scepticism accelerated and deepened
philosophically.? Popkin’s hero in this part of his story is Montaigne.?

Because the “Apology for Raimond Sebond” is unforgettable, we all
remember it: the relativism, both anthropological and moral; the critique of
sense knowledge; the choice of Pyrrhonism over Academic dogmatism; the
use of the sceptical tropes; the infinite regress of the criterion; the advice to
follow law and custom in matters of practice; and the complementary advice
to suspend judgment in matters of theory. Reading Montaigne reading Sextus
through the Paul of I Corinthians, the Paul who writes “to destroy the wisdom
of the wise,” Popkin recapitulates the immortal essay with grace and clarity.”
But he misses something about the relationship between Montaigne’s scepti-
cism and Descartes’ first public reaction to it, in the Discourse on the Method.

Although Popkin discusses the Discourse, he follows the main line of
Cartesian criticism by focusing on the Meditations and its aftermath. But the
Discourse came first, after years of avoiding publicity.?® Since Descartes was
at least obsessive, if not worse, about self-presentation, and since theological
problems were exceedingly sensitive, we may assume that he thought very
carefully about the theology in the fourth section of the Discourse. Having
doubted everything but his bare thinking — everything including his own body
and other bodies — he needs God to get them back. To show that God exists,
he uses a version of the ontological proof, first formulated by Anselm in the
eleventh century.?”

2 Popkin, Scepticism (2003), pp. 3-16.

Popkin, Scepticism (2003), pp. 23—43.

2% Popkin, Scepticism (2003), pp. 43—63.

2T Cor.1:19-21; Popkin, Scepticism (2003), pp. 47-54-

B Popkin, Scepticism (2003), pp. 143-173; Gaukroger, Descartes, pp. 181-190, 225—
228, 290-332.

®The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, trans. J. Cottingham, R. Stoothoff, and
D. Murdoch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), I, 126-131.



12 Chapter 1

What Descartes does not use in the Discourse is the natural theology of
later scholastic philosophy. Scholastic natural theology argued from creatures,
as God’s effects, to their cause, God the Creator, in order to prove God’s existence
and perfections. As Paul had written, “the invisible things of him from the crea-
tion of the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made,
even his eternal power and Godhead.”* Taking his cue from Paul, Peter Lom-
bard gestured at proofs of God’s existence and introduced them with the claim
that we have “recognition of the Creator through creatures.”*' Before Thomas
Aquinas laid out five arguments — much more explicit but on the same general
grounds — for God’s existence, he cleared the ground by rejecting Anselm’s
ontological proof.> Although Descartes’s Jesuit teachers had enshrined Thomas
as the supreme theological authority, Descartes bypassed Thomas’s five ways
for Anselm’s ontological proof. Why?

If we follow Popkin’s story, the scepticism that Descartes sets out to defeat
is mainly Montaigne’s, recorded in the “Apology” and filtered through Charron
and others.*® But what the “Apology” politely demolishes is scholastic natural
theology, as summarized in the work by Raimond Sebond that Montaigne
translated for his father. Hence, Descartes could depend on scholastic natural
theology to prove God’s existence only if he could salvage enough from Mon-
taigne’s demolition of it, which evidently he could not do.

Whether Descartes’ Discourse was actually shaped in this particular way
by Montaigne’s “Apology” is surely debatable. In any event, a larger point will
hold: in Popkin’s story, there is a momentous role for the Renaissance in the
historiography of philosophy that is not just distinctive but also effective. The
ancient wisdom revived in the fifteenth century included the sceptical wisdom
of Sextus Empiricus. Religious strife in the sixteenth century encouraged study
and dissemination of the sceptical texts, preparing the way for Montaigne’s
corrosive essay. In the seventeenth century, Montaigne’s case for scepticism
survived the best efforts of Descartes to refute it, letting this discovery of the
Renaissance linger as the incubus of modern philosophy.

The discovery was made in Savonarola’s convent in the 1490s, but it became
publicly effective only after 1562, when Henri Estienne produced the first printed
text of Sextus. Examining the motives behind this publication, Popkin concludes
that Estienne “did not present himself as a sceptic or a purveyor of scepticism....
[He] saw himself as adding to human wisdom and knowledge.”** Because Popkin

%Romans 1:20.

3Peter Lombard, Sentences, 3.9.1-6.

¥Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.2.1-3.
3 Above, nn. 2526, 28.

3 Popkin, Scepticism (2003), p. 36.
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himself added so much to human wisdom and knowledge, the same words apply
to him as non-scepticus.

At the same time, there surely was a Popkin scepticus, for whom subver-
sives like Erasmus and Montaigne were congenial characters. In not exactly
the same spirit, E.M. Forster once said that he would rather take his laws from
Erasmus or Montaigne than from Moses or St. Paul, understanding those
amiable renaissance Christians in a gentler way than their religious rigorism
would have allowed. Unlike Forster, they could not really “hate the idea of
causes.” By the standards of their time, both were prophets of tolerance, but
their time was different from ours.

Or maybe not so different. As in our time, so also in the age of Erasmus and
Montaigne, and of Savonarola and Luther, faith was a cause good enough to die
for — and for others of other faiths to die for. That some heroes of that embat-
tled age promoted a scepticism whose main motive was religious is one — but
only one — of the revolutionary insights which have made all citizens of the Republic
of Letters Richard Popkin’s debtors. Another famous statement of Forster’s
— writing as a novelist, not a social critic — speaks to the generous, persistent
and passionate spirit of inquiry that led Popkin down so many paths to so many
treasures. In Howard’s End, Forster wrote:

Only connect! That was the whole of her sermon. Only connect the prose
and the passion, and both will be exalted, and human love will be seen at
its highest.

Popkin’s sermon, of course, isn’t a sermon at all. It’s a magnificent body of
history and philosophy. It tells us, as philosophers, historians, thinkers and
scholars: “Only connect!” And were we to connect as he did, the work surely
would be exalted.®

3These last lines of my essay, including the quotations from Forster, repeat what
I said at the end “The Slums of Cosmopolis,” pp. 85-86.



2. A REBOURS: RICHARD POPKIN’S CONTRIBUTIONS
TO INTELLECTUAL HISTORY

Allison P. Coudert

Some readers of this essay will be old enough to remember the Shmoo, the
cartoon character created by Al Capp. But you may not know that it morphed
into a popular toy in the 1940s, which was basically a large plastic balloon
in the shape of a bowling pin with a weight in the bottom.! Whenever you
punched it, it always popped right back up. That is my vision of my friend
Dick Popkin in the last, unbelievably productive years of his life: emphysema,
pneumonia, failing eyesight — all things that would fell a lesser man — could not
keep him down. In 2000, Dick was invited by David Ruderman, the Director
of the Institute of Advanced Judaic Studies at the University of Pennsylvania,
to the final conference culminating a year of seminars devoted to a subject
that Dick had helped pioneer, Christian Hebraism and the relation between
Christians and Jews in the early modern period. In the months preceding the
conference it was nip and tuck whether he would be up to making the trip
from Los Angeles to Philadelphia. But with his new motto, “have oxygen,
will travel,” he and his wife Julie arrived in style. And after a day of intense
conferencing, without a note or moment of hesitation Dick summed up what
had been said by the conferees and suggested areas for further research. It
was just one more of Dick’s stunning virtuosic performances.

I met Dick at the Clark Library in 1984, where I worked up the courage
over several days to give him offprints of two articles. At that point I had no
reason to think that Dick would be any different from most accomplished aca-
demics, somewhat loathe to take handouts from unknown scholars, especially

1“Shmoon” memorabilia generated 25 million dollars in the 1948 (about 300 million
in 2003 terms). Denis Kitchen apparently has the largest collection of Shmoon memo-
rabilia in the world: “I collected this stuff myself and it’s across the board. It includes
ashtrays, birthday cars, boy’s belts, women’s brooch pins, charm bracelets, drinking
glasses, earmuffs, Grape Nuts cereal, household deodorizers, puzzles, glass milk bot-
tles, songs and large plush Shmoo dolls. One of the weirdest ones is fishing lures.”
(http:/forum.newsarama.com/archive/index.php/t-1114.html).
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ones working on esoteric subjects like the Kabbalah and witchcraft. But, as I
quickly learned, Dick’s skeptical and inquisitive bent inclined him to question
prevailing wisdom and Whiggish interpretations when it came to understand-
ing the past. Like two other great scholars of the twentieth century, Gershom
Scholem and Frances Yates, he saw himself as something of an archeologist,
digging deep in what he has described as the “marvelous and varied intel-
lectual world or swamp which lies beneath our present thinking” to ferret
out little known figures, whether they be neglected persons from the past or
unrecognized scholars of the present. It was at the margins, in the writings of
ignored and neglected figures, that Dick found ideas now seen to be central
to our understanding of the transition from the early modern to the modern
world. His cri de coeur from the very beginning was that philosophy has a his-
tory; it was not born fully formed like Athena from Zeus’s or any great phi-
lospher’s head. It cannot be understood unless contextualized, and once this is
done our view of the past is radically changed. Good science did not develop
when bad religion, bad magic, or bad metaphysics disappeared. Good science
was the product of a multitude of events and motivations among which were
the recovery of Greek and Roman skeptical texts during the Renaissance,
strands of esoteric kabbalistic, hermetic, and neoplatonic thought, millenari-
anism, and even messianism, all of which combined to produce a heady brew
that placed man at the center of the universe. Religion played an essential
role in this transformation. From the lowly worm postulated by Luther and
Calvin, who could do nothing to mollify an angry God or contribute to his
own salvation, mankind took on the pivotal role of restoring the world to its
prelapsarian perfection; and science was the means to this end. By focusing
on the margins, or at least by bringing the margins into the story, Dick has
recovered large chunks of history lost to view, submerged in the swamp, just
waiting to be excavated. And this led him to a number of startling and remark-
able discoveries. Let me list five of them: (1) Spinoza’s possible connection
with the Quakers; (2) Cardinal Ximenes learning Aramaic so he could speak
to Jesus; (3) two small treatises by Abraham Cohen Herrera on method that
anticipated Descartes’s discussion of clear and distinct ideas; (4) Isaac de Pin-
to’s dinner with David Hume; and (5) Columbus’s connection with Jews and
even the possibility of his Jewish ancestry. This last point was developed by
Dick in several lectures, one of which he gave at Arizona State University in
1988 with the irresistible title that only he would have dreamed up, “Colum-
bus and Corned Beef.”

These and many more equally revolutionary discoveries stemmed from
Dick’s initial interest in skepticism, the work for which he is undoubtedly most
famous. It seems ludicrous now to think that before Dick, no major historian
of philosophy was aware that there was a “skeptical crisis” in early modern
Europe or cognizant of the role it played in shaping modern philosophy.
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Furthermore, no one before Dick was aware of the role that Jewish converts
to Christianity and Marranos like La Peyrere played in this skeptical crisis,
the French Renaissance, Napoleon’s Jewish policy, the emancipation of the
Jews, and the assault on revealed religion. Not content with simply tracing the
contours of skepticism from the Renaissance onwards, Dick recognized that
in addition to Marranos there were whole groups of philosophers, theologians,
and scientists left out of the picture, figures like the Cambridge Platonists and
Comenius, those described by Charles Webster as “the spiritual brotherhood”
but whom Dick referred to as the “Third Force” in early modern history. These
thinkers were united in their quest to overcome the skeptical crisis ensu-
ing from the rediscovery of classical texts and the bitter sectarian conflicts
accompanying the Reformation and Counter-Reformation. The interpretation
of the Bible was central to their worldview, and they were deeply influenced
by various currents of esoteric and mystical thought. They were united in their
deeply held religious convictions, their view of the millennium as imminent,
and of science as a crucial tool in hastening its advent. From this Dick came
to the conclusion that Christian millenarianism and Jewish messianism were
potent creative forces in seventeenth century thought, an idea that has been
borne out by subsequent scholars. Henry More, Isaac Newton, William Law,
William Whiston, Andrew Michael Ramsey, Hartley, Priestley, Swedenborg,
and even Balfour were all part of this Third Force, whose historical influ-
ence only began to be appreciated and more fully investigated as a result of
Dick’s prodding.? Our understanding of early modern philosophy, theology,
science, and history has changed radically as a result of Dick’s many scholarly
endeavors. He has made it clear for all to see how central religion was in the
transition from the early modern to the modern world. One of his students
quotes him as saying that “the problems of the world are not really political,
economic, or social; they are religious. To change the world you must change
the hearts of human beings.”* After September 11, 2001 this statement seems
uncannily on the mark. So, in addition to Dick’s role as incomparable scholar,
convener of conferences exceptional, and generous friend and mentor, we can
add that of prophet and philosopher in his own right.

2When discussing the “Third Force” I should also mention the “Fourth Force,”
namely James Force. I recall him driving up to a Clark Conference in his 1960
Oldsmobile convertible and coining the term “Popkinettes” to describe people like us
who were so devoted to and influenced by Dick.

*Richard H. Popkin, “Intellectual autobiography: warts and all,” The Sceptical
Mode in Modern Philosophy: Essays in Honor of Richard H. Popkin, eds. Richard A.
Watson and James E. Force (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 1988), 146.
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In thinking how to define Popkin’s contribution to scholarship, I was struck
by the family resemblance that exists between his work and that of two other dis-
tinguished scholars I referred to earlier, Frances Yates and Gershom Scholem.
In significant ways all three were “heretics” inasmuch as they went against
the grain of accepted scholarship by emphasizing the centrality of what other
scholars had marginalized, denigrated, or ignored. As I mentioned, Dick
was fascinated by what he referred to as the “swamp which lies beneath our
present thinking.” Scholem had a similar penchant for delving into uncharted
regions. He was convinced that one had to excavate traditional history to get
to the truth hidden below the surface, and he discovered the sources of this
hidden truth well beyond the borders of orthodoxy:

There are domains of [tradition] that are hidden under the debris of centu-
ries and lie there waiting to be discovered and turned to good use ....there
is such a thing as a treasure hunt within tradition, which creates a living
relationship to tradition and to which much of what is best in current Jewish
consciousness is indebted, even where it was—and is—expressed outside of
the framework of orthodoxy.*

Scholem was much more interested in what he called “the failures of history”
than in its so-called successes. As he said:

If T were called upon to teach, I would try to show that Jewish history has
been a struggle over great ideas and the question is to what extent we should
be influenced by the degree of success achieved in that struggle....At the
same time, I would consider with my pupils the failures of history, matters
having to do with violence, cruelty and hypocrisy.

David Biale describes this orientation of Scholem’s work as “counter-his-
tory,” which does not revise history so much as suggest that the vital forces
which propel history forward lie in a secret tradition beneath the surface of
“mainstream” or “establishment” history.°

4Cited in David Biale, Gershom Scholem: Kabbalah and Counter-History
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979), 210-211.

SIbid., 108.

°Ibid., 11-12: “Counter-history” [is] the belief that the true history lies in a subter-
ranean tradition that must be brought to light. Counter-history is a type of revisionist
historiography, but where the revisionist proposes a new theory or finds new facts, the
counter-historian transvalues old ones. He does not deny that his predecessor’s inter-
pretation of history is correct... but he rejects the completeness of that interpretation:
he affirms the existence of a “mainstream” or “establishment” history; but believes
that the vital forces lies in a secret tradition.”
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Yates shared this same conviction that true history was subterranean. Like
Popkin and Scholem, she saw herself as an archeologist, whose excavations
among the ruins of the past revealed the truth that lay beneath what she
described as “superficial history.” As she writes in The Rosicrucian Enlight-
enment:

One way of looking at the explorations of this book is to see them as hav-
ing uncovered a lost period of European history. Like archeologists digging
down through layers, we have found under the superficial history of the
early seventeenth century, just before the outbreak of the Thirty Years War,
a whole culture, a whole civilization, lost to view, and not the less important
because of such short duration.

Yates pursued the theme of “lost” history throughout all her work. She
describes her quest in poignant terms in her great book The French Acad-
emies of the Sixteenth Century:

... history as it actually occurs is not quite the whole of history, for it leaves
out of account the hopes which never materialized, the attempts to prevent
the outbreak of wars, the futile efforts to solve differences by conciliatory
methods. Hopes such as these are as much a part of history as the terrible
events which falsify them, and in trying to assess the influence of their times
upon idealists and lovers of peaceful activities such as our poets and acad-
emicians the hopes are perhaps as important as the events.’

Like Yates and Scholem, Popkin turned to what was deemed irrational by
many scholars in constructing his own counter-history. I do not use the term
“irrational” in the sense of unreasonable but to describe intuitive and essen-
tially religious forms of cognition — rather than those based on empiricism or
deduction — which are expressed in symbolic images rather than logical prop-
ositions. Scholem was convinced that myth and religion were more important
sources of human creativity than reason alone: “Reason is a great instrument
of destruction. For construction, something beyond it is required....I believe
that morality as a constructive force is impossible without religion, without
some power beyond pure reason.”® As Biale points out, however, Scholem
did not glorify irrationalism, being well aware of its destructive potential:
“Scholem believes in the rational regulation of irrationalism, and in his histo-
riography he strives for a rational account of the history of irrationalism.” I
think the same can be said of Frances Yates and Dick Popkin.

"Frances A. Yates, The French Academies of the Sixteenth Century (London:
The Warburg Institute, 1947), ch. 10.

8Biale, Gershom Scholem, 115.

?Ibid.
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In many respects the shared interest of these three scholars in delving
beneath the surface to find the unrecognized forces activating the past had its
roots in the Romantic fascination with the irrational, the subconscious, and the
unconscious.'’ As Popkin pointed out in his introduction to Millenarianism and
Messianism in English Literature and Thought, interest in subjects like magic,
the occult, alchemy, millenarianism, and messianism was reinforced by events
in the twentieth century, not least of which were the atrocities of World War I,
Nazism, and Communism. Such stark instances of irrationality made scholars
like Yates and Scholem, as well as Popkin, more attuned to irrational elements
in the more distant past and to the role these elements played in shaping both
our enlightened and unenlightened history.!t

When one thinks about the factors that drove Popkin as well as Scholem
and Yates to direct their historical investigations to areas beyond the bor-
ders of orthodoxy, biography becomes important. In his two autobiographical
essays Popkin describes himself as by nature “rebellious.” He rebelled against
his parents’ dogmatic liberalism, anti-religion, and communist world view.
This rebelliousness continued at Columbia, where he rejected John Dewey’s
instrumentalism and Frederick Woodbridge’s naturalism. It wasn’t until he
discovered Sextus Empiricus that things began to fall into place. As he says in
a passage that makes both Francis Bacon and Karl Marx jump to mind:

In my own case, I guess that I feel perpetually an outsider and an outcast,
ready to smash intellectual idols at any time. An intellectual anarchist
might describe this view, who feels the common human bond would be
revealed if our intellectual chains were broken and our deceptive glasses
removed. Theories would be seen as myths with no supra-human dimension.
Only the supra-human experience found in religious experience and
aesthetic experience transcends this. But any interpretation puts one back
in Plato’s cave looking at shadows and illusions.!?

0For some brief but perceptive remarks on Scholem’s reaction against, yet indebt-
edness to, German Romanticism, see Arnaldo Momigliano, Essays on Ancient and
Modern Judaism, ed. Silvia Berti, trans. Maura Masella-Gayley (Chicago, IL: Chicago
University Press, 1994), 194-196.

1 Biale describes Scholem’s rejection of bourgeois liberalism and the rationalism
of nineteenth century Germany historiography. “Scholem is,” he says, “unquestionably
the product of the romantic revision of the Wissenschaft des Judenthums, which took
place in Central and Eastern Europe in the first decades of the twentieth century”
(35). For the effect of Germany’s defeat in World War I on German historians and the
concept of objectivity and rationalism, see G.G. Iggers, “The Dissolution of German
Historicism,” in Ideas in History: Essays in Honor of Louis Gottschalk by his Former
Students, ed. Richard Heer (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1965).

2Popkin, “Intellectual autobiography,” 147.



A Rebours: Richard Popkin’s Contributions to Intellectual History — 21

In this same essay Popkin described himself as equally alienated from the irre-
ligion of his parents and traditional Judaism. Somewhat ironically, skepticism
came to his rescue by allowing him to connect with an element from the Jewish
past that had been marginalized and denigrated, namely the Marranos. He
describes the excitement and personal satisfaction with which he discovered
this aspect Jewish history:

From Grayzel to Cecil Roth to more scholarly works, I plunged into the
world of the Marranos, and literally felt myself growing roots that con-
nected me to this tradition of secret Jews, forced converts, who had func-
tioned in an alien world, always threatened by it. I saw the conception of
the Marrano, outwardly conforming to the culture around him but inter-
nally guarding the true faith, as most appealing. As I learned that Santa
Teresa, San Juan de la Cruz, some of the early Jesuit mystics, were all from
forced convert families, I felt an overpowering need to explore this world.
The mysticism of Santa Teresa and San Juan de la Cruz seemed closest to
what I had experienced."

Scholem had followed a similar path a generation earlier. He too revolted
against both the irreligion of his parents and traditional Judaism, but instead
of being drawn to Marranos, he was attracted to Jewish mysticism and the
Kabbalah, or to what the distinguished historian Heinrich Graetz had dis-
missed as “gibberish” and a “book of lies.”'* While Popkin described himself
as an “intellectual anarchist,” Scholem called himself a “religious anarchist,”
but both sought an authentic encounter with Jewish tradition in non-canoni-
cal Jewish sources. In a talk in 1939 Scholem described the kind of anarchism
he and some of his colleagues experienced:

Our anarchism is transitional ....We are the living example that this [anar-
chism] does not remove one from Judaism. We are a generation not without
commandments, but our commandments are bereft of authority. But I don’t
have an inferiority complex vis-a-vis the Orthodox. We are no less legiti-
mate than our forefathers, they simply had a clearer text. We are perhaps
anarchists, but we are opposed to anarchy."

Through his scholarship, Scholem encountered a new kind of authentic Juda-
ism. He was able to show that what had once been viewed as embarrassing
aberrations of Jewish culture, namely mysticism and messianism, were potent

BIbid., 117.

“Paul Mendes-Flohr, ed., Gershom Scholem: The Man and his Work. SUNY Series
in Judaica: Hermeneutics, Mysticism, and Religion (Albany, NY: SUNY/The Israel
Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1994 ), 40.

BTbid., 17.
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elements in shaping Jewish history. In his view Zionism brought an end to
apologetics. Those aspects of Judaism once denigrated had to be reevaluated:

Forces whose value was once denigrated will appear in a different light.
Forces which were not considered important enough for serious scholars to
research will now be raised from the depths of concealment. Perhaps what
was once called degeneracy will now be regarded as a revelation, and what
seemed to them {the apologetic scholars of the nineteenth century] to be an
impotent hallucination will be revealed as a great vibrant myth.!

Popkin’s scholarly work has contributed to a similar reevaluation of ignored
and denigrated areas or research in Jewish and Western history. Like Scholem,
he recognized the significance and importance of religious forces in the emer-
gence of the modern world. By 1987, he realized that “the focus of my work was
on documenting the religious background of modern philosophy.”'” One thing
led to another until a new structure of interlocking intellectual currents emerged,
bringing with it a new understanding for the religious roots of modernity:

...what still amazes me is that in running amok in researching different
aspects of these subjects, new, encompassing structures emerge. It is not a
grab bag of research, but a growing history of skepticism, of Jewish intel-
lectual history, of Jewish-Christian relations, that appears connected, and
important in understanding how our present intellectual world emerged,
and the sort of tensions it contains. I hope that showing this forces us to
consider what we should and can do about it.!

Like Scholem, Popkin recognized that millenarianism and messianism were key
factors in early modern history. But while Scholem distinguished Jewish mes-
sianism from Christian on the grounds that Jewish messianists anticipated a cos-
mic rather than a personal redemption, Popkin studied and encouraged others
to study the ways in which Christians and Jewish millenarians and messianists
worked in tandem to prepare for a cosmic redemption and in so doing inter-
acted in ways that helped to lay the foundation for enlightenment thought.
Like Scholem and Popkin, Yates’ early work linking occultism, Hermeti-
cism, and science was also radical and went against the grain of contempo-
rary wisdom in the history of science. To remind you just how radical her
approach was, I quote from George Sarton’s three volume Introduction to
the History of Science, which, although written between 1927 and 1947, was

16Tbid., 24.

'7Popkin, “Intellectual autobiography,” 145. This appears in his article, “The Religious
Background of 17th Century Philosophy,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 25
(1987): 35-50.

8Popkin, “Intellectual autobiography,” 146.
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still required reading when I went to college. Sarton’s unequivocal dismissal
of magic reveals his Whiggish orientation:

The historian of science can not devote much attention to the study of
superstition and magic, that is, of unreason, because this does not help him
very much to understand human progress. Magic is essentially unprogres-
sive and conservative; science is essentially progressive; the former goes
backward; the latter forward.”

Another respected historian of science and magic, Lynn Thorndike, took
the same pejorative view of magic. He attributed what he saw as a decline
in science during the fifteenth century to the rise of Renaissance humanism
and renewed interest in magic and superstition. He consequently pushed
the scientific revolution back from the Renaissance to the twelfth cen-
tury, a move applauded by other historians who accepted Pierre Duhem’s
claim that the root of modern science lay in the Middle Ages. Interestingly
enough, in her autobiographical notes Yates mentions that when she began
working on Giordano Bruno and was invited by Edgar Wind to use the
Warburg library, the first thing she read was Duhem’s work, “from which,”
she says, “I derived the general idea that science was medieval and the
Renaissance and humanism impeded rather than helped it.”?° That Yates
should so radically reverse her own initial position and in doing so chal-
lenge bona fide historians of science is all the more interesting because her
field was literature, not science, and not even the history of science, a fact
that offended and continues to offend a number of historians of science.?

YGeorge Sarton, Introduction to the History of Science, 3 vols. (Baltimore, MD:
Williams & Wilkins, 1927-1947), I: 19.

Yates, Ideas and Ideals in the North European Renaissance (London: Routledge
& Kegan Paul, 1984), 313.

'The fact that Yates was not a historian of science was held against her and the
many other scholars who crossed into the discipline from other fields. As Charles C.
Gillispie put it, “The history of science is losing its grip on science, leaning heavily on
social history, and dabbling with shoddy scholarship.” Cited in Allen G. Debus, “Sci-
ence and History: The Birth of a New Field,” in Science, Pseudo-Science, and Utopian-
ism in Early Modern Thought, ed. Stephen A. McKnight (Columbia, SC: University of
Missouri Press, 1992),29. On this issue, see William J. Broad, “History of Science Losing
Its Science,” Science 207 (1980); Paul Wood, “Recent Trends in the History of Science:
The Dehumanisation of History,” British Society for the History of Science Newsletter
(September, 1980); Leonard G. Wilson, “Medical History without Medicine,” Journal
of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 35 (1980); Ronald L. Numbers, “The
History of American Medicine: A Field in Ferment,” Reviews in American History 10

(1982): 245—264.
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What, one wonders, made Yates jump across accepted disciplinary boundaries
and study a subject — namely magic and the occult — that was conspicuously
not studied at the time precisely because it was deemed senseless and illogical?
As in the case of Scholem and Popkin, biography is useful here. Although
the unfortunately few fragments we have of Yates’ memoirs don’t throw
direct light on this question, they do provide suggestive hints. For example,
they describe her unconventional education, which during her early years
occurred largely at home under the direction of her mother and sisters.
She considered this “escape from regular education...a marvellous good
fortune.”” When she eventually went to university it was as an external
student, which meant she had minimal contact with professors and other
students. Even as an internal student working on her M.A., she lived outside
of London and claims that “I was largely left to my own devices.”” There was
thus something of the solitary maverick about Yates that conceivably made
her more independent-minded than most students and more willing to follow
her own insights.>

There are further hints in her autobiographical fragments that provide clues
to the unconventional direction Yates’ scholarship would take. Writing about
the death of her brother during a bayonet charge on October 8, 1915, she says
dramatically, “The 1914-1918 war broke our family: as a teenager I lived among
the ruins.”® Literally and figuratively Yates did live among “ruins,” not only as a
teenager but for the remainder of her life, first as a young woman experiencing
a irreparable rupture in her own family and the ruin of pre-World War I culture
and later as a historian and Warburg scholar. It was, after all, the declared mis-
sion of the Warburg Institute to study and document the “survival of the classical
tradition.” Yates took this injunction to heart. As I have already mentioned, she
saw herself as an archeologist, whose excavations among the ruins of the past
revealed the truth that lay beneath “superficial history.”

There is another important respect in which Yates’ scholarship goes hand in
hand with Popkin’s and Scholem’s. I would argue that the most direct and last-
ing legacy of all three scholars has been two-fold: in helping to integrate Jewish
Studies into the wider field of Western history and in stimulating the new field

2Yates, Ideas, 277.

»1bid.

2 According to J. Franklin Jameson, one of the avowed ends of the professional
training of historians was decidedly not, “to evoke originality, to kindle the fires of
genius ... but to regularize, to criticize, to restrain vagaries, to set a standard of work-
manship and compel men to conform to it.” Cited in Peter Novick, That Noble Dream:
The “Objectivity Question” and the American Historical Profession (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 52.

BYates, Ideas, p. 276.
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of “Esoteric Studies,” which has fundamentally changed our understanding of
the historiography of science. Moshe Idel considered Yates’ willingness to admit
the formative role of the Kabbalah in Renaissance and post-Renaissance his-
tory “courageous...and quite extraordinary.” He credits Yates with encourag-
ing Jewish studies in the areas of magic, the occult,and Kabbalah and claims that
Yates’ work stimulated his own as well as that of other Jewish scholars working
on similar subjects.® Wouter Hanegraaff, one of the leaders in the new field of
Western Esotericism, ascribes a similar role to Yates. He described the publica-
tion of Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition as “the decisive turning-
point for the study of Western Esotericism” and sees her work as legitimizing
fields of study which had previously been marginalized, if not ridiculed.”

I think that what we can all see at this point is that Richard Popkin’s work,
like Yates’ and Scholem’s, has profoundly influenced our historical view of
Jewish-Christian relations as well as our conception of European intellectual
history and the history of science. While I agree wholeheartedly with Marga-
ret Jacob that it is too drastic to give up the idea of a scientific revolution,®
we are now in a position to define this revolution in far more nuanced terms,
just as we can now more fully appreciate the complexity of the intellectual
changes that led from the pre-modern to the modern world. We can do this
largely because of the three scholars I have discussed and the work their work
has inspired.

*Moshe Idel, private communication, 1999.

2"Western Esotericism, introduction.

#Margaret C. Jacob, “The Truth of Newton’s Science and the Truth of Science’s
History: Heroic Science at Its Eighteenth-Century Formulation.” In Rethinking the
Scientific Revolution, ed. Margaret J. Osler (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

2000), 315-332.



3. POPKIN’S SPINOZA

Sarah Hutton

Among philosophers, Spinoza has the unusual fortune that his philosophical
pre-eminence is more than matched by a strong non-philosophical following.
Notwithstanding the austere, not to say forbidding, analytic rigor of his deduc-
tive arguments in his Ethics, he is in danger of becoming everybody’s favorite
philosopher: recognised internationally as a member of the canon of great phi-
losophers; claimed by the Dutch as the foremost Dutch philosopher; seized on
by feminists for disposing of the mind-body dichotomy, and as a philosopher of
the emotions;' lauded by liberal historians as the origin of modern democratic
values and the true father of secular enlightenment;> accommodated to Judaism,
even if still branded a heretic;’ imagined, historically, as a kind of Socrates redivi-
vus, who set himself above the bigotry and back-biting of his age, to lead a life of
isolated tranquillity, live his philosophy* — the list is as variegated as it extensive.

Richard Popkin’s interest in Spinoza was primarily philosophical. He cast
a healthily skeptical eye on the convergence of contradictions that make up
Spinoza’s latter-day image. Yet he was, at the same time, receptive to many
aspects of Spinoza’s life and writings which lie beyond the reach of philosophical

See, for example, Genevieve Lloyd, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Spinoza
and the Ethics (London: Routledge, 1996); Susan James, Passion and Action: The
Emotions in Seventeenth-Century Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997).

2Jonathan Israel, The Radical Enlightenment (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2001); idem, Enlightenment Contested (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).

3Stephen Nadler, Spinoza’s Heresy: Immortality and the Jewish Mind (Oxford:
Clarendon, 2001), Yirmiyahu Yovel, Spinoza and other Heretics (Princeton, NJ: Princ-
eton University Press, 1989).

4Johannes Colerus, Korte, dog waaragtige Levensbeschrijving, van Benedictus de Spinoza
(Amsterdam 1705), translated into French and English the following year. An example of
a modern hagiographic view of Spinoza, see Romain Rolland, Empédocle d’Agrigente suivi
de l'éclair Spinoza (Paris, 1931), who regarded Spinoza’s writings as “a I’égal des Livres
Saints pour qu’on croix en eux.” As cited in item 194 of the catalogue of the exhibition,
Spinoza. Troisiéme centenaire de la mort du Philosophe (Paris: Institut Néerlandais, 1977).
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analysis. Popkin’s philosophical interest in Spinoza was not, therefore, without its
own contradictions. Spinoza was, in his assessment, “an epistemological dog-
matist,” who did not see skepticism as “the specter haunting European philos-
ophy”.? Yet Spinoza figures in his History of Scepticism (in editions published
from 1979). Consequently Spinoza is in many ways the odd philosopher out
in the Popkinian emphasis on the skeptical strand in the history of philosophy.
This alone is enough to make Popkin’s Spinoza something of a paradox. But
there are further paradoxes in the Popkinian account: Spinoza the “super-
rationalist” indebted to kabbalism; a Jewish thinker to be understood in terms
of Christian thought; a serious bible-scholar who destroyed the truth claims of
religion. To most modern readers these appear irreconcilable contradictions,
best avoided.® To Richard Popkin, the seeming contradictions were a challenge.
He sought to understand the basis of the claims about his subject and to under-
stand how they interconnect. This was not the result of uncritical credulity, nor
an attempt to reconcile interpreters. Rather, it was the outcome of a thorough
study of Spinoza’s life and work. It also, as I shall argue a little later, owed not
a little to Popkin’s own skepticism. In the final analysis, these disparate aspects
of Spinoza hang together — the light Popkin sheds on Spinoza by exploring
these apparently disparate strands vindicates his approach.

Spinoza first figures in Popkin’s published writings in 1979, with the first
expanded edition of his History of Scepticism. The extended chronological
scope of the study is reflected in its full title: The History of Scepticism from
Erasmus to Spinoza. Spinoza continued to occupy a significant place in the
Popkinian canon of interests, right up to the end of his publishing career: one
of his last published books was his Spinoza for Oneworld Publications in
2004. This is not to say that Spinoza interested him only in the latter part of his
career. In fact, Spinoza is present from the very beginning in his earliest work
on the history of philosophy: it was on the skepticism of Pierre Bayle, that
Popkin cut his historical teeth, and as I shall argue later, there is a direct link
between Popkin’s interest in Spinoza and his interest in Bayle. As Popkin’s
research developed, Spinoza came to occupy a more central place in Popkin’s
work: a chapter on Spinoza was added to the expanded edition of The History
of Scepticism in 1979, and there is no question that Spinoza was a major inter-
est during the remainder of Popkin’s life. From the time when the chapter on
Spinoza was added to The History of Scepticism, Popkin’s view of Spinoza remained

SPopkin, History of Scepticism from Savonarola to Bayle (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2003), p. 251.

®An exception is Margaret Wilson who acknowledges the combination of new and
old traceable in Spinoza’s philosophy. Nevertheless, she describes them as “bizarre,” in
Cambridge Companion to Spinoza,ed. Don Garrett (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996), p. 89.
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essentially unchanged. Spinoza occupies a key place in The History of Scepticism,
not because he was a paradigmatic skeptic or anti-skeptic, but because of his
importance for understanding how skepticism itself transformed from being
a tool of philosophical dialectic to acquiring its modern anti-religious signifi-
cation. Spinoza’s destruction of the scriptural basis of religious truth in 7Trac-
tatus theologio-politicus, struck at the very roots of Christianity, especially
Protestantism which had such a huge investment in scripture as the rule of
faith. Spinoza the modern bible-critic is not directly part of the history of
philosophical skepticism, but it was Spinoza’s critique of the bible (by ruth-
less application of the critical tools of rational humanism) which produced
this skeptical result. Although quickly branded an atheist, Spinoza appeared
to be immune from skeptical attack. In essentials, the account of Spinoza in the
History of Scepticism is retained in Popkin’s last book on Spinoza. The main
difference between the two studies is the amount of circumstantial detail
about Spinoza’s life, work and reputation that Popkin distilled into this last
work. Although a slim volume, it is the product of half a lifetime’s scholarship,
its richness disproportionate to its brevity.

Spinoza was not just a continuous interest throughout Popkin’s working
life, but he is a key point of intersection for the many strands of Popkin’s intel-
lectual odyssey. So many of the areas of scholarship in which he distinguished
himself come together in his work on Spinoza: the history of skepticism, the
relationship of philosophy and religion, the history of Judaism, millenarianism,
Jewish-Christian relations, bible scholarship. The book on Spinoza confirms
that, far from being the odd-man-out of Popkin’s philosophical and historical
interests, Spinoza is emblematic of those interests. In fact, one of the few topics
among Popkin’s scholarly interests which has no direct link to Spinoza is Isaac
Newton. Of course, Newton and Spinoza were in so many ways the polar oppo-
sites, not least in their attitude to scripture. Unlike Spinoza, Newton accepted
the truth of revealed religion (even if he thought most religions got it wrong).
Nevertheless, as Popkin recognised, despite their different assessments of both
scripture and religious belief, both these topics are relevant of to the concerns
of both men. This itself is an important point of interconnection between the
two. Both were close students of the text of the bible, and for each, his concep-
tion of God was integrally linked to his understanding of the universe. This
point of interconnection is the organising principle of The Books of Scrip-
ture and the Books of Nature, which Popkin edited with James Force, where
Spinoza and Newton figure as twin poles of bible scholarship.’

"The Books of Scripture and the Books of Nature. Recent Essays on the Theology
and Biblical Criticism in the Netherlands of Spinoza’s Time and in the British Isles of
Newton’s Time (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1994).
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Popkin’s Spinoza is the product of a particular way of investigating the history
of thought. In important ways his study of Spinoza represents what Richard
Popkin stood for as a historian of philosophy. As Allison Coudert explains in
her broader discussion in this volume, Popkin was not the adherent of a nar-
rowly defined method, but rather the product of a particular, twentieth-cen-
tury intellectual tradition. In his approach to the philosophical history Popkin
was certainly not a “method” man and he never formulated a methodology.
Nevertheless, his approach to the subject had its methodological distinctive-
ness, in so far as it entailed particular kinds of question and a broad latitude
in the kinds of materials he considered relevant to his enquiries. From the
very beginning, Popkin made no assumptions about modernity or what makes
philosophy interesting. He also refused to be strait-jacketed by prevailing his-
torical models. For Popkin, the history of philosophy is more than the history
of arguments, but requires close attention to the context in which those argu-
ments were produced. To most historians of philosophy now, this seems obvi-
ous (for example, Dan Garber’s trademark as a historian of philosophy is his
insistence on the importance of context). But it is worth underlining the point
that Popkin more than most has helped philosophers understand the impor-
tance of the non-philosophical context, especially since this was by no means
obvious to all self-styled historians of philosophy when Popkin first started
publishing in the late 1950s and early 1960s. One thing he understood clearly
was that the limitations of the anachronistic rationalist-empiricist model of
philosophical history dominant at the time he first started publishing. Endors-
ing the views of George Boas, he wrote in1959,

It seems to me...that we have been shackled by a mythology about our
philosophical heritage. The German historians of philosophy of the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth century constructed the historical past of
contemporary philosophy. They singled out the two great traditions before
Kant, that of the British empiricists (Bacon, Locke, Berkeley, and Hume)
and that of the Continental rationalists (Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, and
Malebranche), with Kant as the synthesizer of the two. This scheme has
had, and still has its great virtues... However, this scheme has had the vice
of restricting the thinkers and issues that we consider. We gain in simplicity,
but lose in richness and variety. More than that, why should we now be tied
to the issues and thinking given us by German scholars of a century and a
half ago, especially if fresh research indicates other lines of development?®

8R.H. Popkin, “Did Hume Ever Read Berkeley?” in Popkin, The High Road to
Pyrrhonism (San Diego, CA: Austin Hill, 1980), 277287, p. 286 (article first published
in Journal of Philosophy, 56 (1959), 535-545.
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The “richness and variety,” which attracted him to early modern philosophy
was not just a matter of making border incursions across the rationalist-empiricist
demarcation line in order to trace more accurate philosophical pedigrees.
It also entailed crossing boundaries into non-philosophical domains. Popkin
had a keen sense of the non-philosophical motivations of thinkers of the
past, especially of the way their religious beliefs were integral to their thought
and shaped their reception of the ideas of others. Although the relevance of
religion is now taken for granted by most serious scholars of philosophical his-
tory, the point is worth emphasising since, at the time when Popkin entered
the scholarly arena, philosophy, and, especially science, were assumed to be
fundamentally secular, if not incompatible with religious belief. Furthermore,
Popkin took a long view of philosophical history, in which he saw continuities
between seventeenth- and even eighteenth-century philosophy going back to
the Renaissance. This, too, is worth emphasising in view of standard treat-
ments of Descartes as the first of the moderns, and the concomitant tendency
to explain philosophical modernity in terms of rupture with philosophical
tradition. Here, Popkin’s exposure to the methods of his teacher Paul Oscar
Kristeller shows through, as it does in the essentially multi-disciplinary per-
spective he brought to the history of thought.

In enlarging the scope of his historical enquiry, Popkin’s purpose came to
have more to do with trying to view early modern philosophy in contemporary
terms, than simply with expanding the knowledge-base of what, today, consti-
tutes philosophy. As Harry Bracken and Richard Watson observed in their
obituary, Popkin spent so long absorbing early modern thinking and ideas
that he would joke that he had come to think in seventeenth-century terms!’
Popkinian contextualisation in fact is not simply a matter of paying attention
to the non-canonical texts of any individual philosopher. Nor is the contextu-
alising philosophy merely a matter of supplying some background informa-
tion about some of the contemporaries in a particular subject’s field, rather
as one might put a frame round a portrait to set off the painting to advantage.
The Popkin context is the painting itself, and the landscape he depicts is not
one that dry rationalists are likely to recognise — as Susan James acknowl-
edged in her warm appraisal of the infectious appeal of Popkin’s approach:

we are carried along by Richard Popkin’s boundless appetite for all that
is liable to strike contemporary students of early modern philosophy as
quaint or just plain crazy, by his invigorating insistence on the strangeness
of our intellectual past.'

Journal of the History of Philosophy 43.3 (2005), V.
0Susan James, review of The Third Force in Seventeenth-Century Philosophy
(Times Literary Supplement, 1 Oct 1993, p. 24.)
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To those more familiar with Popkin’s universe than the readers whom Susan
James was addressing, the strangeness is the other way round — the dis-
torted perspective with which modern eyes view early modern thought. And
nowhere is this better illustrated than in his work on Spinoza. And nowhere
is this more useful than in understanding a philosopher who went to such
lengths to cover his tracks.

Another aspect of Popkin’s work as a historian of philosophy was collec-
tive — not in the sense that he directed specific projects, but in the sense that
he master-minded co-operative scholarly ventures in order to pool a diver-
sity of expertise and give it common focus. In later years Popkin extended his
own multi-disciplinary reach by orchestrating a number of collective schol-
arly ventures that brought the expertise of others besides himself to bear
on topics of common interest. A good number of these were particularly
relevant to Spinoza: namely, Menasseh ben Israel and his World, edited with
Yosef Kaplan; Jewish Christians and Christian Jews, edited with Gordon M.
Wiener; The Books of Scripture and the Books of Nature, edited with James
E. Force; Heterodoxy, Spinozism and Free Thought in Early Eighteenth-Cen-
tury Europe, edited with Silvia Berti and Frangoise Charles-Daubert.!! Of
course, Popkin, in his turn, drew on the scholarship of others, among whom
particular mention might be made of Lesek Kolakowski, Yosef Kaplan, Henri
Méchoulan and Jan van den Berg.

Within the broadly shared territory of Spinoza scholarship, a number of
distinctive features make Popkin’s study of Spinoza stand out from other
studies. First of all, in his interpretation of Spinoza’s philosophy, Popkin
emphasises Spinoza’s anti-skepticism. To interpret Spinoza as anti-skeptical
was itself novel in the Spinoza scholarship, and is not a universally accepted
even now."? Spinoza does not, after all, devote significant time and space to
refuting skepticism. Popkin dubs him an “epistemological dogmatist” on the
basis of 1 Ethics, a6 (“A true idea must correspond with that of which it is the
idea”) and 2 Ethics, p43 (“He who has a true idea, simultaneously knows that
he has a true idea, and cannot doubt the truth of the thing perceived”)."* Since

" Menasseh ben Israel and his World, eds. Yosef Kaplan and Richard H. Popkin
(Leiden: Brill, 1989); Jewish Christians and Christian Jews, edited with Gordon M.
Wiener (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1993); The Books of Scripture and the Books of Nature
(cit. note 7 above), edited with James E. Force (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1994); Heterodoxy,
Spinozism and Free Thought in Early Eighteenth-Century Europe, edited with Silvia
Berti and Francoise Charles-Daubert (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1996).

2See, for example, Michael Ayers’ review of The History of Scepticism in British
Journal for the History of Philosophy, 2004.

3 Cited Popkin, History of Scepticism (2003), pp. 251 and 250, from the Shirley
translation of Ethica.



Popkin’s Spinoza 33

“the very act of understanding as such makes one aware that he knows and
knows that he knows,” Spinoza’s philosophy, therefore, entails “a genuinely
anti-skeptical theory, trying to eradicate the possibility or meaningfulness of
doubting or suspending judgment.”!* He thereby sidestepped the skeptical
issues that pre-occupied Descartes and Montaigne. Furthermore, in Popkin’s
analysis, Spinoza’s epistemological anti-skepticism supports his critique of
religion (since dubbed religious skepticism) not simply in the obvious, gen-
eral, sense that scriptural reading does not measure up to rational analysis,
but also in the particular sense that doubt is the condition to which those who
rely on scripture rather than reason are prone: “Scepticism is both possible
and necessary if one does not have a true idea of God” — the true idea of God
being not the God of the bible, but the God of the Ethics. In The History of
Scepticism, Spinoza represents an important point in the development of reli-
gious skepticism.

Popkin’s approach to Spinoza is not purely philosophical. The second
distinctive feature of Popkin’s treatment of Spinoza is his focus on religion
— notwithstanding the destructive impact of Spinoza’s analysis of scrip-
ture. This aspect of his work is, of course, directly linked to his account of
Spinoza’s skepticism. The religious context for Spinoza’s life and writing of
course includes Spinoza’s Jewish origins, where Popkin is particularly alive to
Spinoza’s Jewish heritage and, especially to his Marrano (“new” Christian)
background. But he also examines the contemporary Christian context in
which Spinoza lived and wrote. He did not confine himself to the biographi-
cal circumstance of Spinoza’s “exile” among the Dutch Christian community
and his friendship with rational Christians like Adam Boreel and the Colle-
giants, but he explored the impact of the beliefs of the Christians with whom
he had contact, including the millenarian interests his Christian friends and
acquaintances. Above all, Popkin takes Spinoza’s bible scholarship seriously
—in fact he was one of the first to give Tractatus theologico-politicus its due in
the history of philosophy. As is evident from his study of the religious context
of Spinoza’s thought, a third distinctive feature of Popkin’s study of Spinoza
are the multiple perspectives he brings to his subject: along with philosophy
he combines a number of disciplinary elements — for example Jewish stud-
ies, and seventeenth-century religious history. This enabled him to contribute
immensely to the reconstruction of Spinoza’s intellectual milieu, peopling it
with figures previously ignored, or unknown, such as Menasseh ben Israel,
Orobio da Castro, Uriel da Costa, Isaac La Peyrere, Jacques Basnage, Henry

4ibid, p. 251.
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Oldenburg, Margaret Fell, Samuel Fisher, Adam Boreel and Henry Morelli."s
As a result of his investigations, he disposes of some of the myths that have
clouded assessments of Spinoza, e.g. the saintly Spinoza of the early biog-
raphies, or that the herem pronounced against him was part of a pattern of
persecution of Spinoza by the Amsterdam Jewish community.

Such conclusions as these bespeak a strong measure of skepticism towards
the established “facts” of history — very much the kind of skepticism that is
an asset in good detective work. Viewed in chronological sequence Popkin’s
researches have all the hallmarks of the professional sleuth, as he ferrets out
more information about his subject (for example about Spinoza’s visit to the
Prince de Condé, and on the so-called Three Imposters, on Spinoza’s contact
with early Quakers).!® To this enterprise he brought that essential component
of the detective’s mentality, a skeptical distance both from his subject and,
especially, the opinions of others. The resulting open-mindedness towards
possible connections enabled him to unearth new clues, for example on some
of Spinoza’s Jewish links. He established that Spinoza’s acquaintance, the
physician Henry Morelli, had a Sephardic background.

Spinoza and Bayle

Popkin’s scholarly career may have ended with Spinoza, but it began with that
other enfant terrible of the seventeenth century, Pierre Bayle. However, his
interest in both was not unconnected. Bayle is, arguably, a key figure for Pop-
kin’s Spinoza, and recognition of this goes some way to explaining why Spinoza
should figure in The History of Scepticism. Furthermore, many of the questions
about Spinoza which he set out to answer — and his answers to them are neatly
summarised in his last Spinoza book — originated with Pierre Bayle.

Already in the History of Scepticism, Popkin touched on Spinoza’s influ-
ence and reputation — endorsing the view that he was instrumental in setting

’Many of these figures were subjects of separate studies which of themselves
constitute important ancillaries to his Spinoza project: “Spinoza and Menasseh ben
Israel and Isaac La Peyrere,” Studia Rosenthaliana, 8 (1974): 59-63; “Spinoza’s
Relations with the Quakers in Amsterdam,” Quaker History, 73 (1984), 14—28; Isaac
La Peyrére (1596-1676). His Life, Work and Influence (Leiden: Brill, 1987); Popkin
and Michael Signer, Spinoza’s Earliest Publication? The Hebrew Translation of
Margaret Fell’s a Loving Salutation to the Seed of Abraham Among the Jews (Assen:
Van Gorcum, 1987); “Spinoza’s Relations with the Quakers,” Quaker History, 73
(1956), pp. 142—128.

l6«Serendipity at the Clark: Spinoza and the Prince of Condé,” Clark Newsletter,
10 (1986), pp. 4-7. Berti, Charles-Daubert, Popkin, Heterodoxy, Spinozism and Free
Thought, Popkin, “Spinoza’s Relations with the Quakers in Amsterdam;” Popkin and
Signer, Spinoza’s Earliest Publication?
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the agenda for Enlightenment hostility to religion. The only critic of Spinoza
he discusses (in the final edition of the History) is Pierre Bayle, whose article
“Spinoza” is one of the longest in his Dictionnaire Philosophique and Cri-
tique, and who was the only skeptic to attack Spinoza. At a conference in
Mexico, in 1963, Popkin gave his assessment of Bayle’s method that lays the
groundbase for his subsequent treatment of Bayle:

Here [in Zeno], and in Rorarius and Spinoza and in other lengthy examina-
tions of philosophical issues, Bayle is a philosopher’s philosopher. He is prolix.
He is precise and careful beyond measure. He explores problems minutely.
Each step brilliantly leads to the next. Each dilemma forces the opponent
into another and less resoluble one. Theory after theory is destroyed, ridi-
culed, and dissected, until the skeptical result emerges. Bayle leaves no bits
or details aside. He wants no loopholes for his opponents to escape through.
And, he wants, above all, to make sure that he cannot be accused of misrep-
resenting the problems or the theories he is dealing with."”

This excerpt shows that Bayle’s philosophical deconstruction of philosophers
and their systems impressed Popkin early on. What this passage doesn’t show
is that he was equally, perhaps more, impressed by the fact that Bayle seems
not to have been able to destroy Spinoza’s arguments by his usual skeptical
method. In Spinoza he repeats the view stated in The History of Scepticism
that every attempt by Bayle to understand Spinoza’s philosophy ended in
failure: in Popkin’s History, Spinoza is the philosopher who found an answer
to skepticism by, in effect, ignoring it. In the early Principles of Descartes’
Philosophy,Spinoza omitted to comment on Descartes’ methodological skep-
ticism for arriving at truth, while in his mature philosophy, “there are no real
sceptics, only ignoramuses.”'® Spinoza’s immunity to skeptical critique per-
haps explains why Popkin didn’t change his view of him as a “super-rational-
ist.” Perhaps, too, Bayle’s failure intrigued him sufficiently to enquire further
into his account of Spinoza. He was certainly impressed by Bayle’s efforts to
establish the facts about Spinoza’s life.

Bayle made a strenuous effort to find out the actual facts of Spinoza’s life. He
read a manuscript of an early biography that no longer exists, he questioned
people who knew Spinoza, he challenged the hagiography that had grown up
about Spinoza by questioning the so-called nobility of Spinoza’s rejection of a
proposal of a post at Hedelberg and his refusal to visit the prince of Condé."”

7R.H. Popkin, “Bayle and Hume,” in High Road to Pyrrhonism, p. 153 (article
first published in Transactions of the XIIth International Congress of Philosophy, 10
vols (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México, 1964), 9: 317-327.

8 History of Scepticism (2003), p. 25T.

YTbid., p. 298.
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Even if Bayle was successful in tarnishing the hagiographical image of Spinoza
deriving from his earliest biographers, his scrupulous historical investiga-
tions helped to build up a positive portrait of a man who led a commendably
moral life, despite being (in Bayle’s view) an atheist. The contrast between
this and the hostility of Bayle’s analysis of Spinoza’s system, lead Popkin to
wonder what was “the real message” of the article, “Spinoza.” But this did
not diminish his respect for Bayle’s scholarship. On the contrary, many of
Dick’s productive lines of enquiry into Spinoza’s life and philosophy follow
Baylean leads: the story of his encounter with Condé, for example, and Spino-
za’s acquaintance Dr. Morelli (whom Popkin identified as a Sephardic Jew
with links to English free-thinking circles). Another topic where Bayle was
an important source is his account of the herem which ostracised Spinoza
from Amsterdam Jewry: according to Bayle, this was pronounced only after
Spinoza had left the Jewish community, and only after Spinoza himself had
broken the tie. Bayle wrote that this alienation from Judaism was not sud-
den, but gradual (“Il ne s’aliena... que peu a peu de leur synagogue”).”’ Bayle
specifically mentions that he had researched this carefully, though without
success (“J’en ai rechercher les circonstances, sans avoir pu les déterrer”), and
he gives a privileged source for the information he has (“Tiré d’'un Mémoire
communiqué au Libraire”).

In his own account of the excommunication of Spinoza, Popkin picked up
on Bayle’s report that Spinoza had discussed some of the views later expressed
in the Tracatus Theologico-Politicus in an unpublished manuscript written
in Spanish (a view supported by references to “le livre de Monsr. Van Til”
and “Le Journal de Leipsic” of 1695). Popkin was under no illusions about the
potential consequences of ostracism from the Jewish community in Amster-
dam at this time (illustrated most painfully in the cases of Uriel da Costa and
Juan de Prado), but he did not regard Spinoza as a victim of persecution. In his
judgment, the available evidence did not point that way. And Bayle’s account
is one of the main sources on which he based his view. But he did not do so
without, in his turn, trying to “déterrer” the reasons for the herem. Nor was he
uncritical in his use of Bayle: he checked Bayle’s sources, questioned some and
found more. In his pursuit of information about Spinoza’s life and opinions,
Bayle was himself something of a seventeenth-century sleuth. Popkin follows
this detective model of investigation. Like Bayle, he sought out original sources
and documents. And like Bayle he brought into play his skepticism about
received opinions — so much so, that he succeeded in putting paid to a good
many of the “facts” about Spinoza on which Bayle had based his account.

2 Bayle, Dictionnaire Philosophique and Critique (1740), 4: 255.
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Popkin, like Bayle, could be ironic and also provocative. An example is
his suggestion that this arch-rationalist may have owed something to Jewish
kabbalism. Popkin opined that kabbalism is an important aspect of Spinoza’s
Jewish heritage which should be taken seriously.?! He contradicts Spinoza’s
own dismissal of the kabbalists as nonsense, noting that Spinoza did in fact
acknowledge that he had read kabbalistic writings. He claimed, furthermore,
that there are echoes of Abraham Cohen Herrera in Spinoza’s work and that,
“Spinoza, when looked at in terms of what he called the third kind of knowl-
edge, can be read as a rational kabbalist shorn of its imagery and numerol-
ogy.”? In the absence of firmer evidence, this is a reading of Spinoza that is
easy to dismiss. Yet there are few philosophers with the breadth of reading
who are in a position to mount a real challenge. It is easy to overlook the
fact that Popkin himself did not reduce Spinozism to kabbalism — he merely
observed that there appear to be similarities between them. In making his
kabbalistical suggestion, Popkin was issuing a typically Popkinian challenge
— a challenge to his readers’ assumptions about philosophical compartmen-
talization, and a challenge to Spinoza scholars to explore more thoroughly
the uncharted territory of the early-modern Jewish intellectual traditions of
which Spinoza was heir.

Legacy

By comparison with the time when the first edition of A History of Scepti-
cism appeared, nearly half a century ago, Spinoza studies have changed. It
is now standard to treat Tractatus theologico-politicus as an integral and
important part of Spinoza’s oeuvre, and not just as an adjunct to his more
serious philosophical thinking.”® Spinoza’s intellectual relationship both to
his Jewish background and to seventeenth-century Holland are now a stand-
ard part of any account of his life and works. Richard Popkin contributed
significantly, though not uniquely, to this shift. Others certainly played their
part — for example Hubertus Hubbeling, K.O. Meinsma and, more recently,
Wilhelm Schmidt-Biggeman, Theo Verbeek, Silvia Berti, Francoise Charles-
Daubert, Wiep van Bunge, and Stephen Nadler.** It is particularly the younger

2'R.H. Popkin, “Spinoza, Neoplatonic Kabbalist?” in Neoplatonism and Jewish
Thought, ed. Lena Goodman (Albany, NY: SUNY, 1992).

2R.H. Popkin, Spinoza, p. 83.

2 See his contribution to The Cambridge Companion to Spinoza.

2%#K.O Meinsma, Spinoza et son Cercle (Paris: Vrin, 1983); Henry Méchoulan, Amster-
dam au temps de Spinoza: argent et liberté (Paris: PUF, 1990); idem, Etre juif @ Amster-
dam au temps de Spinoza (Paris: Albin Michel, 1991); Yosef Kaplan, From Christianity to
Judaism: The Story of Isaac Orobio de Castro (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989).
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generation of scholars who acknowledge the inspiration and encouragement
of Richard Popkin. It is a paradox which Pierre Bayle would have appreciated
that the defender of Spinoza as an arch rationalist should have done so much
to restore Spinoza to his religious context. Popkin’s Spinoza is more than an
interpretation of an early modern philosopher. His investigations of Spinoza’s
life and work offered an approach to the history of philosophy, which was
unquestionably fruitful, and will remain a benchmark for future generations
of scholars. His statement of his views is often challenging — but challenging
in the sense that they are an antidote to complacency about his subject. Rich-
ard Popkin wrote on Spinoza with insight and authority, but never claimed to
have said the final word. He would have been the first to agree that, for all
his investigations, Spinoza remains in many ways enigmatic and elusive. But
Popkin’s work has certainly added “richness and variety” to our knowledge
and understanding of Spinoza and his philosophy.



4. ASSESSING THE WORK OF RICHARD H. POPKIN
FROM THE VANTAGE POINT OF COMPARATIVE
PHILOSOPHY

Peter K. J. Park

I met Dick and Julie Popkin in the spring of 1999, when I and other gradu-
ate students were enjoying a drink at UCLA’s Faculty Club with Peter Reill.
Dick Popkin rolled in on his motorized wheelchair. Julie followed behind.
Peter invited them to join us. They pulled up to our table. Dick pulled up right
next to me. It wasn’t clear to me how well Dick could see. I had heard that
his vision was very poor. However, it was absolutely clear that his attention
was focused on the conversation. As I had very recently read The History of
Scepticism from Erasmus to Spinoza, 1 wanted to talk about skepticism, but
didn’t quite know how to talk about it with the expert himself. What could I
tell him that he didn’t already know? I mentioned that some were studying
skepticism in Asian philosophy. He responded that there was a conference
in Israel recently taking up the subject. What didn’t he already know?

In 20022003, I was at the dissertation stage of my studies at UCLA and
was scheduled to teach an undergraduate seminar on the comparative history
of skepticism in the spring term. It was also the year when I became one of
Dick’s research assistants. During my tenure as his assistant from October of
2002 to October of 2004, we worked a few hours every week on an anthology
of skeptical philosophy, which was a collaboration with José Maia Neto, or on
the new book project: a history of the reception of Rabbi Isaac ben Abraham
of Troki’s anti-Christian polemic, Chizzuk Emunah. On the two afternoons of
the week when I worked with Dick at his home, our routine began with my
reporting on what I found in the local research libraries or Dick’s reporting on
his investigative breakthrough during a prior evening. I sat myself in front of
his computer to read incoming emails to him and to type out his replies. With
the help of his assistants, he maintained a busy correspondence with many
friends, scholars, and librarians in the U.S., Europe, South America, and Israel.
Sometimes, our session began with catching up since the past week or dis-
cussing the day’s political or family news. The conversation was infused with
Dick’s classic humor (it was classic to me). Other times, our workday began
with an open-air lunch at Mort’s (the deli restaurant around the corner from
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the Popkin residence), where conversation and humor were aided by cabbage
soup, corned beef, a garden burger (for me), and coffee. At Mort’s or during
our 4-o’clock break, Dick would recount an episode from his life in La Jolla, St.
Louis, Iowa City, New York, Connecticut, or Amsterdam. Some of these stories
were about his relationships with other famous philosophers, which helped me
— a mere 30-something — to feel connected to the older (and passing) genera-
tion of American philosophers.

Early during my assistantship, I worked with Dick mainly on the skeptical
anthology. When we needed a skeptical excerpt from a modern philosopher,
Dick usually had a clear idea of which text, and sometimes also which part
of the text, he wanted to excerpt from. Since Dick couldn’t see well and was
restricted in his movement, I was his eyes and legs. He directed me to the
bookshelf or to the part of the house where the sought-after book could be
found. I brought it back to the dining table (where we usually sat) and read to
him the table of contents or searched in the index. In this manner we located
the appropriate passages to excerpt. I then copied out the passages, some-
times manually and sometimes with a text-scanning program which visually
impaired persons such as Dick used.

Later during my assistantship, Dick’s attention turned toward the Chizzuk
Emunah project. I know something of the background. Dick had attended
a panel on the circulation of clandestine texts in the eighteenth century at
the 2003 congress of the International Society for Eighteenth-Century Stud-
ies held in Los Angeles. Dick must have said something to this panel about
Jewish anti-Christian polemical texts. He mentioned that the panelists invited
him to contribute a piece to be included in a joint publication.

We began work on the Chizzuk Emunah project by looking up Dick’s old
articles on the heretical Karaite Jews (including the rabbi who wrote the Chiz-
zuk Emunah) and on Jewish-Christian relations in the early modern era. On
his instructions, I read his old articles back to him. (I put on my best accent to
read the one that was in French.) He then asked me to look up his articles on
Menasseh ben Israel, Jacques Basnage, and related topics. Conveniently, off-
prints of most of his articles were at arm’s reach. He was refreshing his memory
in preparation for the research and thinking about what would go into a new
essay. On his instruction, I got on his computer and searched library catalogs.
I then went to the UCLA Research and Clark Libraries and to the Hebrew
Union College library to gather books or make notes. We requested other books
through Inter-Library Loan. On Dick’s instruction, I typed an email to Ulrich
Johannes Schneider in Wolftenbiittel to ask him to look up a hard-to-find sev-
enteenth-century book in the Herzog August Library. He replied with a report
and arranged for Dick to receive a microfilm of the relevant pages of this book.
When it arrived, I took it to the microfilm department at the Research Library
and printed the document onto paper. When I returned to the Popkin dining
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table, I spot-translated some of the passages of this German text for Dick. I then
typed up Dick’s (spoken) notes in a computer file. There was also an occasion
when I typed out and sent a request to Sarah Hutton in London. Dick wanted
to ask her to go to the British Library and look up the letters of a Christian mis-
sionary writing from his post in southern India. We had read in one account that
the missionary complained in his letter that the Chizzuk Emunah had a great
influence over Jews in the region. Sarah went to look and reported in an email
what the Missionary Society of London archives held, but to pursue this line
of the investigation would have required a research trip to London. I worked
some hours reading through numerous secondary works and read some of their
contents to Dick. We read selectively in order to conserve Dick’s energy.

As with his other publications from late in his career, Dick wrote in his
head. He worked from what I read to him out of books or computer files
containing notes on books or articles that we assistants had typed up. During
nights, Dick’s mind would compose several paragraphs, and in the following
session with his assistant, he would be ready to dictate them. I typed out a par-
tial draft of his essay on the Chizzuk Emunah in early or mid-2004. I read the
draft, or sections of it, back to him. He ordered changes. He dictated another
section. In this manner and in the course of several weeks, he augmented and
improved his manuscript. Dick passed away in April of 2005, before his essay,
“Four Centuries of Influence: Rabbi Isaac ben Abraham of Troki’s Chizzuk
Emunah,” appeared in print.!

Even before I became his research assistant, I had a history with Richard
H. Popkin. The remainder of this paper is a history of my own intellectual
development combined with an account of Popkin’s impact on history of phi-
losophy scholarship. This will require me to take you to a region of academia
not usually associated with Richard Popkin. It requires me to show you what
has been happening in the field of Buddhist hermeneutics.

I entered Hampshire College in the fall of 1991 not completely sure what I
wanted to study — I was 19 years old — but I was attracted to a course offered
in the School of Cognitive Science.” Judging by the course title — “Convention,
Knowledge, and Existence: European and Indo-Tibetan Perspectives” -1 gath-
ered that the course would consider philosophical topics from European and
Asian perspectives. [t was to be taught by Jay Garfield, an analytic philosopher
who received his Ph.D. from the University of Pittsburgh, where Wilfrid Sellars
was one of his teachers. Professor Garfield’s interests, as listed in the course

'In Richard H. Popkin, Disputing Christianity: The 400-Year-Old Debate over Rabbi
Isaac Ben Abraham Troki’s Classic Arguments (Amherst, NY: Humanity Books, 2007).

2Hampshire College in Amherst, Mass., did not have a separate department for
philosophy.
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catalogue, were cognitive science, philosophy of mind, philosophy of language,
metaphysics, and epistemology. He had written a dissertation in cognitive sci-
ence and the philosophy of mind, which he submitted in 1986. Then, at some
point during the late 1980s, he encountered Buddhist philosophy. By the time
I was a student in his course, Garfield had gone to India and had consulted
with Tibetan Buddhist monks. He had begun to acquire reading ability in the
Tibetan language and had started work on an English translation, with com-
mentary, of the Tibetan version of the Sanskrit text Mialamadhyamakakarika
(Fundamental Verses of the Middle Way) by Nagarjuna, an Indian Buddhist
monk who lived sometime between the second and third centuries.* He was
the founder of the Madhyamika (“Middle Way”) school of Mahayana Bud-
dhism.* His corpus includes texts addressed to lay audiences, letters of advice
to kings, and a set of metaphysical and epistemological treatises that form the
foundations of an important Buddhist philosophical tradition.

Milamadhyamakakarika is Nagarjuna greatest work.’ It is a philosoph-
ical treatise in verse form. The text is divided into 27 chapters in which
Nagarjuna analyzes the aggregates that compose the self, the elements that
compose the universe, the relation between substance and attribute, the
nature of the self and subjective experience, the status of the external world,
the relation of the self to objects, as well as central Buddhist tenets. Sepa-
rate chapters are devoted to the analysis of motion, the senses, causation,
essence, the self, time, and generation and destruction. However, the central
topic of the text is Sanyata (“emptiness”) — the Buddhist technical term
for lack of independent existence, inherent existence, or essence in things.
Over the centuries, this text has inspired a huge commentarial literature in
Sanskrit, Tibetan, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese. Divergences in interpre-
tation of Mualamadhyamakakarika often determine the split between major
philosophical schools.®

3The title of the Tibetan text is dBu-ma rtsa-ba shes-rab. Richard H. Robinson and
Willard L. Johnson give “circa 150-250 c.e.” as the time frame in which Nagarjuna’s life
fell (The Buddhist Religion: An Historical Survey [Belmont, Calif: Wadsworth, 1997], 88).
More cautiously, lan Mabbett places Nagarjuna’s life between the first and fourth
centuries (“The problem of the historical Nagarjuna revisited,” in The Journal of the
American Oriental Society, 118:3 [July, 1998], 332ff).

“The Mahayana (“Greater Vehicle”) traditions of Buddhism have survived in Tibet,
China, Korea, and Japan after dying out in India around the thirteenth century.

3In Sanskrit, mula means “fundamental,” madhya means “middle,” madhyamaka
is a superlative meaning “the radical middle”, and karika means “verse.”

®Jay L. Garfield, Empty Words: Buddhist Philosophy and Cross-Cultural Interpre-
tation (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 24—25. This volume contains
reprints of Garfield’s articles and essays published between 1990 and 2003.
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To us uninitiated students of either Western or Eastern philosophy,
Garfield proposed to compare Western philosophical skepticism to what
he considered to be the skeptical outlook of Madhyamika philosophy. He
assigned texts by Sextus Empiricus, George Berkeley, David Hume, and
Saul Kripke’s essay Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language so that
we could discover what skepticism was. We learned that ancient skepti-
cism was a practical-wisdom philosophy whose goal was imperturbability
(ataraxia) and that the skeptic employed an array of arguments to confute
all knowledge claims. At the same time, the Greek skeptic did not assert
that the theories of the dogmatists were false. Rather, he withdrew from
making any assertion about the world beyond what appeared to him to
be the case. Regarding what the dogmatists asserted about the world, he
suspended judgment.

I took delight in the mayhem that Sextus caused with his drawing of the dis-
tinction between appearances and reality, his arguments for the variability and
disagreement among the appearances. All things, Sextus pointed out, were under
dispute, while proofs were impossible and propositions based on a hypothetical
inadmissible. Sextus showed that the dogmatists desperately needed a criterion
of truth, but none was available. He made nonsense out of the physical notions
of causes, bodies, and change so that in the end we had to admit that we did
not apprehend these things. He also showed us that what we call the self was
likewise impossible to apprehend. But Sextus claimed that this lack of certain
knowledge did not paralyze the skeptics in life. He said they lived tranquilly with
the appearances. In ordinary life, they were guided by nature and their feelings,
the tradition of laws and customs, and the instruction of the arts. Professor Gar-
field was especially keen to emphasize the practicality of the skeptics.

Garfield’s course was partly intended to show us that skepticism had not
been refuted and continued to pose serious problems for dogmatic philoso-
phers into modern times. We saw how the Anglo-Irish philosopher George
Berkeley, who wrote in the early eighteenth century, brought out familiar
skeptical arguments confuting the existence of an external world independent
of perception. In Berkeley’s Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous,
published in 1713, the character Hylas is forced to admit that he knows noth-
ing of the external world and that all he ever sees is the world of appearance.
I was incredulous, but I did understand that this was Pyrrhonian skepticism
in the modern period. It never came up in class discussion that Berkeley had
insisted he was not a skeptic!”

"Berkeley believed that he had found the solution to skepticism and that this solu-
tion lay in the distinction between things and ideas. He therefore denied this distinc-
tion, claiming that the world of perception is the real world.
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Next we read parts of David Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature, a work
published in 1739-1740. The discussion focused on Hume’s analysis of per-
sonal identity and causation. We took Hume to be a perfect Pyrrhonist as
he had much in common with the ancient followers of Pyrrho. He reduced
the self, external objects, causes and effects to impressions and ideas with no
necessary connection. But as an original thinker on these old topics, he added
that custom, memory, and imagination lent constancy and coherence to the
objects of our perception so that they seemed to have an independent and
continual existence. But aside from this, his position regarding entities was the
same as that of the skeptics. Garfield did not forget to emphasize that Hume
also was not paralyzed by his skepticism: he dined, played backgammon, con-
versed, and made merry with his friends.®

It would not be until eight years later that I discovered that a large and rich
historical literature on skepticism existed, beginning with Popkin’s History of
Scepticism from Erasmus to Spinoza, which I read for the first time in March
of 1999. I had gone through all four years of college and four additional years
without knowing that someone decades ago had established that Hume was
arguing from a Pyrrhonist position and that skepticism was a major issue in
Berkeley’s time. As I then learned, the philosopher and historian Popkin dis-
covered in the 1950s that Berkeley had at his disposal Pierre Bayle’s Diction-
naire historique et critique and that the bishop utilized skeptical arguments
found in the articles “Pyrrho” and “Zeno of Elea” in that work.” Popkin
showed that Berkeley was, in the spirit of Malebranche, trying to rescue the
existence of an external physical world from skeptical attack after recognizing
the failure of the Cartesian demonstration for the same. In a 1952 article, Pop-
kin showed that Hume was engaged in a real-life conversation with Frangois
Fénélon, Chevalier Andrew Michael Ramsay, Andrew Baxter, and Jean Pierre
de Crousaz, who had all written answers to Pyrrhonism.!’ I learned from read-
ing History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Spinoza that Pyrrhonism was a

8David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (London; New York: Penguin, 1984),
316. Hume continues, “Here then I find myself absolutely and necessarily determin’d to
live, and talk, and act like other people in the common affairs of life.... I may, nay I must
yield to the current of nature, in submitting to my senses and understanding; and in this
blind submission I shew most perfectly my sceptical disposition and principles.”

°Richard H. Popkin, “Berkeley and Pyrrhonism,” The Review of Metaphysics 5
(Dec. 1951): 223—240; reprinted in Richard H. Popkin, The High Road to Pyrrhonism
(San Diego, Calif: Austin Hill, 1980), 297—318. The articles “Pyrrho” and “Zeno of
Elea” provided Berkeley and, later, Hume with skeptical arguments for the non-real-
ity of secondary as well as primary qualities of objects.

YRichard H. Popkin,“David Hume and the Pyrrhonian Controversy,” The Review of
Metaphysics 6 (Sept. 1952): 65-81; reprinted in The High Road to Pyrrhonism, 133-147.
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problem for European philosophers starting in the sixteenth century and that
modern European philosophers have been greatly preoccupied with skepti-
cism. Popkin began establishing this as early as 1953-1954 with a three-part
article in The Review of Metaphysics,on “The Sceptical Crisis and the Rise of
Modern Philosophy.”!!

Jay Garfield could thus take for granted that there was a long tradition of
philosophical skepticism in the West, that Hume was a Pyrrhonist, and that
Berkeley’s immaterialism was the result of a skeptical analysis. He took this
for granted in the sense that the thing had been established. He did not need
to review the evidence amassed through historical investigation, which placed
the texts of Sextus Empiricus in the hands of modern European philosophers
even prior to Descartes. In any case, for the analytic philosopher Garfield, the
text-internal arguments of Hume were what mattered in identifying him as a
Pyrrhonist. I wouldn’t learn who Pierre Bayle was until years later. I wouldn’t
know who Richard Popkin was until years later.

Our survey of Western skepticism ended with Kripke’s essay, Wittgenstein
on Rules and Private Language, which appeared in 1982. In this well-regarded
interpretation of the later Wittgenstein’s thought, the Austrian-born philoso-
pher is characterized as a skeptic questioning whether the meaning of a word
(and the truth of a sentence) can be verified by reference to an object or facts
about the world. At one point in the essay, Kripke formulates Wittgenstein’s
“sceptical paradox” in dramatic terms: “There can be no such thing as meaning
anything by any word.”!? Kripke goes on to describe Wittgenstein’s “sceptical
solution” to his skeptical paradox. The solution was to view the philosophi-
cal assumption that words correspond to extra-linguistic realities, and that
meaning consists in this relation, as a confusion. If such a relation did obtain,
a “private language” (a hypothetical situation in which a language is known
to one person), instead of being impossible as Wittgenstein argued, would be
possible. The meaning of a sentence is decided not on the basis of correspond-
ing facts about the world, but on the basis of how the sentence is employed

"Richard H. Popkin, “The Sceptical Crisis and the Rise of Modern Philosophy
[Parts 1, 2, and 3],” The Review of Metaphyiscs 8 (1953—-1954): 132-151, 307333, and
499-510. More recently it has been suggested that Pyrrhonism may have caused con-
cern among Church authorities already at the end of the fifteenth century; see Brian
Copenhaver’s article “Doubt and Innovation in the Renaissance,” in Richard H.
Popkin, ed., The Columbia History of Western Philosophy (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1999), 316, and Richard H. Popkin, History of Scepticism from
Savonarola to Bayle (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), Ch. 2.

12Saul A. Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language (Cambridge, Mass:
Harvard University Press, 1982), 55.
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by the community of language-speakers. Why did Kripke characterize this
solution as a “sceptical solution”? Because he saw an analogy to the solutions
offered by Berkeley and Hume to their own skeptical problems:"

What is a ‘sceptical’ solution? Call a proposed solution to a sceptical philo-
sophical problem a straight solution if it shows that on closer examination
the scepticism proves to be unwarranted; an elusive or complex argument
proves the thesis the sceptic doubted. Descartes gave a ‘straight’ solution in
this sense to his own philosophical doubts. An a priori justification of induc-
tive reasoning, and an analysis of the causal relation as a genuine necessary
connection or nexus between pairs of events, would be straight solutions of
Hume’s problems of induction and causation, respectively. A sceptical solu-
tion of a sceptical philosophical problem begins on the contrary by conced-
ing that the sceptic’s negative assertions are unanswerable. Nevertheless
our ordinary practice or belief is justified because —contrary appearances
notwithstanding —it need not require the justification the sceptic has shown
to be untenable. And much of the value of the sceptical argument consists
precisely in the fact that he has shown that an ordinary practice, if it is to be
defended at all, cannot be defended in a certain way. A sceptical solution
may also involve —in the manner suggested above —a sceptical analysis or
account of ordinary beliefs to rebut their prima facie reference to a meta-
physical absurdity.'

Berkeley’s denial of the existence of matter, of objects independent of the mind
did seem to defy common sense, but the bishop insisted that he was not attack-
ing the common man’s belief in material objects. According to Kripke, Berkeley
was instead attacking the theory that our knowledge of objects is derived from
our sensory perception of objects in the external world. It is this philosophical
view and not the common-sense belief in the existence of material objects that
Berkeley argued was incoherent. Kripke explains, “Rather than repudiating
common sense, [Berkeley] asserts that the conflict comes from a philosophical
misinterpretation of common language — sometimes he adds that the misin-
terpretation is encouraged by the ‘superficial form’ of ordinary speech.... For
Berkeley this philosophical strategy is central to his work.”"

BKripke (p. 68) characterizes the skeptical solution in Hume with regard to causa-
tion: “After the sceptical argument has been seen to be unanswerable on its own
terms, a sceptical solution is offered, containing all we can salvage of the notion of
causation. It just is a feature of this analysis that causation makes no sense when
applied to two isolated events, with the rest of the universe removed. Only inasmuch
as these events are thought of as instances of event types related by a regularity can
they be thought of as causally connected.”

1 Kripke, 66-67.

5Kripke, 65.
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Similarly, in A Treatise of Human Understanding, Hume analyzes common
notions,such as causality,and arrives at paradoxes, but he denies that he is reject-
ing these common notions, which are, moreover, impossible to reject. “Asked
whether he ‘be really one of those sceptics, who hold that all is uncertain’,
Hume’s reply was ‘that this question is entirely superfluous, and that neither I,
nor any other person, was ever sincerely and constantly of that opinion’.””!6

In the 1980s, Kripke was not alone in interpreting Wittgenstein as a Pyr-
rhonian skeptic. In his book Wittgenstein, Robert J. Fogelin writes, “Setting
aside questions of actual influence... what philosophical movement does
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy most resemble? My answer is Pyrrhonian
scepticism.”” Fogelin noted that Kripke’s interpretation of Wittgenstein’s
private language argument is very similar to his own. He agreed with Kripke
that “[t]he Pyrrhonists had no interest in challenging common beliefs mod-
estly held ....Classical scepticism was not a call for the suspension of common
belief, for it recognized that, for the most part, it is neither in our power to do
so nor useful if it could be accomplished. Classical scepticism was a critique of
philosophizing and the anxieties it generates.”®

It is important to note that Wittgenstein never accepted the label “skeptic”
—indeed, he is supposed to have said some things against skepticism, as Kripke
and Fogelin admit.” Yet, these philosophers interpret Wittgenstein as a skeptic.
How is this interpretation possible? Or, to think historically, how did this inter-
pretation become possible? It became possible because Kripke and Fogelin
already had a complete acquaintance with the Western skeptical tradition.

Modern skeptical philosophy, either Berkeley’s or Hume’s, was never one
of Kripke’s areas of research, so far as I know, but he could rely on established
knowledge. Modern skeptical philosophy has on the other hand been a research
pursuit of Fogelin’s. He has written and edited books on Hume’s and Berkeley’s
thought and has taken a “neo-Pyrrhonian” position on contemporary theories
of knowledge and justification. Skepticism was not one of Garfield’s areas of
research, although he greatly benefited from the scholarly research on and dis-
cussion of skepticism in recent decades, as [ will soon show.

Garfield’s class then turned to the Buddhist philosophy. We students were
in over our heads. Many of us had not recovered from reading Hume. We had
to take it on faith that Hume was a master stylist of English. I had fallen behind

6Kripke (p. 63) quoting Hume, in L. A. Selby-Bigge, ed., A Treatise of Human
Nature (Oxford: Clarendon, 1888), 183.

7Robert J. Fogelin, Wittgenstein, 2nd ed. (New York; London: Routledge, 1987),
226. Fogelin has also written on Hume’s Scepticism in the Treatise of Human Nature
(New York; London: Routledge, 1985).

8Fogelin, 233.

YKripke, 63; Fogelin, 226.
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on the writing assignments. But there was no jumping overboard, no aban-
doning ship, since we knew we were approaching the climax of the course. We
were now confronted with the terse and cryptic verses of an ancient Indian
philosopher, who wrote in Sanskrit.

In this last segment of the course, we relied heavily on Professor Garfield.
Indeed, more so than ever. At the very least we knew that we were looking
for skepticism in Nagarjuna’s text Siinyatasaptati (Seventy Stanzas on Empti-
ness).?’ Garfield explained that Nagarjuna, like Sextus, emphasized the thera-
peutic aim of their philosophy. Skepticism was good medicine — a metaphor
used also by Sextus and Wittgenstein. In a 1990 article titled “Epoché and
Stnyata: Scepticism East and West,” Garfield writes,

[A]ll sceptical philosophers from Sextus and the historical Buddha to Witt-
genstein and contemporary Mahayanists have regarded sceptical philoso-
phy as a form of therapy: the goal is not simply the search for truth for its
own sake, or the critical appraisal of arguments, or intellectual entertain-
ment. The goal is rather to cure the philosopher of the confusion attendant
upon the fundamental misconceptions underlying dogmatism ... %

Garfield points out further commonalities:

Nagarjuna, like Western sceptics, systematically eschews the defense of pos-
itive metaphysical doctrines regarding the nature of things, arguing rather
that any such positive thesis is incoherent and that, in the end, our conven-
tions and our conceptual framework can never be justified by demonstrat-
ing their correspondence to an independent reality.?

Nagarjuna and Candrakirti [seventh-century commentator], like Western
sceptics, are concerned to develop sceptical problems and sceptical solu-
tions thereto regarding personal identity and the existence of the external
world, the self, morality, and meaning.”

But there is more. Similar to the situation of Western skepticism, Madhyamika
has been misinterpreted by its traditional opponents and, more recently, by
Western scholars, as “a thoroughgoing nihilism about phenomena.” Garfield
writes,

2Sonam Rinchen, Tenzin Dorjee, and David Ross Komito, Nagarjuna’s Seventy
Stanzas: A Buddhist Psychology of Emptiness (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion, 1987).

2 Jay L. Garfield, “Epoché and §inyata Scepticism East and West,” Philosophy
East and West 40 (1990): 3, 285-307; reprinted in Garfield, Empty Words, 13.

22 Jay L. Garfield, The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way: Nagarjuna’s Mul—
amadhyamakakarika. (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 88.

B Garfield, Empty Words, 5.
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In this respect, Madhyamika philosophy has suffered from the same fate as
much Western sceptical philosophy, including that of the Pyrrhonians and
of Hume and Wittgenstein, all of whom were at considerable pains to warn
readers against interpreting them as denying the existence of ordinary enti-
ties, but all of whom have been repeatedly read as doing so.*

Garfield was convinced that in Pyrrhonism and in Madhyamika we were looking
at the same outlook, same rejection of dogmatism, and same middle position.

Garfield believed that the comparative study of Madhyamika and
Pyrrhonism could clear up the obscurities of the one or the other. He noted
that the Buddhists were “a bit more explicit about certain features of the
sceptical method than their European counterparts”?:

The...Buddhists refer to their opponents as “extremists” connoting just about
what Sextus has in mind when he refers to his opponents as “dogmatists.”
They identify, for each philosophical problem subject to sceptical treatment,
a reificationist and a nihilistic extreme.... Reificationism, in this philosophical
taxonomy, asserts the ultimate reality of something whose reality ... the sceptic
denies (for example, of material substance, of a persistent self, of an independ-
ent realm of mathematical or moral truth ... or of primitive semantic facts).
Nihilism is the philosophical denial of the existence of that which—at least in
some sense—clearly exists, or more accurately of the warrant of what are in
fact clearly warranted claims. A nihilist hence might deny that any of our state-
ments about external objects, about ourselves or our moral responsibility, or
about the meanings of words are true or warranted, or that one can make sense
of any of the practices associated with such beliefs.

According to the Buddhists, the “root delusion” and the main impediment to
liberation from the suffering of cyclical existence is the ignorance of the true
nature of things. “That delusion consists in confusing existence with essential
existence and issues inevitably in one of the two extreme views — reification
or nihilism.”” Garfield explains,

Reification is the root of grasping and craving and hence of all suffering.
And it is perfectly natural, despite its incoherence. By understanding emp-
tiness, Nagarjuna intends one to break this habit and extirpate the root of
suffering. But if in doing so one falls into the abyss of nihilism, nothing is
achieved. For then action itself is impossible and senseless, and one’s reali-
zation [through spiritual practice] amounts to nothing.?

2 Garfield, Fundamental Wisdom, 300.

3 Garfield, Empty Words, 5.

* Garfield, Empty Words, 6.

¥ Garfield, Fundamental Wisdom, 236—237.
B Garfield, Fundamental Wisdom, 314.
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To counter reification the Buddhists teach that all phenomena are empty, but
then to counter nihilism, they teach that phenomena are conventionally real.
It is only through extensive meditation on the emptiness of phenomena and
on the nature of this emptiness that liberation is attained.

Garfield’s commentary and translation of the Mulamadhyamakakarika
appeared in 1995 with the title The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way.”
By this time, the comparative study of Madhyamika and the philosophy of
Wittgenstein had entered its fourth decade. Just as the interpretation of Witt-
genstein’s thought benefited from the post-war research on skepticism (begin-
ning with Popkin’s work in the early 1950s), the interpretation of Madhyamika
philosophy benefited from contemporaneous advances in Wittgenstein stud-
ies. Andrew P.Tuck offers an account of the impact of Wittgenstein studies on
the interpretation of Madhyamika:

9«

As soon as terms such as “language game,” “family resemblance,” “private
language,” “form of life,” and “ordinary language” started to filter into the
conversations of students of Indian philosophy, Nagarjuna’s name was imme-
diately, and repeatedly, linked with Wittgenstein’s ....[A] new generation of
scholars began to read his Madhyamakakarika as if it were an explanatory
gloss on [Wittgenstein’s] Philosophical Investigations. In many cases, Witt-
genstein’s remarks also began to be interpreted as if he might have been a
Madhyamika Buddhist.*
Tuck continues,

The “mutual interdependence” of all reality, the nonreality of isolated particu-
lars (“atomic facts”), the unreliability of any and all types of linguistic constructs
for precisely representing the world—these most troubling and slippery of
Nagarjuna’s positions—suddenly begin to make sense (and more importantly,
sound familiar) to the younger scholars who had read as much of Wittgenstein,
Quine, Davidson, Sellars, and Kuhn as they had of Russell and Ayer.*!

According to Tuck, the earliest and most influential proponent of a Wittgen-
steinian interpretation of Madhyamika was Frederick Streng.*? In Emptiness:
A Study in Religious Meaning (1967), Streng uses a description of Wittgen-
steinian language philosophy to explicate the Buddhist philosopher:

Nagarjuna’s use of words for articulating Ultimate Truth would find champi-
ons in contemporary philosophers of the language analysis school.... Words

#Full citation at note 22.

% Andrew P. Tuck, Comparative Philosophy and the Philosophy of Scholarship: On
the Western Interpretation of Nagarjuna (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 75.

Tuck, 76.

2Tuck, 79.
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and expressions-patterns are simply practical tools of human life, which
in themselves do not carry intrinsic meaning and do not necessarily have
meaning by referring to something outside the language system. Wittgenstein
suggests that language is like a game, and the meaning of a word or phrase
depends on the “rules” which one learns “to play this game.”... Through-
out the Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein argues that metaphysical
inferences are simply fabrications based on a misconceived notion about
how meaning is available. The proper role of philosophy is to clarify the
use of words as they are used in specific contexts rather than build “castles
in the air.”...In a manner similar to the contemporary language analyst,
Nagarjuna denies that all words gain their meaning by referring to some-
thing outside of the language system; he maintains that the relationship
between words in a statement (e.g., subject and predicate; the person acting,
the action, and the object acted upon) are only of practical value and not
indicative of ontological status.*

Tuck comments on Streng: “For the first time Madhyamika was being read as
a metaphilosophical critique of the language of philosophy.”*

Streng was followed by several others offering Wittgensteinian interpre-
tations of Madhyamika with titles such as Wittgenstein and Buddhism (1977),
“Nagarjuna and Wittgenstein on Error” (1981), “Philosophical Nonego-
centrism in Wittgenstein and Candrakirti in their Treatment of the Private
Language Problem” (1980), and “Wittgenstein and Nagarjuna’s Paradox”
(1985).* The third article listed is by Robert Thurman, who has interpreted
Nagarjuna as arguing for the conventionality of language. To support this
reading of Nagarjuna, Thurman resorted to extensive quotations from Witt-
genstein’s Philosophical Investigations and The Blue and Brown Books.*

BFrederick Streng, Emptiness: A Study in Religious Meaning (Nashville, TN; New
York: Abingdon, 1967), 139-141.

3Tuck, 8o.

3 Chris Gudmunsen, Wittgenstein and Buddhism (New York: Harper & Row,
1977); Nathan Katz, “Nagarjuna and Wittgenstein on Error,” in Katz, ed., Buddhist
and Western Philosophy (New Delhi: Sterling, 1981); Robert Thurman, “Philosophical
Nonegocentrism in Wittgenstein and Candrakirti in their Treatment of the Private
Language Problem,” Philosophy East and West 30 (1980):3, 321—337; T. Anderson,
“Wittgenstein and Nagarjuna’s Paradox,” Philosophy East and West 35 (1985):2, 157—
170. Other studies applying Wittgensteinian insights to the interpretation of
Madhyamika are I. Waldo, “Nagarjuna and Analytic Philosophy,” Philosophy East and
West 25 (1975):3, 287—298; 1. Waldo, “Nagarjuna and Analytic Philosophy II,”
Philosophy East and West 28 (1978):3, 28 1-290; C. W. Huntington, “A Non-Referential
View of Language and Conceptual Thought in the Work of Tsong Kha-Pa,” Philosophy
East and West 33 (1983):4, 325-340; and C. W. Huntington, The Emptiness of Emptiness
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1989).

*Tuck, 87.
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Garfield acknowledged that there was a trend in Buddhist hermeneutics of
comparing Philosophical Investigations to Madhyamika. He said he differed
only in that he would add the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus to those works
by Wittgenstein that were useful to the interpretation of Madhyamika.

Garfield alsowasnot the first tomake comparisons between Pyrrhonism and
Madhyamika. In 1982, Thomas McEvilley, an art historian at Rice University,
published a groundbreaking article on “ Pyrrhonism and Madhyamika.”
Another skeptical, yet divergent interpretation is presented by Jonardon
Ganeri.* However, critics of the skeptical interpretation of Madhyamika have
addressed themselves mainly to Garfield. One such critic, David F. Burton, disa-
greed with the characterization of Nagarjuna as a skeptic because, as he saw it,
the Madhyamika philosopher did advance specific truth-claims.*’ Burton also
claimed that while Nagarjuna did not intend for those claims to be nihilist, his
arguments nonetheless unwittingly entail nihilistic conclusions. Another specialist,
Dan Arnold, while noting that Burton seemed to presuppose a modern or
“dogmatic” sense of skepticism, still agreed with him that Nagarjuna was not
aptly characterized as a “skeptic” because the Madhyamika philosopher did
make important truth-claims — that entities are empty, that they are depend-
ently co-arisen, and that emptiness is itself empty.*! Against the Pyrrhonian
interpretation, according to which Nagarjuna does not offer any claim or thesis
whatsoever, Arnold interprets Madhyamika as presenting metaphysical argu-
ments on the model of Kant’s transcendental arguments.*

McEvilley gives an extended treatment of the historical and philosophical
connections between Pyrrhonism and Madhyamika in his work of thirty-years-
making, The Shape of Ancient Thought: Comparative Studies in Greek and
Indian Philosophies (2002).* Only an author with training in classics and Indology
(Sanskrit studies) and expertise in Greek and Indian philosophies and histories
could have produced such a work. McEvilley’s book deals with the question,
how indebted to each other are Greece and India for their philosophies?

37 Garfield, Fundamental Wisdom, 114n26.

¥Thomas McEvilley, “Pyrrhonism and Madhyamika,” in Philosophy East and West
32 (1982):1,3-35

¥ Jonardon Ganeri, Philosophy in Classical India: The Proper Work of Reason
(London: Routledge, 2001).

“David F. Burton, Emptiness Appraised: A Critical Study of Nagajuna’s Philoso-
phy (London: Curzon, 1999) Ch. 2: “Nagarjuna and Scepticism.”

“Dan Arnold, Buddhists, Brahmins, and Belief: Epistemology in South Asian
Philosophy of Religion (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 131-142.

“ Arnold, 139-142.

“Thomas McEvilley, The Shape of Ancient Thought: Comparative Studies in Greek
and Indian Philosophies (New York: Allworth, 2002).
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He answers with an encyclopedic array of textual and archaeological evidence
in support of extensive intellectual contact and diffusion, going in both direc-
tions, between the eastern Mediterranean and South Asia.

A quarter of the book (Chapters 14-18) is devoted to a detailed compari-
son of Pyrrhonism and Madhyamika and to the defense of McEvilley’s historical
thesis. Early on in his analysis, the author points out what others have already
underlined — that both schools devoted their philosophical activity to under-
mining the doctrines of other schools and that neither was a system of posi-
tive doctrines.** Juxtaposing a series of skeptical and Buddhist quotations,
McEvilley contends that the skeptic’s goal is not significantly different from
the Buddhist’s. If tranquility (ataraxia) in the skeptic follows on non-assertion
(aphasia) and the suspension of judgment (epoche), this is not very different
from the mental state that follows on the pacification of concepts and the sub-
duing of desire and aversion, which is the goal of Madhyamika.* McEvilley
notes that the Madhyamika philosopher Candrakirti equated this pacification
with nirvana.*

Not only did the skeptics and the Madhyamikas speak of the same goal,
they also shared the same dialectic. McEvilley shows that both Sextus and
Nagarjuna employed the dichotomy-and-dilemma reductio ad absurdum, the
method of regressus ad infinitum, and the denial of partial identity (or the
same/not-same dichotomy or disjunctive modus tollens) in arguments against
origination, destruction, motion, change, potentiality, plurality, and more."
Both Sextus and Nagarjuna, employing the same/not-same dichotomy, arrived
at identical critiques of causality.*® Both analyzed cause and effect in terms of
temporal succession, concluding that a cause and its effect can exist neither
simultaneously nor successively. Finally, both critiques of causality are sup-
ported by the infinite regress argument against origination, duration, destruc-
tion, and motion, but most powerful is the critique of relational existence, which
is “sufficient to undermine any and all assertions about reality.”*

Like Garfield and others, McEvilley sees another parallel in the self-canceling
effect of skeptical and Madhyamika dialectic.”® Is this not the effect of the
emptiness of emptiness doctrine? Is this not the effect of Sextus’s statement
that the skeptical mottoes (“No more this than that,” “I suspend judgment,”

“McEvilley, 455—456.
“McEvilley, 456.
“McEvilley, 477.
“"McEvilley, 420, 422, 459.
“McEvilley, 459.
“McEvilley, 466, 469.
SMcEvilley, 469—473.
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“Everything is inapprehensible,” “To every argument an equal argument is
opposed”) apply to themselves? Candrakirti compared Madhyamika to a
medicine that dissolves itself after curing the disease and to a fire which, after
the fuel is used up, dies out. Sextus compared the argument for the non-
existence of proof to a ladder which, after being used to ascend to a high
place, can be kicked away.”' Similarly, Wittgenstein compared his propositions
to a ladder that one uses to climb up on. When one comes to see the world
rightly, the ladder may be discarded. A similar meaning is disclosed by the
Buddhist imagery of the Dharma as a raft, which is thrown away after one
reaches the other shore. Nagarjuna likened his treatise, Refutation of All Con-
tests, to a phantom destroying another phantom.” The point seems to be that
neither skepticism nor Madhyamika is a (negative dogmatic) system to be
inserted in the place of positive philosophical systems.

The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way received favorable reviews.
The skeptical interpretation of Nagarjuna has established itself as somewhat
definitive, due in large part to Garfield’s work. His interpretation also has
the virtue of being consistent with the dominant commentarial tradition in
Tibet and among the Tibetan exile community. As he states in his preface,
Garfield hoped that his translation and commentary would increase Western
philosophers’ interest in Buddhist philosophy. He should be glad. For he has
succeeded. If you google Nagarjuna and Sextus Empiricus today, you will
find that they are taught along side each other in a number of philosophy
departments in the U.S., especially those departments where philosophy and
religious studies are combined.

For the analytic philosopher Garfield, skepticism was a bridge between
Western philosophy and Buddhism. Garfield, who is currently Doris Silbert
Professor in the Humanities and Professor of Philosophy at Smith College,
continues to produce translations (in collaboration with Tibetan scholars) and
publish articles on Buddhist philosophical topics. He regularly travels to India
and teaches Western philosophy to Tibetan students, and hosts Tibetan monks
who come to the United States. Skepticism — what it is and what it has meant
for modern Western philosophers — was the crucial insight giving Garfield an
interpretive foothold on the philosophy of the Middle Way.

In this essay I have recounted how I became haunted by skepticism
(or Buddhism?) as a 19-year-old. When I met Dick, I had more in common
with him — I had been influenced more by him than he could ever realize.
When we were working on the skeptical anthology, skepticism naturally came
up in our conversation all the time, but not Buddhism. Then, one day Dick

S'McEvilley, 470.
2McEvilley, 470—-471.
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told me that his grandson Gabriel expressed an interest in Buddhism. I could
sense from the way he told this that he was a little dismayed. It was not the right
time to tell Dick about Nagarjuna.

The right time came at the end of spring term 2003. I had finished teaching
my first seminar on skepticism. I sent Dick electronic versions of two papers
written by students in that seminar. One of them was a comparative analysis
of Pyrrhonism and Madhyamika, executed, I thought, with considerable philo-
sophical acumen. He asked his other assistant, Stephanie Chasen, to read this
paper to him. When I came around to the Popkin dining table again, Dick
wanted to hear more about Nagarjuna. During that conversation, I could see
his mind working to figure out how skeptical philosophy could have been
transmitted between the West and India in those ancient times. As I was not
aware yet of McEvilley’s work, I could not tell Dick that this scholar seriously
doubted the belief that Pyrrho, who accompanied Alexander the Great on his
campaigns in the East, derived his philosophical views from the sages of India.
Because “the essentials of Pyrrhonism were already to be found among the
followers of Socrates and Democritus in the late fifth and early fourth centu-
ries B.C., well before Alexander’s visit to India,” McEvilley thought that the
Greek dialectic was probably carried to India in the period after Alexander’s
conquest, perhaps even on the trading ships which sailed between the Greek
and Roman empires and India.*

Dick was not a student of Buddhism. It was too late in his life to truly
immerse himself in a completely new subject. Nevertheless, in this paper I
have tried to trace some of the subtle channels through which Popkin’s monu-
mental achievement in the history of skepticism has exerted its influence.

3McEvilley, 495, 500.



5. GILLES DELEUZE: FROM HUME TO SPINOZA
(AN ATTEMPT TO MAKE GOOD ON A POPKIN REQUEST)

Knox Peden

Richard Popkin taught intellectual historians that context matters, and that
context changes. More to the point, context matters precisely because it is
always changing. So, in an effort to pay homage to this methodological dis-
position, let us begin with some comments about the original, shifting con-
text of this Popkin-inspired inquiry into the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze
and its debts to Hume and Spinoza, respectively. In the academic year of
2004—2005, the context of my work, a dissertation on Spinoza and twentieth-
century French thought, underwent a shift of its own when developments
in my personal life brought me away from my home campus Berkeley to
Los Angeles for my first year of dissertation work in earnest. During that
year, | had the opportunity to work as Popkin’s research assistant to supple-
ment my fellowship stipend. Fresh off my Ph.D. exams, I was familiar with
Popkin’s work on skepticism, and I also knew that in recent years he had
devoted serious attention to Spinoza. When I read the notice from UCLA’s
history department that Popkin was in need of an assistant I sent the revered
scholar an eager email, outlining the details of my own work and of course
its indebtedness to his. It is only now, when my debts to Popkin are increas-
ingly apparent as I pursue my own research, that I can admit to what was
merely nervous exaggeration at the time. As luck would have it, in January
2005 Popkin responded to my message with the news that he was glad to
meet me and that he looked forward to working out some sort of research
assistance arrangement.

Sadly, the arrangement turned out to be brief, but every moment was
delightful and invigorating for me as I had the opportunity first hand to
experience this mind in action. I worked for Popkin four afternoons per
week, from January until his death in April of that year. The primary effort
and discussion centered on the object of his research at that moment, namely
the Chissuk Emunah of Rabbi Isaac ben Abraham of Troki and the geo-
graphically wide-ranging legacy of this critique of Christianity through the
Enlightenment and into the late nineteenth century. Inevitably, however,
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our conversations steered far and wide over the history of philosophy. They
usually found their way to Spinoza, and turned to my insistent efforts to
have Popkin understand what was historically specific and significant about
Spinoza’s importance for recent French thought, ranging from certain
thinkers in mathematics and philosophy of science, such as Jean Cavailles, to
the Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser to, of course, Gilles Deleuze. Pop-
kin would listen to my arguments, and he would check my naiveté often.
My efforts to lump various thinkers together under simple formulas always
met resistance. He often confounded my expectations for a sympathetic ear
when he pressed me on essential questions, asking me why I found Spinoza
so attractive and why I thought so many in France did as well. With quick
recourse to a hypothesis that I have since come to view as inadequate, I told
him that, for me personally as for some of the subjects of my dissertation,
it was a reaction against the Hegelian pretension that history is necessarily
going somewhere, and, more disconcertingly, that that direction might be dis-
cernable to the human intellect. Popkin grunted, and in a phrase I will always
remember, he said: “You may not be certain that it’s going somewhere, but
you can’t be certain that it’s not going somewhere either.” Popkin changed
my understanding of Spinoza profoundly, and he altered the course of my
research by teaching me that, well beyond differences among various think-
ers, even the thought of Spinoza himself could not be reduced to a single
coherent formula. Popkin’s ability to remain committed to a guiding thread
in his research — e.g., the challenge of skepticism — yet all the while to remain
open to the historical record as a mitigating force on his own hypothesis
has served as an inspiration for me in my own research into the persistence
of rationalism in twentieth-century French thought. This Popkin stance, this
refusal to whitewash, will away, or assimilate apparent tensions and contra-
dictions is captured clearly in his chapter title for Spinoza in The History of
Scepticism, “Spinoza’s Scepticism and Antiscepticism.”

Spinoza was a hot topic for us, always, and we discussed various readings of
his philosophy.