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ABSTRACT

This text aims at examining the relations betweerwdd's reflections on the limits of our
faculties and philosophical skepticism — a themeswodominant in the most recent literature,
despite the many references to that philosophyn Bveugh these references seem at first sight
somewhat vague and imprecise, we came to the apluhat not only a close exam can
reveal the relevance of the theme in regard tactimeprehension of Bacon’s own philosophy,
but also show his interest in contemporary skeptitzrature. The distinctive features of his
own interpretation seem to anticipate how skeptids to be understood by future philosophers
as Hume, for instance.
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As Michel Malherbe says in his edition of the Fiienersion ofNovum organum
this work of Bacon, at times celebrated, at timeglected, has always been poorly read.
Although he alludes here to its fortunes in Framigremark is relevant in a much more
general way, in spite of the fact that some ofrtiast important modern philosophers
have made use of this author in order to definentleaning of their own enterprises.
Hume refers to Bacon as the father of experimgtigbics and depicts his science of
human nature as an attempt to continue the workrhlearked upon and which was
carried on by other British moralists, since thegda experience the foundation for

reflection? As an epigraph to hi€ritique of Pure ReasqrKant picked out a passage

1 HUME (1984), p. 44. It is worth comparing the bduction of theTreatisewith aphorism I, §80 ofNovum
Organum where Bacon maintains that a new link betweenrabphilosophy and particular sciences could afford
progress and depth, not only to mechanical artsnagdicine, but also to “logical sciences” and “camd moral
philosophy”. The references to the Novum Organudicate firstly the book, then the number of the aajsm,



from the Preface tMagna instauratian which Bacon presents himself as the one who,
instead of founding a new sect, aimed to lay thend@ations for a collective work,
capable of eradicating a recurrent mistake.

However — and we hope we are not committing ansiige or endorsing an
overstatement - not even the relative lack of gsidin Baconian philosophy seems to
us to justify the shortcomings in the approachesitorelations with philosophical
skepticism. We are aware of only one paper entidelyoted to this theme — a quite
recent article, incidentally;and the topic received nothing but casual or gener
mentions by the classic commentaries in the coofsthe twentieth century, even
though Bacon frequently refers to skepticism asdadepts iracatalepsiathroughout
his work, from his earlier writings, such @ke Praise of Knowledgd592), up to such
mature works as thdovum organun1620)* Considering that the commentaries have
very often focused on the examination of the cotioes between Bacon’s thought and
the intellectual traditions of the Renaissance -ehsas that by Lisa Jardine, who was
concerned with dialectic, or that of Paolo Rossipvinighlighted, among other aspects,
Bacon’s relationship with so-called “natural magie> the gap becomes even more
noticeable insofar as the works of Charles Schamitt Richard Popkin provide a clearer
vision of how the skeptical traditions of the Ressaince, both academic and Pyrrhonist,

have contributed towards the constitution of modéwught in a not yet well-defined

and finally the page number of the first volumeTae Works of Francis BacpSpedding-Ellis-Heath edition (see
Bibliography). All the references to this editioerb will include “Sp”.

2 KANT (1980). This epigraph was included in the&ed Edition of this work.

3 Cf. GRANADA. This author evaluates the state dfafrthe question closely to the way we do here. ake
grateful for his kindness in allowing us to refera preliminary version of his article which has et been
published.

4 There are other works in which Bacon explicitijyudes to skepticism, such #lerius Terminug1603), The
advancement of learnin@l605), Temporis Partus Masculugfter 1605),Scala Intelectugbefore 1612) an®e
augmentis scientiarurf1623).

® JARDINE (1974); ROSSI (1968); GRANADA



dimensior® It is true that, in his classical work, Popkin simters Bacon as a proponent
of a kind of “temporary or partial skepticism”, retheless assuming that, in this case,
he is not dealing with a skeptic, but instead, @asdes it, with the leading figure of an
“Aristotelian” strategy to respond to skepticismnd®@ again, however, these are just
passing allusions and, as such, are not develogedai more detailed examination of
how he understood and solved the skeptical prohiétiin his personal reflectioh.
However, even if it is hard to determine the sosir@e which Bacon relied, it seems to
us that there are enough elements to argue thpticgken played a much more relevant
role in his philosophical reflection than has ugubken acknowledged.

Here, we shall neither deal with a close invesiogainto the question of whether
those aspects of Baconian philosophy which seebeé& some relation with skeptical
themes are closely connected or not with the séalptray of advancing doubtful pieces
of reasoning, nor shall we offer an examinatiorthef way he expected to respond to
skeptical problems. Before doing this, it seemagamportant to examine how far we
can evaluate the philosophical significance of #fnities acknowledged by Bacon
between his ideas and that sort of philosophy,ibgan mind the very passages in
which he expresses his opinion about it. As wel stea, they seem to indicate that it is
possible to go beyond the general remarks on thfeu&inces” of this philosophy upon
his own reflection and to make precise the meartimgt he conveyed to that

relationship, even though we cannot argue that Baomsiders his own “Doctrine of

 SCHMITT (1972); POPKIN (2001)

" Cf. POPKIN (2001), pp. 85, 156, 174, 202. Popkiesiaot provide a clear justification for this as&ition of
Bacon’s case into the Aristotelian type of resporieeskepticism. On p. 208, he nevertheless saysaththese
Aristotelian responses bear the common featurethieat would be normal conditions of our faculfi@sctioning
according to which we could attain knowledge, hus idoubtful whether we should include the cas@afon
here, as we shall see. Even though we may recogmireral points of contact between his philosophg a
Aristotelianism— see MALHERBE, 1986, p. 36 — Popkirtiypothesis has to be contrasted with the many
criticisms Bacon directs towards that philosophenom he sees as a paradigm of “rationalist” corauptbf
Philosophy (cf. N.O., |, 8854, 63, 67, 77). The redition of Popkin’s History (2003) contains nottinew about
Bacon. In his turn, OLIVEIRA (2002) devotes to thertie a chapter of his book, which we will considextn



Idols” as a skeptical doctrine. The affinity thag hccepts between the diagnosis of
knowledge offered by this doctrine and the skepfuzssition seems to be so that his
revocation would not only depend, according to Baagon the possession of the new
method to investigate nature which he aims at anciag, but also upon the complete
fulfillment of the project on the foundation of aience of the Forms of the things
themselves — something that Bacon himself takemnaspossible task and delegates
to the work of future generations. Furthermore, tmos the discussions about
philosophical skepticism are frequently compromibgdhe vagueness of this concept
— and Bacon'’s case is far from being an excepfldrerefore, we will also try to keep
in mind the way his reflections take into accoum tifferent aspects with which the
skeptical way of thinking presents itself in thedstiof the intellectual atmosphere of
the Renaissance (including the association betwkepticism and literary paradox), as
well as the differences between the skeptical dshdeevertheless, with regard to this
last point, we can notice that Bacon’s thought —paapntly through lack of a more
direct contact with the works of Sextus Empiricuscenforms to its own theoretical
reflections on the theme, thus converging into @etgf distinction between “extreme
skepticism” and “moderate skepticism” quite simtiarthe one which would turn out to
be usual in the philosophy to come.

We should note from the start that Bacon'’s refegsrio philosophical skepticism
constantly bear a critical element, continuallyingkup the same points: according to
him, the skeptics are those who profaned the omaictee senses and human faculties
instead of providing them with the support neededlitain the truth, and outlined their
diagnosis of our cognitive situation so as to stugstthe straight path of research for a

simple “ride about things” through pleasant disstérhs® But these observations offer

8 See, for instance, N.O. |, 867 (Sp I, 179).



just a partial image, which can lead us to a falsduation if we do not bear in mind the
fact that, on more than one occasion, his criticaresbrought to light in the form of a
counterpoint between his own world-view and thepskal way of thinking. In
aphorism | 8 37 ofNovum organumfor instance, Bacon writes — concerning the

philosophers who argued for a suspension of assent:

The doctrine ffatio] of those who denied that certainty could be a#diat all gorum qui
acatalepsia tenueruphthas some agreement with my way of proceedirbeafirst setting
out [initiis]; but they end in being infinitely separated apgpased. For the holders of that
doctrine assert simply that nothing can be knowajsb assert that not much can be
known in nature by the way which is now in use. Bwegn they go on to destroy the
authority of the senses; whereas | proceed to deaisl supply helpsafixilia] for the

same’

In this text, Bacon exposes the “final” distancatthe considers to exist between
his reflection and that of the supportersashtalepsia(in an oblique reference to the
skeptics of the New Academy, as we shall see Detteut only after the
acknowledgement of an affinity. In our view, a fiilmportant point consists in trying to
comprehend better the meaning of this oppositidwéen the beginningr(itium) and
the end éxitug of these paths compared by him. Should it justiek the unreliable
character of the resemblance between these phile@nd conclude that “initial”
would stand here for “at first sight” (as Speddsigyanslation proposes)? Or, despite
the disagreements mentioned, might this countetp@ine, philosophically speaking, a

more essential meaning regarding the possible aiitiés identified by Bacon between

°N.O. I, §37, Sp. |, p. 162-163; IV, p. 52. | folathe Spedding translation here and go to the malgiatin text
when necessary.



the skepticatatio and that of his own? It seems that there are nsasoincline towards
the second option.

As often happens, the distance marked by Bacon vefipect to skeptics is
directly connected with thauxilia, which he wished to apply to our cognitive facsti
We can safely admit that this corresponds to argéradlusion to his own inductive
method, through which he aimed at contributing talsahe establishment of what he

describes as a “genuine marriage between soulhémgist;'

a method able to provide a
real interpretation of nature — in contrast to nematicipations” created by traditional
philosophy — and therefore to reach the knowledggu® Forms, and by the same
token, to take human knowledge and power to amedyntnew dimension. But it is not
until the second book dlovum organum(which corresponds to the so-callpdrs
informang that the positive exposition of the method bedimg means of examples
designed to illustrate practical procedures by Wwhicluction could be guided amongst
particular things, especially as regards its positon the “tables of invention”).
However much these illustrations can be taken@smpleted exposition of the formula
of induction — at least in its general features,Malherbe suggests — the plain
exposition of its method could only be fulfilled the accomplishment of philosophy,
that is to say, in the very Interpretation of Natuhat would take place after the
exhibition of theOrganum— since the method, by virtue of its own demanesyld be
able to adapt to the things themselves, in lind e very progress of the reseatth.
The Novum organunforms, indeed, just the second part of lingtauratio magnaand
according to what we read in tlestributio operis it is only in the third part (entitled

Phaenomena univepsihat we stop digging up the road and start tragebn it (above

all, through the construction of a Natural Histiigsed upon new concepts and carried

10 This would be confirmed by his use of the usuaiapleor of the “path™\(ia) to describe this parallel.



out on an unprecedented scafe)n the fourth part, entitle@calaintellectus Bacon
intended to offer more examples of particulars etiog to the Tables of Invention, and
to therefore give us something more than just emmker of hope on the progress of
knowledge, as was temporarily justified by the afdthe first part of theNovum
organum Nevertheless, he also reminds us that it is &topreof giving examples of
research for the purpose of clarificatinin this fourth part, he says, the things

themselves would be presented, “so to speahquam;'* “

so to speak” perhaps
because we would not yet be at that ultimate dtegeresaw — the Second Philosophy
or Active Science, the only one that can assurh@knowledge of Forms in the strict
sense of the term. However, being outlined as tki stage of the itinerary, this
philosophy, which has been previously prepared égume research, purified and
severe, is something that goes far beyond his pafrgxpectations, since its fulfillment
is inconceivable in view of the actual state ofaff and spirits®

We went back briefly in this itinerary just to giem idea of the difficulties that
Bacon himself, despite his optimism, encountershenway to the actual knowledge of
things. As he puts it in the prefacelo$tauratio magnahis own method is essentially

one of truly genuine humiliation of the human dpi@s opposed to over-hasty

evaluation of the real forces of the mind:

For all those who before me applied themselvesédrivention of arts but cast a glance

or two upon facts and examples and experiences,stmaijhtaway proceeded, as if

1 cf. BACON (1986), p. 47

12 Distributio operis Sp. |, p. 140
18 Cf.ibid., Sp. I, p. 143-144
N.O. 1, 892, Sp. I, p. 199

15 This part would still be preceded by tReodroms, orAnticipations of Second Philosophyorresponding to the
fifth part of the Instauratio, in which it would lzematter of offering a collection of what was inted and proved,
not with the help of the method, but by the ordjnase of understanding. (Cf. Sp |, 143-144)

% 1dem



invention were nothing more than an exercise ofight, to invoke their own spirits to

give them oracle¥.

Stressing this point is also a way to observe béte methodological continuity
that exists between thgars informansof the Novum organunfwhere, as we said, the
positive dimension of this movement towards thevidedge of Forms becomes clear)
and the slow progression that lays the groundtfor the first book, to which belong a
pars praeparansn the strict sense andoars destruenthat precedes it — dedicated to
exposing the state of the art in all knowledge icridical way and contributing to the
destruction of impediments that prevent the inquitp nature from advancing — the
so-called “idols”. Although these impediments areqtiently mentioned in Bacon’s
works, it is in theNovum organunthat their exposition is most fully developed and
systematized. In his view, pointing them out iscal if we are have any hope of
avoiding the everlasting repetition of mistakes] anoceed, by means of a purification
of human understanding, to a radical reconstructodnall knowledge ab imis
fundamentis® But if the first movement of Bacon’s own methodjuizes a critical
rejection of present knowledge, and if the agrednien intends to make with the
adherents toacatalepsiacan be well expressed by the motto “we know ngfhin
(however hard Bacon tries to attenuate it by satiag we “know almost nothing” and
that this situation is temporary and relative), \datinot be reasonable to admit that the
“Iinitial” affinity between his philosophy and that the skeptics includes a reference to
his own method (even if it limits itself to its desgctive part)? Given that the above-
mentioned aphorism marks the distance, could it equally well be read as a

confirmation of a philosophical affinity — noticdalnot only in the broadest sense of

78p. 1, 130; IV, 19
Bgpl, p. 139; N.O. I, §31, Sp |, 162.



the idea, but also in more detailed conceptual@aspas we shall see? It gives us a first
indication that Bacon acknowledged a similarityyedll restricted, between the skeptical
percept of the whole of human knowledge and his,oasmhe finds himself at the
beginning of investigation, that is to say, at #i@ey moment when his reflection turns
to a future project that has not been fully devetbpnd is fraught with difficulties, as
he constantly stresses.

A second point, quite similar to this last one, t@mslo with the “doctrine of the
idols”, the centre of thears destruensin which Bacon distinguishes four types of
impediments to our expectations of gaining accessuth: the “ldols of the Tribe”
(idola tribus), that follow from the imperfections of our fadek of knowledge — the
intellect, as a deforming mirror that mixes its omature with the nature of things when
exposed to their rays, falsifying and shufflingrtheor, even, as a faculty that becomes
a hostage of the systematic mistakes that it carewify by itself, neither through its
own powers nor through dialectitthe imperfections of the senses, which are wedk an
deceptive in themselves, and cannot be helpeddyngiruments designed to improve
and strengthen theff,in spite of the fact that the senses constitueeviéry field to
which questions should be addressed in the ingotoynature, “unless we are willing to
be delirious”, as he says. Next are the “Idols g Cave” {dola specuy created,
according to Bacon, by the multiplicity typical @fch individual, and depending on the
differences of the body, soul, education, habisuei circumstances and also the way
they are affected by objects. The “Idols of the Kké#place” {dola fori) are, in turn,
those that can be found in the imperfections of dmhanguage, whereas the “Idols of
the Theatre” iflola theatr) are those by means of which Bacon metaphoriclhdes

to the imaginary worlds made up of the differentlggophical systems, which are

¥see N.O., I, §14, §845-52 and also Sp. |, 121-129.



formed by fanciful and imperfect notions (such &®ihg”, “substance”, “element”,
“matter” and so forth), as well as by insufficigmbofs, which are, in his words, the
systems in potentialit§’

As Granada observed, the aphorisms ofNbeum organunthat clearly deal with
his relations with skepticism occupy strategic poss regarding the exposition of this
doctrine®® More precisely, the first of them in order of egjtimn is the above-
mentioned aphorism | 8 37, which could be undecstae a transitional aphorism
between the previous movement of the text — whbheedommitments of the logic
which operates in research are discussed, as wdhedifficulties in establishing a
suitable method for the investigation, and expositiof the idols. It thus marks the
beginning of the exposition of the idols, wherelas hext aphorism dedicated to the
subject (I § 67) takes up the counterpoint withradpminantly critical slant — the
skeptics are accused of an intemperance in abodjsigsent similar to the intemperance
that dogmatic philosophers display when subscrilbantheir doctrines, and of adopting
a position which, even when they leave room forestigation, leads to it being
abandoned due to their despair of reaching thé tratand paves the way, in the next
aphorism, for the following remark: “That is enougiout the different types of Idols,
and their equipagé®. Thus, however much the slow progression of Baxoext may
appear at first sight to have a nonlinear develogma which anticipations and

repetitions of previously introduced terms are frext* these aphorisms indicate that

20gp. 1, 138; N.O. |, §50.

ZIN.O. I, §68; See N.O. | §44, §61.
22 Cf. GRANADA, p. 4

#N.O. 1, 868, Sp 1, 179, IV, 69.

%t is no easy task to establish a clear divisibthe logical moments in the progression of thid.tén spite of what
we remarked concerning | 868, it would be betteintdude in the exposition of the Idols of the Ttieahis
criticism of faulty demonstrations (which Bacon dodesed the rampart of the idols), offered in apsims 69-70,
as Malherbe does (cf. BACON, 1986, pp. 15-16). Meeepit is not clear how the fourfold division dfet species
of idols can be reconciled with the threefold offfered in I, §115, on which Spedding bases him&elhis own
division (cf. Sp. I, pp. 165, 172)
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Bacon encompassed two clear references to skeptinisis exposition of the doctrine
of the idols. Although he does not state this exhyi these references could be perhaps
read, according to the same hypothesis, as a $igis @roximity to the skeptics; this
would then allow us, in a more detailed approacltddlve deeper into the counterpoint
in a critical way, but only after the presentatinhis own version of the critique of
human knowledge, as this doctrine formulates ithi$ is so, these aphorisms would
indicate that Bacon focuses his affinities withggk@sm primarily on the development
of that doctrine?

These two indications of the affinities between @aand skepticism, taken from
his most famous work, are certainly somewhat irdliend conjectural. Nevertheless,
their interest lies in the fact that they allow tastranspose to a reading hifovum
organumwhat he says in a more explicit way in other pgssaconcerning the same
parallel. In a concise text entitl&gtcala intellectus sive filum labyrinfhcomposed, it

seems, as a preface to the homonymous part didgea instauratipBacon writes:

“(...) We cannot however absolutely deny thathdre was not an opposition to a society
between our philosophy and those of the ancidritsyith this philosophical gendgthat
is, that which proposes that “nothing is knowttiat we would be more akiwe would
agree with much of their wise sayings and remarkthe variations of the senses and the
lack of firmness of the human judgement, and orctii@ention and suspension of assent.
To those we could add many other similar [remarts]the point that between us and
them remains only this difference: they say thahimg is known simply grorsug and
we affirm that nothing can be known along the wlag human race has up until now

followed...”®

% See PRIOR (1968), p. 141
2gp 1, p. 688.
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In this text, developed entirely around the congmaribetween his philosophy and
that of the skeptics, elements that undermine tbgimity reappear. Especially in the
passage quoted above, they are projected in tlme &ra more general opposition
between his philosophy and that of the Ancientdaft, Bacon frequently stresses how
the forms of human knowledge are related, amontystr aaspects, to their time and
place of origin, and to the society that produdesht, and in general tends to condemn
the wisdom of the Greeks by ascribing to it a matheofessorial and rhetorical
approach, which prevented it from going deepeh@quest for trut’ In a passage of
Novum organumhe brings up the name of the academic skeptiogaaes together
with those who, in his view, with more or less dignwere all Sophist§® Even so,
could he be more explicit in pointing out the aspeax his reflection that, in his view,
reveal an agreement with the skeptics — that g the philosophers with whom they
were most connected, despite their antiquity? Mageohe offers us details about the
points on which he was in agreement with them, marabout their “wise sayings”
concerning the precariousness of the senses andairhumtellect, as well as the
suspension of assefit. However peculiar the way in which these themesdaalt with
by Bacon, they are directly included in the scopée doctrine of the idols, both the
idola tribus — which concern the poverty of our cognitive famd — and thedola
theatri — which, in turn, demand a refusal of the fantasieeated by philosophical

theories and their methods up to that time.

27see N.O., 1 §32, 34, 61.
2BN.O. 1, 871

29 This is why it does not seem to us quite exacaffom that Bacon makes “non-explicit use” of “skiept
philosophical arguments”. (see OLIVEIRA, 2002, p) @ the other hand, | do not think we are allow@dall
him “skeptical”, even though “mitigated” or “constitive”. Bacon stresses that it is not possibletliere to be a
society between his philosophy and that of the Amis, a remark that has a conceptual range whishtchae
taken into account if we want to understand howew®nciles his avowed proximity to this philosophkigh his
criticism.
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However, due to the fact that Bacon presents Wislsi with the explicit purpose
of “purifying the understanding” with a view to taning the truth, it could be thought
that this doctrine already overcomes the skeppoait of view. But things are not that
simple. However different the Baconian idols may foem skeptical modes of
suspension, and although its exposition aims ahsunting them (and not at repeating
them indefinitely), Bacon never stops stressing difeculty and limits of this task
before the power of such impediments. He qualifiestypes of idols as being “innate”
(namely theidola tribus regarding our cognitive faculties, and tldola specus
regarding our individual differences), as opposead those which, although
“adventitious” (theidola fori and theidola theatr), maintain close relations with the
former idols. And whereas the adventitious idotsha says, are quite difficult to root

out, the innate ones are described as impossildeathcate:

All that can be done is to point them out, so thatinsidious action of the mind may be
marked and reproved (else as fast as old errordemteoyed new ones will spring up out
of the ill complexion of the mind itself, and so wieall have but a change of errors, not a

clearance)®

Thus, it is not just a question of neutralizing tdels that block access to truth,
like a fortuitous refutation of skepticism. Even tliere are, according to Bacon,
effective measures to consistently face them bejoneg down the path of research —
such as what he presents as sigign@ of the sad state of current philosophy, as well
as the causes of this phenometier the only proper cure would, in his view, liethe

axioms and notions that could be produced by trmdudtion®* As he says

%0 Distributio operis, Sp. I, 139; IV, 27
%1N.O. I, §70. These signs and causes are effegtilistussed near the exposition of the idols, i@.N, §§71-91

%2 See N.O., | §40. In | § 36, Bacon says that thg emly to transmit the method is to carry men to piheticular
things and to claim that they deny their notiond start to get acquainted with these very things.
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metaphorically, in thdRedargutio philosophiarumust as we cannot write something
new on tablets before having erased the earlieript®ns, it will be hard to erase the
earlier inscriptions in the spirit without havingitien something new’ Far from being
just a result of the act of overcoming those impwetits to knowledge, the possession
of knowledge of nature is, to some extent, a camdiof its self-overcoming. But the
access to such knowledge, although restricted, doésnecessarily imply the total
extinction of those impediments. One of the waysdmprehend the tortuous situation
that seems to be brought about here consists eptng that we still have, to some
degree, the same cognitive impediments, as, bysdme token, the method still
operates according to an incomplete formulatiorsedaon insufficient experimental
material or provisional conclusiof$But if this is indeed the case, the same agreement
with the skeptical perspective is justified, in oway or another, be it partial, be it
temporary. For if a type of methodical incorporatiaf skepticism does correspond to
the initial affinity that Bacon acknowledged betweleis philosophy and that of the
skeptics, although it eventually reveals itselaasomplete opposition, everything looks
as if the progression towards the knowledge ofghicould be understood as the
continuous overcoming of this partial agreement.

This being so, the problem of determining how amdvhat moment in this
progression the overcoming would take place tuuigmbe a relevant one. Indeed, the
reservations expressed by Bacon in the manifeatatd his affinity with the skeptics

offer a strong indication that it is worth searchifor “preparatory” elements of that

333p. I, p. 557-558

34 According to Oliveira, “Bacon’s method of scienseriot... the harbor that, maybe as it is to Dessamould
assure the access to certainty...” (OLIVEIRA, 200277) But we should not infer from the recognitiminsuch
difficulties that Bacon gave up hope of attainingtitede through his method. Since for Bacon the cbjs
knowledge is reality, even though we cannot gapedect knowledge, universal and necessary, oéfiorie the
final step of thdnstauratiq the intermediate steps will carry some definggrges of certainty (see MALHERBE,
1996, pp. 80, 85, 90, 93-94). This distinction seerievant if we wish to see better how Bacon uridedshis
position with regard to skepticism.
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overcoming within the very formulation of the doc# of the idols. But it is impossible
to come up with a good answer to this question authcarrying out a meticulous
examination of the content of that doctrine, inesrtb know how far it reproduces the
problems concerning the skeptical tradition, orerdffus, in its possible innovations,
elements designed to outline an alternative waysWadl not enter this area of concern,
but it is worth stressing that Bacon’s acknowledgetrof the power of the idols creates
an identification with the skeptical diagnosis thatfrequently underestimated —
despite the way he stresses the built-in consgamtheir position. Besides the text of
Filum labyrinthi mentioned above, in thiee augmentis scientiarurfi623), where he
examines the difficulties arising from the absenck reliable principles and

demonstrative methods planned for the investigadfgrhysics, he states:

[...] It was not without great and evident readaat so many philosophers, some of them
most eminent, became Sceptics or Academics anediemy certainty of knowledge or
comprehension, affirming that the knowledge of neastend only to appearances and

probabilities®

It could be objected to our reading that the intikces for a skeptical origin of the
doctrines of the idols are inconclusive. But whHigraatives do we have when it comes
to the identification of the skeptical sources thia philosophically relevant? Attempts
have been made to approximate this doctrine tofole “impediments to truth”
(offendicula veritatiy enumerated by Roger Bacon at the beginning oDlpiss majus
— the use of an “insufficient authority”, custonyhic opinion and the disguising of

ignorance together with the presumption of knowéedg but Spedding consistently

338p. 1, 621; IV, 411-412.
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demonstrates that such a proximity is artificiatl amlikely>® More recently, Deleule
opposed the attempts to approximate the Baconiatmine to skepticism, and preferred
to refer the notion ofdolum to Platonism and Epicureanism, which he claimsoBac
mentioned explicity — when he refers, for instante Cotta’s critique of Epicurean
anthropomorphism in CiceroBe natura deorumi’ However, it must be remembered
that, within this dialogue, Cotta is the charactetended to represent the New
Academy, of which the author expresses his persamaloval®® Deleule’s hypothesis
also fails to convince due to the fact that thaamobf idolumis normally referred by
Bacon to the vocabulary of imagination and fantasyas happens, for example, in his
approach to the “Idols of the Theatre”, which redubm the way in which human
understanding allows itself to be led by the imatjon>® This theme is familiar within
skeptical literature, although Bacon takes it upanquite peculiar way. Sextus
Empiricus himself refers to Plato’s theory of theulsas something “fanciful’, and
employs a term —eidolopoiesis— that, etymologically speaking, is related to tme
Bacon chose in his critiqt® The same theme is expanded and developed in wuaks
reveal skeptical elements and are contemporary Baiton — such as th@uod nihil
scitur of Sanchez and MontaigneEssays In the Apology of Raimond Sebandhere

he qualifies the concepts of natural philosophy“dams and fanciful follies*!

38 Cf. Sp. I, 163. According to Spedding, not only sittee principle of classification differ in theseotdoctrines, but
also the problems enumerated by Roger Bacon are maoh restricted (and could at best be related edditia
fori andidola theatr). Moreover, he says, it is unlikely that Francisc@&a would have read his homonymous
philosopher, given the absence of printed editafrfsis work and the lack of signs of a specifienaist in it.

37 BACON (1987), p. 36
% See CICERO (1994), P. 11-14
%9 Cf. N.O. |, 844, 8§15, §47.

40 See SEXTUS EMPIRICUS (1993), I, 189. We will referhis Outlines of Pyrrhonisnas HP. Sextus comments,
for instance, the Pythagorean theory of numbeithése terms: “Those are the fictions they imagih@lP Ill.
156) In HP Ill, 114, as he concludes his criticedraination of the dogmatic notions of generatiod aarruption,
he says that their physics is “unreal and uncort@®®’/. The same Greek term is employed in the cordéa
more general criticism of the dogmatists (seejrfstance, HP 11, 222).

1 MONTAIGNE (1993), p. 110: “...These are dreams #adtic folly. If only Nature would deign to opérer breast
one day and show us the means and the workingsrahbvements as they really are (first preparingeyes to
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Montaigne also characterizes reason itself anchtirean understanding as sources of
illusions.”

For the same reason, it seems to us that Plata catlbe regarded as the source
of this doctrine — unless by virtue of irony or seiskeptical reading. It is true that, in
The advancement of learnir{j605), Bacon explicitly refers to Plato’s Allegoof the
Cave in order to illustrate how personal expressiand habits engender everlasting
mistakes and false opinions, and offer, therefar&ind of sketch of the forthcoming
idola specusBut he stresses, in a footnote, that he did agehhe intention of giving
these considerations the meaning Plato himself gavtee metaphotf® On the other
hand, although he admits in thNovum organunthat this philosopher should be held
responsible for the introduction atatalepsia he takes him as a model of the class of
“superstitious” philosophef¥.Finally, in line with these considerations, thouggcon
set the idols created by human nature againstdéasiexclusively found in divine
understanding’ it is worth remembering that he never employstémeidolumin the
ordinary sense of the word, as “false gotfshot to mention his insistence on the

distinction between natural science and theof8gif it is worth following the

see them). O God, what fallacies and miscalculative would find in our wretched science! Eithemi guite
mistaken or our science has not put one singleytbguarely in its rightful place, and | will leateis world
knowing nothing better than my own ignorance...5&Sanchez regards traditional philosophical exgtians as
fictions, as, for instance, when he criticizes B&tonic identification of knowing and rememberifjg:.] But with

apologies to this otherwise brilliant thinker, ths a quite baseless fiction (leve admodum figmemtunot
supported by experience or by rational argumenike-rhany other dreams he dreamed concerning tHe aoul
shall demonstrate in nifreatise on the Sotl(SANCHEZ, 1988, 17)

42| call reason our ravings and our dreams, untergeneral dispensation of Philosophy who mainttias even
the fool and the knave act madly from reason, afo@in one special form of reason” MONTAIGNE (1998.
94 (translation slightly changed)

43 Cf. Sp. |, 396. According to Spedding, Bacon addsgimally to the Allegory: “missa illa exquisita @doolae
subtilitate” (leaving aside the subtleties of tallegory)

44 See respectively |, §67; | §65
“N.O. I, §23, Sp. 60

46 As remarked by Spedding (cf. Sp I, p. 89). Yetéhgeem to be three exceptions noted by LE DOEUBBY, p.
43), whose authority is, nevertheless, doubtfuktesherself recognizes.

47 See for instance Sp. 132, |, §865, 68. Le Doerdbpmes that the doctrine of idols contains a hidtieological
sense. (cf. op. cit. p. 43) However it seems tdhas her interpretation fails as it tries to projaea “epistemo-
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indications given by the author himself, would #lements mentioned above not be
safer and philosophically more relevant by pointiogt the affinities between the
doctrine of the idols and skepticism?

However, there are long-standing problems upon kwthiese speculations seem to
depend, and that might be crucial to the developrogérour analysis: what are the
skeptical sources that Bacon really employed? Hmvhe understand them? Without
exhausting the theme, we intend here to suggest soeas that might be useful for a
deeper approach.

Firstly, though the problem of determining the @xsmurces of Bacon’s text is
particularly delicate (amongst other reasons bexausline with the literary codes of
that period, he never identifies them), a text that already mentioned reveals that
Bacon is, to some degree, quite aware of the diyeskthe skeptical sources, and even
differentiatesscepticiand academici Besides, however much he tends, in general, to
treat these skeptical approaches together, aceptdithe conceptual bias of his own
criticism, there are texts in which he takes intocunt some differences that tell those
schools apart. In aphorism 67 Mbvum organumatfter a brief account of the position
of those who professeatatalepsiawhich was introduced by Plato against the Sophist

and then transformed into a tenet by the New Acag&m writes:

and though their's is a fairer seeming way thanit@y decisions, since [these
philosophers] say that they by no means destroynaéistigation, as Pyrrho and the
Ephetics, but allow of some things to be followexd mobable, though of none to be

maintained as true®.

theologial” status on the Baconian concepts (likep#i), since it conflicts with the distinction Bacatearly
wants to keep between science and theology. (ibi88, 42) This does not mean that we could naigeize some
aspects in Bacon’s philosophical reflexion as baiampletely in harmony with theological themes inedkoy
him, so long as we take care not to confuse thveselomains that he himself keeps apart.

“®N.O. |, § 67, IV 69, slightly modified; cf. |, 178[...] Quae [acatalepsiam tenere] licet honestatio sit quam
pronuntiandi licentia, quum ipsi pro se dicant seime confundere inquisitionem, ut Pyrrho fecitegthetici, sed
habere quod sequantur ut probabile, licet non hralzpeod teneant ut verum...”
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Bacon then goes on to criticize those philosophgrs did not intend to give up
investigation, because, as he says, once humahnlepes its faith in finding the truth,
its interest in investigation weakens and degeasratto mere disputes and pleasant
dissertationé? But who mightthosephilosophers be, according to Bacon? Although the
text admits some ambiguity, the context pointstodhe Pyrrhonist skeptics, but to the
defenders of the New Academy, that is to say, twsehwho, without hindering
investigation, take opinions gwobabile — the practical criterion according to the
traditional formulation of these philosophers, sashwe find in Cicero, for instance.
This interpretative detail might be useful to eed&iBacon’s contact with the traditional
skeptical sources. In fact, in th&cademia Cicero assumes the position of these
philosophers by maintaining that certainty is neally necessary in order to act
according to common life and to be engaged in thes® and even refers to the
pleasure that academic skeptics seem to find inmhestigation of large and hidden
themes, as well as in reaching some result thabhlysa resemblance with the truth.
But did Bacon put forth this counterpoint with regjo the relation between suspension
of judgment and interest in investigation, and dsar in mind how Sextus refers to
Pyrrhonist skeptics, at the beginning #fipotiposes as those that “keep on
investigating” precisely in opposition to the deders of the New Academia, which
supported the impossibility of knowledge as a kifichegative dogmatism*?Although
Bacon’s critiques have something to do with thetipalar conception of Pyrrhonist
inquiry as it was planned by Sextus (conceived aseatralizing activity of the

dogmatic’s precipitation, essentially negative)e tterms that he normally uses to

4% n theFilum LabyrinthiBacon presents the same lack of hope as cuttingethves of human investigation. (Sp. II,
687)

50 seeAcademicall, 108, 127-128.
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describe how skepticism distorts investigation ngfarming it into pleasant
dissertations or a “ride about things”) do not sdenevoke the texts of Sextus but,
rather, those of Cicero himself or even MontaighBurthermore, if we bear in mind
the comments of Sextus on the affinities betweerrhBpism and Greek Methodic
Medicine, on practical assent phaindmenorand especially on how this is compatible
with the practice of théékhnaj which are aimed at searching for what is usedul f
human well-being, as some recent studies have showould be reasonable to admit
that Bacon certainly accepts an even greater sfflretween his own perspective and
that of the skeptic¥’ At least, this seems to suggest that Bacon prghdibl not read
Sextus (or at least thiipotipose3 — even though Spedding has acknowledged the
Adversudogicus by the same author, as the source of a Bacoflisica to Heraclitus
in the presentation adiola specus®

In De augmentis scientiarynafter affirming that many of the great philosogghe
were right to become skeptics and academics, joowing appearances and
probabilities, Bacon says that both Socrates awcdr@idid not “sincerely” support the
view that the mind was incapable of obtaining thuetht (but only with regard to ironic

and rhetorical purposes), and declares: “It isaterhowever that there were some here

S1See HP I, 1-4, 7

%2 See particularly.es Essaisl, 50, 301-302 (ed. Villey): “[A]...Le jugemenseun util & tous subjects, et se mesle
partout. A cette cause, aux essais que j'en fgig'icemploye toute sorte d'occasion... Tantostinasubject vain
et de neant, j'essaye voir s'il trouvera dequoydanner corps, et dequoy I'appuyer et estangorirantost je le
promenne a un subject noble et tracassé, auqoe iien a trouver de soy, le chemin en estantasiéf qu'il ne
peut marcher que sur la piste d’autruy. La il &ih jeu a eslire la route quy luy semble la meiieet, de mille
sentiers, il dict que cettuy-cy 1a, qui a esté kll®ux choisi. Je prends de la fortune le preraigument. lls me
sont egalement bons. Et ne desseigne jamais geddsire entiers.[C] Car je ne voy le tout de rira:font pas
ceux qui nous prometent de le faire veoir. De ceembres et visages que a chaque chose, j'en preraitost a
lecher seulement, tantost a effleurer; et par fogincer jusqu'a I'os. J'y donne une poincte, n@s e plus
largement possible, mais le plus profondement quecay. Et aime plus souvent a les saisir par gadlgstre
inusité. Je me hazarderoy de traitter & fons geefgatiére, si je me connoissoy moins. Semant icsnaf) icy un
autre, eschantillons despris de lur piece, escasters dessein et sans promesse, je ne suis padetémire bon, ny
de m'y tenir moy mesme, sans varier quand il méspkt me rendre au doubte et incertitude, et armadresse
forme, qui est l'ignorance.”

%3 Following the pioneering studies of FREDE (198#)Brazil the works of BOLZANI (1991), SMITH (1995) @n
PORCHAT (2005) have stressed several points rel#tia@yrrhonism of Sextus to modern empiricism.

% See Sp. I, p. 164, N.O. |, §42, Adv. Math. |, 1B3186.
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and there in both academies (both old and new)nanch more among the Sceptics
who held this opinion in simplicity and integrity®.Thus, in addition to his distinction
between these philosophical schools, Bacon seensonsider different modes of
adopting a skeptical position: a more radical mad@ch accepted the impossibility of
recognizing the truth entirely and at once (maiaBsociated with Pyrrhonism but
maybe also, as he says, with some academics), anddar mode, exemplified by
Socrates and Cicero, according to which it is fidegb admit a suspension subjected to
different purposes, or a non-integral refusal ef plossibility of recognizing the truth. If
we compare this passage with aphorism | 8 6 N@fum organunguoted above, it
seems to suggest that Bacon was inclined to seeadeg proximity between his own
way of thinking and the position endorsed by somehe philosophers generally
associated with the New Academy, insofar as heept®jon them a weaker kind of
skepticism, without explicitly using this expressichowever (and thereby closer to
enabling the development of an investigation camoegrthe truth). Moreover, this text
seems to strengthen the suggestion that Bacon draeé sontact with the skeptical
works of Cicero (an author who, according to higlpbgs to those who joined the New
Academy in order to hold forth eloquenily utramque partemi. e., regarding both
sides of the question$,and even, in view of the contents of his intemien, with the
presentation of skepticism offered by Diogenes tiagiin hisLife of the Philosophers
as has been suggested by Emil WHlff.

Even so, it is noticeable how some aspects of xpesgtion of the doctrine of the

idols seem to evoke the skepticism exposed by Sextuespecially in regard to the

% See Sp. I, 621-622; IV, 412.

% According to E. Wolff, even though Bacon distinguéis between Pyrrhonians and Academics, he alway®sju
from Cicero and Diogenes Laertiusp(ld GRANADA). As we saw, he seems to rely also uponDieeNatura
Deorumwhen considering the notion iafolum

57 See the note above. Granada seems to equallytderadds the same evaluation concerning the souBeesn
relied upon.
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idola specus which refer, as we saw, to the individual diffezes in relation to the
body, soul, education, habit and circumstanceshay are affected by objects in
general. The Second Trope of Enesidemus claimsthigatifferences between men,
whether with regard to their bodily constitutionls(a including the diversity of
preferences and how they are affected by senseg)gar regarding the supposed
difference of their souls (derived from the irretblie variety of their opinion), must
lead us to a suspension of judgment given the nstece of criteria by means of
which we could put an end to the controvetsiotwithstanding the differences that
could be stressed between these texts — concerfonggxample, the modality of
oppositions established or, as Moody Prior pointet, the absence of the kind of
reasoning that is proper to the Pyrrhonist tPdpe here and elsewhere in the doctrine
of the idols, there are several other themes tbalidcbe conceptually approximated to
what we observed in the texts of Sextus: for instarthe Baconian refusal of the
anticipation of spirit that is present in traditadiphilosophy (described as similar to the
Pyrrhonist critique opropéteia the dogmatic’s precipitation in the quest forthj°
the way in which “novelty” or habit can distort cofjve activities (as Sextus says in the
Ninth Trope of Enesidemus, based upon the rarit/ feequency of things): or even
the critique of inaccuracy and mistakes of the eerfghich seem to refer to the themes
of the Third Trope, based on opposing perceptiacsraing to different human senses,
or to the Fifth Trope, based on the opposition etiog to the diversity of perspectives

and situations of perceptioff).

8 N.O., | 841, §§53-58; HP I, 80.

%9 See PRIOR (1986), p. 141. Nevertheless we thinkveestates the case when he proposes that we chalfithe
“skeptical modes” in the doctrine of the idols, evkthey are embodied in a new analysis.

80N.O. I, 89, §819-30, §56; cf. HP I, 20, 177, 1BB17, 21, 37; IlI, 280.
®1N.O. 18856, §119; cf. HP I, 141.
52N.0. 1850, cf. HP I, 91, 118.
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A possibility that should be taken into accounthiat Bacon had access to these
materials through other sources. According to Gatanan the critique of the idols, in
regard to the senses as well as to the intelleits spontaneous activity, it is possible to
find a “coincidence” with skeptical critique, bo@reek and RenaissanciétThe fact
that the tropes are equally exposed by Diogenegiuachowever imprecisely, suggests
that their presence does not necessarily referetuS. Even though Bacon’s explicit
mentions of skeptics and academics seem to refedafuentally to the ancient
philosophers, maybe we should give more importandbe contemporary sources that
he considered akin to skepticism. Moreover, itngpaortant to bear in mind the way
Bacon acknowledges the presence of skeptical eksmerauthors who, according to
him, did not “sincerely” support the suspensionuafgment, for it shows that he could
have admitted them in the elaboration of his doetrof the idols without having
considered them to be totally skeptical.

At any rate, Bacon also alludes to contemporaryhast that he relates to
skepticism. However critical they might be, thea#lgsions reveal his attention to the
peculiarities of skepticism of that period. In tygusculeTemporis partus masculuse
refers to Agrippa of Nettesheim, author@é incertitudine et vanitate scientiarum et
atrium (1531), as a kind of laughable “street buffootrivialis scurra) who distorts
everything, and describes skepticism as a philogapat “cheers him up and makes
him laugh” by making philosophers “walk in circlé¥"As Granada proposed, it may be
possible that this evaluation is justified by vetwf Bacon’'s rejection of the anti-
intellectualist fideism espoused by that authorturm, we should perhaps consider that,

throughout the 16 century, skepticism was frequently the subject aofliterary

63 See GRANADA. OLIVEIRA (2007, p. 536.77) holds tt&#con’s work would be a “fundamental link betweea th
kind of skeptical perspective developed by the gaien of Montaigne and Sanchez and that lateresgubby the
founders of the Royal Society.”

64 See Sp I, p. 536.
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association with paradoxical and ironic rhetori,ira ErasmusThe Praise of Follyin

the works of Rabelais and in Agripp&/anitate scientiarunitself®®

As we saw, Bacon
admits the possibility of this kind of associatimnauthors who maintain ambiguous
positions, as in Socrates’ case, and in the sasgaga off emporis partus masculie
confesses that he himself is writing under the wgilinvective (naledictu$, which
allows him to expose his critique concisely angittk and choose the expressions to
aim at each of the authors he critici2®dvlight not Bacon’s critique of Agrippa, to
some degree, be a product of the same rhetoridalranical procedure? This would be
quite in accordance with the hypothesis propose®d&gule, for whom that opuscule,
as well as others made before M@vum organumconsists of a rhetorical experiment
aimed at convincing different readers towards thikective task ofnstauratia®’ In this
case, Bacon’s critique of skepticism would merely the paradoxical result of a
skeptical literary strategy connected with theitrad of paradox. The initial impression
of this critique of skeptical philosophers (for tivay their own investigation leads them
to an erratic research) could then give rise tararoreading, apparently more faithful
to the text, and according to which skepticism asu$im by exhibiting the
shortcomings of those philosophies who claim toehaxrived at the truth (perhaps by
pointing out how they move in demonstrative “cistle Would not this reading be
more appropriate for the praises that Bacon heapkeptical philosophers in the texts
above? In one way or another, this passage apfmeah®w that Bacon was sensitive to
different facets of contemporary skepticism.

However, Agrippa is probably not the most releveeference in regard to the

skeptical affinities accepted by Bacon. Formigad &ranada have consistently pointed

8 On this ? theme see COLIE (1966) and TOURNON (1989).
% See Sp. Ill, p. 536-537.
57 BACON (1987), p. 15.
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out how some aspects Qiuod nihil scitur(1581), by Francisco Sanchez, resemble
certain features of the doctrine of the idols —hwieference to the attacks on the
Aristotelian notion of science understood as pé¢tfaowledge of the causes, as well as
to the critique of language or to the recognitiénih@ obstacles derived from the social
organization of knowledge and brevity of IféBesides, like Bacon in thidola tribus
Sanchez also intends to expose the mistakes andrfespons of the intellect and
human senses, which are incapable of offering usesacto how things are in
themselve&? Although he introduces a method that would giveaosess to the very
form of things, Bacon likewise admits an “interndifnension of nature itself, beyond
the things offered to us by the conjunction oruhsgion of natural bodies, and which
would certainly be unintelligible to us due to fimitations of our facultie$® And even
though Sanchez grants that it is impossible to eguire “perfect knowledge”, he
admits that experience can offer us a limited fafnknowledge of things, capable of
distinguishing them regarding their aim, claritydashegree, and also announces a work
aimed at elaborating a method designed for ‘thiShus, however different both
perspectives might be in regard to the potentiaiersx of our knowledge, both
philosophers consider experience to be a privilegedrce of knowledge, without
thereby claiming that our perceptions can givenyssort of immediate certainty. Even
though Sanchez develops his reflections mainly fAmademic sources, and apparently
was not acquainted with the texts of Sextus, he strong candidate to represent the

version of skepticism most in accordance with B&omwn philosophical positions.

% See GRANADA, p. 3-5; FORMIGARI, 1970 apud GRANADAASCHEZ (1988), p. 20-28, 68.
%9 See SANCHEZ, p. 55-57, 59-62.

N.O. 1, 84, Sp. |, p. 157.

"L SANCHEZ (1988), p. 55.

"2 There are scholars who hold an opposite view. B¥eeaon this point with POPKIN (2000, p. 84-85)0wkfers to
scholars who thought of Sanchez not as a skepti@$an empiricist opening new roads and prephiaground
for Francis Bacon, and using skeptical argumentg tinkefute Aristotelianism. But even if we leavadasthis
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For the same reason, howev@uod nihil sciturseems to be an insufficient source
to explain the existence of the Pyrrhonist elemevriteh, as we said, appear here and
there in Baconian doctrine, if the hypothesis thatdid not have direct access to the
Hipotiposesis correct. That would be an additional reasontake equally into
consideration th&ssayq1580-1588) of Montaigne — in which, as Popkinmnted out,
almost all the items of the Pyrrhonist armory ofjuanent are present according to
Sextus’ presentatioff.In a remarkable though seldom mentioned studyrdigilley
shows us that Bacon really read and referred totddgme’'sEssays— translated into
English and published by John Florio in 1603 — iffiecent points in his intellectual
career’* In Villey’s opinion, Montaigne’s strongest influem on Bacon’s thought is not
to be found in Bacon’Essay the similarities of which with Montaigne’s workeaquite
small, although the Baconian title was surely ireghi according to that interpreter, by
the French work® According to Villey, the philosophical affinitieshow up more
clearly in his mature works, and especially in eztpto the relation between the
critiques of human knowledge, as featured in thetrdee of the idols, and the skeptical
pieces of reasoning of thApology as demonstrated by the multiple and detailed
approximations enumerated by the interpreter (oholy texts that suggest Bacon

characterized Montaigne as a skeptic, as was wudiat timeY® Villey is cautious

interpretation, we still have good reasons to ssiendarity between Sanchez and Bacon due to a a@sation of
the doctrine of idols.

3 |bid., 103

" VILLEY (1973), p. 10-14. Besides the fact that Basatiplomat brother Anthony lived for twelve yeamsFrance
and kept up a correspondance with Montaigne, Vilisig as a sign of the contact of Francis Bacoth Wwes
Essaisthe very title of his owfEssaysan explicit mention of Montaigne in tlize Augmentis Scientiaryrand an
example of psychological explanation that surelynes from his book. However, Villey suggests thet hi
influence may be much greater than it appears, tduthe codes of citation of this period and theheat
unsystematic way Montaigne expounds his ideas.

S See note below.

8 |bid. pp. 77, 110. The text by Bacon that Villeyers to is from De Aug. V, ll, which he comparesttwi
Montaigne’s discussion on the likenesses betweanand animals, in the Apology. Villey himself, hoxee, feels
it is going too far to see Montaigne as a skelgtic105) For a different interpretation | ventuoeréfer the reader
to to my own EVA (2007).
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enough to keep his approximations on a hypothelgs@l, given the lack of conclusive
evidence. However, the existing indications notyoinhpelled him to conclude that
Bacon surely read Montaigne, but also that sucdimgawould have awakened and
kindled his critical spirit, so as to appreciate tlveakness of available philosophical
methods as well as of human reason left to its @ewers. In consequence, an
approximation between these two authors is morgfialde than the one commonly
made between Montaigne, Descartes and P&scal.

In short, it is possible that Bacon was an impdrtak in the very constitution of
the so-callednitigatedskepticism’® as well as in the modern construction of the image
of Pyrrhonist skepticism — which is historicallyaiccurate — as a philosophy whose
radicalism fatally opposed it to the modern ideafisatural investigation. Bacon has
been read with great interest by other philosophdrs were fundamental in the way
this image was spread by posterity — such as Hiwnégstance. On the other hand, as
we saw, this does not mean that he did not assendkeptical and even Pyrrhonist
elements into his own reflections, however tramsfedt and adapted, in a much more
expressive philosophical dimension than that wioah be observed in other modern
authors more often associated with skepticism. Hewelifferent the philosophies of
Descartes and Bacon might be, it is plausible tp &t in the First Cartesian
Meditation as well as in the Baconian doctrineh&f idols we are dealing with methodic
reconstructions that were not only inspired by skepdoubt, but which aim to express,
to some extent, the cogency and actuality of tlepséal diagnosis concerning the lack

of grounds for knowledge. Without being skepticathemselves, those reconstructions

" |bid., p. 109. Even here the links between Bacoontdigne and Sanchez could be tightened, bothdegathe
separation of religious questions and natural rebeand the evaluation of experience that we olgsalso in
Montaigne, as stressed by OLIVEIRA (2002), p. 78 Hiter author’s remarks concerning relationshentheme
of the “limits of knowledge” and the passage frdm tphenomena to nature” do not seem to me so aledr
precise.

8 For similar remarks, see OLIVEIRA (2002), p. 75.
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aimed to embrace the profundity of the problemsosed by the very authors they
wished to overcome. Equally, the singularity of steategies applied by each one of
them is already noticeable in the reformulation tbbse problems, i. e., in the
“destructive” and “dubitative” parts of their redigons, by virtue of which both prepare
the ground for the advent of a new philosophy.

But it is worth noticing here the gap that separdescartes from Bacon. In the
first case, even though the methodic doubt lalthé& end of the Sixth Meditation, the
road to its suppression begins in the opening ef 3econd Meditation, where it is
already possible to admit the Archimedean certaiotythe cogito, which will
acknowledge clear, distinct ideas as a criteriotruth. In fact, however important the
doubt might be in the construction of metaphysissceaseless activity is limited to the
First Meditation, and in the Sixth, by the end bk tjourney, it might reappear,
according to the author, as “hyperbolic and ridbas!’”® Whereas Descartes presents
himself as a philosopher capable of achieving taody beyond the most radical doubt
a skeptic could ever imagine, Bacon is not wililogadvance any complete or universal
theory, nor can he take it as something possibéetduhe actual state of affairs and
spirits®® He limits himself to the exposition of a viablgeahative to overcome the
poverty of human knowledge, by offering relevardieations for a new induction able
to lead men progressively to a complete reinventibiprinciples and axionts. The
undertaking he aims at announcing is not a taskrierman alone, nor can it be limited

to individual talents, whose power of persuasionnca be mistaken for real research

9 We argued in EVA (2001) that Descartes did notseifitake the arguments of his hyperbolic doutp@ssessing
an autonomous validity. They should be seen asttigdle methodological decision taken at the begmof the
Meditations, where, looking for something “soliddastable in sciences”, he decides to identify tidsef and the
doubtful, deliberately distorting our usual cogrétistandards. This would be why Descartes desctitzeswn
doubt as only “pretended”, “hyperbolical and ridaus”.

805ee N.O., I, §116.
81 See N.O., | §§101-105.
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into nature®® However, this collective enterprise remains useiese do not manage to
rectify the fatal mistakes that are already to éensin the first digestion of experience
— or, putting it another way, if it is not possilite find a way round the idols, whose
presence strengthens the skeptics whenever th@ersdigheir judgment before any
available knowledgé®

Thus, even if the causes of our incapacity to krewdentified by Bacon in his
doctrine of idols — might be different from thoseimted out by the skeptics, he aimed
at taking the philosophical relevance of skepticisito his own thinking in a more
generous way than Descartes did. The “temporargtskem” that should be adopted
by this doctrine, although it corresponds to jus¢ part of the method — according to
Bacon’s exact formulation — is not limited to a madic resolution that could be
suppressed together with this same resolutionjsbilte reflection of the evaluation of
our actual cognitive limitations. Hence, in spitetloe fact that posterity has usually
referred to Cartesian methodic doubt whenever okéd for a modern version of
skepticism, might it not be better echoed in thetdioe of the idols — which, according
to Bacon, carries an autonomous interest and atlgtieilosophical actuality in its
problems, without however being skeptical, beydsdoivn attempt to solve them? At

least, Bacon’s philosophy offers itself, in thispect, as an exclusive chapter — all-

82 Arguing for the need for a new Natural History,dags: “Those however who aspire not to guess aieg but to
discover and know; who propose not to devise mamnid fabulous worlds of their own, but to examind dissect
the nature of this very world itself; must go tatiathemselves for everything. Nor can the placthisflabor and
search and worldwide perambulation be supplied by @enius or meditation or argumentation; no, Hiclli
men’s could meet in one. This therefore we muselmvthe business must be for ever abandonedp.”l{340;
IV, 28)

8 Cf. 1, §30, Sp. IV, 52: “Though all the wits of aHe ages should meet together and combine anshtitaitheir
labours, yet will no great progress ever be madsiance by means of anticipations; because radioats in the
first concoction of the mind are not to be curedhsy excellence of functions and remedies subséduen
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important and insufficiently explored — of the tsamssion and modification of the

critical legacy of Ancient skepticism in modern &ési*
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