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5
Creating the
Individual

MANY AMERICANS BELIEVE that the archetype of the
strong, autonomous, self-reliant individual is an American
creation. We pride ourselves on not being beholden to others

and on being willing to take considerable personal risks to get what we
want in the world. It’s all bound up with our sense of “rugged individ-
ualism.” For the most part, our self-perception is warranted. In an eye-
opening study on entrepreneurial values, conducted in 2003, the European
Commission found that while two out of every three Americans preferred
to be self-employed, half of all EU citizens preferred to work as an em-
ployee for someone else. Even more interesting is how Americans handle
personal risk, versus Europeans. While two out of three Americans say
they would start a business even if there was a risk it may fail, nearly one
in two Europeans say they would not take the risk, if the business might
fail.1 When Americans, and for that matter, the rest of the world, think of
what it means to be an American, the go-it-alone, risk-taking spirit is
likely to be the first thing that comes to mind.

Despite the fact that “the individual” is more honored in American so-
ciety than in any other part of the world, it didn’t take root here first. The
modern individual is a European transplant whose beginnings date back



to the waning years of the medieval age. Spatial and temporal changes, at
the time, were effecting deep changes in the day-to-day behavior of Euro-
pean people. A new European man and woman were being born—one less
religious and more scientific in outlook. By the nineteenth century, the
emerging bourgeois class had all but shed the medieval frame of mind and
was thinking and acting in a thoroughly modern way. The radical new idea
of the rational “individual” took shape slowly over a period of several hun-
dred years and paralleled the deep changes in the worlds of philosophy,
science, commerce, and politics.

The idea of the self was so revolutionary that, for a long time, there
were insufficient metaphors to even explain its meaning. In previous
times, people had some sense of their own individuality. Still, lives had
been lived, for the most part, publicly and communally. In the medieval
era, it was unusual to see a person strolling along outside city walls or on
a country lane. Historian Georges Duby says that “in the medieval era,
solitary wandering was a symptom of insanity. No one would run such a
risk who was not deviant or mad.”2

Life had always been lived in close quarters; understandably so, since
beyond the walls, fields, and pastures lay thick and impenetrable forests,
wild animals in search of prey, and outlaws. Clustering was a survival strat-
egy whose worth had proven itself time and again. By the nineteenth cen-
tury, the forests had all been cleared, the wild tamed, and the bandits held
at bay. People could now gaze out to the farthest point on the horizon, and
what they saw was a world of new possibilities waiting to be exploited.
More important, each person approached what Shakespeare called, in The
Tempest, “this brave new world” alone, his only support being the property
he had in his own labor and his worldly belongings.

Contrast the life of a medieval man and woman with their modern
heirs. In less than fifteen generations, earth-shattering changes had taken
place. Spiritual values had been largely replaced by material values. The-
ology gave way to ideology, and faith was dethroned and replaced by rea-
son. Salvation became less important than progress. Tasks and daily
rounds were replaced by jobs, and generativity became less important than
productivity. Place was downgraded to location. Cyclical time, kept track
of by the changing seasons, was marginalized, and linear time measured in
hours, minutes, and seconds marked off lived experience. Personal rela-
tionships were no longer bound by fealty, but rather by contracts. Good
works metamorphosed into the work ethic. The sacred lost ground to the
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utilitarian. Mythology was reduced to entertainment, while historical con-
sciousness gained sway. Market price replaced just price. Deliverance be-
came less important than destiny. Wisdom was narrowed to knowledge.
And love of Christ was challenged by love of self. Caste was eclipsed by
class, revelation by discovery, and prophesy by the scientific method. And
everywhere, people became less servile and more industrious. Europeans
remade themselves. In the new Europe, and even more so in the young
America, possessing, not belonging, dictated the terms of human inter-
course. These were heady changes.

The wrenching away of the person from the collective and the cre-
ation of the new self-consciousness came about in some very ordinary,
almost banal ways. While Descartes, Newton, and Locke were busy phi-
losophizing about the metaphysics of the new rational world being read-
ied, a much more down-to-earth change in the habits and behavior of
everyday people was taking place—one that would prepare successive gen-
erations of Europeans to think and act objectively, self-consciously, and
autonomously.

Recall the emphasis Enlightenment philosophers put on detaching
“man” from nature and transforming reality into a field of objects to be
harnessed, exploited, and made into property. Nature, in the Enlighten-
ment scheme, was wild and dangerous, a primal and often evil force that
needed to be tamed, domesticated, made productive, and put to the ser-
vice of man. In many ways, the taming of nature began with the taming of
“man” himself. Separating human beings from nature required that they
first be separated from their own animal instincts. People, too, had to be
made over to make them more rational, calculating, and detached. Creat-
ing the self-aware autonomous individual proved to be a challenging task.

Civilizing Human Nature

Today, we think of people as being progressive or conservative. Just a few
generations ago, we would have characterized people as modern or old-
fashioned. In the late medieval and early modern era, a different kind of
categorization was used to differentiate the generations. People were ei-
ther brutish or civilized. Brutish behavior was associated with a depraved
nature. To be brutish was to be animal-like, and animal-like behavior was
increasingly described as slothful, lustful, menacing, and soulless.
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We have to remember that life in the medieval age was still lived
among the animals—domesticated and wild—and close to the soil. Most
peasant farmers lived in traditional “long-houses,” which combined both
house and stable. Farmers and their cattle entered the house from the
same entrance and were separated inside only by a lone wall.3

The flowering of urban life in the fifteenth century drew distance, for
the first time, between city people and their rural surrounds and soon
elicited disgust over the close relationship that rural kin still enjoyed with
animals and nature. By the late Elizabethan era, the English had banished
animals from the house altogether, sequestering them in stables and barns.
The English were said to have “despised” the Irish, Welsh, and Scots be-
cause they still slept under a common roof with their animals.4

The emerging burgher class—which later became the bourgeoisie of
the modern era—condemned what it regarded as bestial and brutish be-
havior that made its fellow human beings behave no better than the
“dumb” beasts they cared for. In England, and soon thereafter in France
and elsewhere on the continent, civilizing behavior became both mission
and obsession of the rising merchant class, aided by the Church and, to a
lesser extent, by the nobility. To be civilized was to be well mannered,
properly groomed, in control of bodily functions, and, above all, rational
and self-possessed. Only when each person could control his own animal
nature would he be able to exercise control over the rest of nature. The
civilizing process separated man not only from his own animal nature but
also from his fellow human beings. He became an autonomous island, a
detached free agent, in control of his own body and private space in the
world. He became “an individual.”

A similar civilizing process occurred in America in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries on the Western frontier. Mountain men and other
loners living in the wilderness, vagrants, and cowboys were singled out
and put under the watchful eye of preachers, social reformers, and women
in an effort to civilize their behavior and transform them into upright and
productive citizens, each personally accountable for his behavior.

The new obsession with civility took a number of different forms in
Europe. For example, nakedness, which had not been the subject of con-
sternation in the past, suddenly became a major cause of public concern.
The Reformers reminded people that being clothed was what distinguished
man from beast. Long hair was also condemned. Bacon noted that “beasts
are more hairy than man . . . and savage man more than civil.”5 Working
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at night was also suspect. The English jurist Sir Edward Coke made the
point that night is “the time wherein man is to rest, and wherein beasts
run about seeking their prey.”6 Animal epithets were also used with
greater frequency to denigrate others. John Milton derided his foes by
calling them “cuckoos, asses, apes, and dogs.”7

The dinner table proved to be the most important classroom for civi-
lizing human behavior and creating a sense of the individual. In 1526, Eras-
mus published his book on proper table manners and etiquette. It quickly
became the bible for civility among the newly emerging bourgeois class.8

Eating was a communal affair in medieval Europe. Dinner was often a
bawdy event and, at least in the homes of nobles, a spectacle with trouba-
dours, clowns, acrobats, and assorted pets roaming the room. By modern
standards, medieval meals were raucous and unpredictable gatherings that
had the feel of a Roman bacchanalia. People sat on long, flat benches—
others milled around the edges engaging in loud banter. The floors were
littered with the garbage from present as well as past meals. Erasmus de-
scribed the scene as an “ancient collection of beer, grease, fragments,
bones, spittle, excrement of dogs and cats, and everything that is nasty.”9

Food was served in no particular order and came to the table in pretty
much the same condition it was in just after being killed. Whole birds, in-
cluding sparrows, egrets, and herons, were heaped one on top of another
in huge dishes and served to the guests. Stews containing whole rabbits
and other small animals were mixed together with vegetables and flowers,
and served en masse.10 Custards or fruit tarts might come before, with, or
after a stew or game bird, depending on whether they were ready or on
the whim of the host.11

Utensils were scarce. People ate with their hands or from a trencher,
which was a thick slice of stale bread. At the end of the meal, the diners
dropped their soaked, stained bread onto the floor for waiting dogs.12

Erasmus and others were anxious to elevate the dining experience
from a “bestial affair” and place it on a more civilized plane. They intro-
duced a number of innovations designed to separate diners from the ani-
mals they killed and later consumed and to create boundaries between the
diners themselves.

The practice of bringing an entire animal to the table—a lamb or a
pig—to be carved with much solemnity by the host lost favor to the more
civilized practice of having servants carve the meat out of sight, in the
kitchen.13 The authors of The Habits of Good Society, published in 1859,
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condemned the “unwieldy barbarism” of carving an entire joint in front of
one’s guests.14

The knife, which had long been the only utensil used by diners, was too
close a reminder of the hunt and slaughter of the prey. When the Chinese
first saw Europeans eating food with knives, they were aghast. “The Euro-
peans are barbarians,” they would say. “They eat with their swords.”15

The fork was introduced to the table in the late medieval era, first in
Venice, then later in Germany, England, and elsewhere.16 The fork al-
lowed people, in a subtle way, to distance themselves from too close an as-
sociation with the animals they consumed.

A radical change also took place in the way people ate their food. In
the medieval era, people supped from the common bowl, oftentimes spit-
ting back bits of gristle into the cauldron as it made its rounds. A common
ladle was introduced in the late medieval era to prevent the guests’ mouths
from touching the bowl. By the early modern era, the common bowl was
done away with altogether. Spoons were added to the utensils, and each
person was given his or her own bowl. Similarly, the shared tablecloth,
which had customarily served as a common napkin to wipe grease and
gravy off hands and mouths, gave way to individual napkins.17

By the nineteenth century, a bourgeois dining table might look more
like a well-stocked surgical table. Each setting might include several
different-sized wineglasses, each tailored to a particular wine, as well as an
array of forks, knives, and spoons, each used for a specific part of the
meal.18 And the meal itself was served in a rational, orderly fashion, be-
ginning with an aperitif, followed usually by a soup, a fish dish, meat,
salad, dessert, and coffee. The chaotic, slovenly, disorganized medieval
table was transformed into an orderly, efficient, rational dining experi-
ence. Human hands never touched the animals consumed, and there was
little in the way the meal was prepared to suggest any connection between
the diners and their prey.

The Birth of Privacy

The changing configuration of living arrangements between the late me-
dieval era and the early modern era also came to play a decisive role in fos-
tering the creation of the autonomous individual. The household, in the
medieval era, was a very public place, with few boundaries separating fam-
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ily, kin, and neighbors. By the eighteenth century, the public household
had metamorphosed into a private domicile, and family members were of-
ten separated from one another by partitions and rooms, each with a des-
ignated function. In the new household, each person claimed his or her
own private space and possessions, something unheard of in medieval
times. The sectioning off of private space made each person that much
more aware of his or her own individuality and autonomy. The notion of
privacy—a concept without any ontological standing in the late medieval
era—was fast becoming the hallmark of the new autonomous individual.
Privacy meant the ability to exclude others and was a mark of the new pri-
ority given to the individual life as opposed to extended-family relations,
which had reigned as the dominant social unit from the very beginning of
human experience.

The radical change in living arrangements began inauspiciously with
functional and architectural changes in the medieval manor house. The
medieval manor house was more like a public house than the kind of pri-
vate dwelling we’re familiar with today. At any given time, the house
might be inhabited by dozens of relatives and servants, not to mention
friends and acquaintances. The rooms themselves were large and undif-
ferentiated. Relatives and guests often socialized, ate, and slept in the
same room.

The cottages of the poor were little more than “squalid hovels.” It
wasn’t uncommon for twenty or more family members to share a one-
room cottage that barely exceeded twenty square yards. Three genera-
tions might share the same bed. People went a lifetime never really having
a moment alone. In pre-Napoleonic Europe, more than three-quarters of
the population lived under these kinds of horrible conditions.19

By the nineteenth century, however, at least for the well-to-do, the no-
tion of privacy had gained hold. The manor houses were divided into pri-
vate spaces, each with a particular function. There was now a parlor, a
formal dining room, private bedroom chambers, storage rooms, and quar-
ters for the servants. The privatization of space encouraged greater inti-
macy and self-reflection, feelings that were barely exercised in the public
life of the late medieval household. Even the poor gained a modicum of
privacy. Between the mid-sixteenth and mid-seventeenth centuries, more
than half of all laborers’ homes had expanded to three or more rooms.20

The changes in the layout of the home paralleled changes in the no-
tion of family life. The nuclear family is a relatively new convention. In
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medieval times, the idea of family was a much looser affair. While the con-
jugal bond provided a sense of affiliation, we need to remember that fam-
ilies were extended institutions and included grandparents, aunts, uncles,
and cousins, generally living together or close by. Even the idea of child-
hood was not yet developed. Children were perceived as little adults and
were valued for their economic contribution to the household. Many were
sent to other homes to apprentice at the age of seven or eight.

The growing sophistication and complexity of economic and social
life in the early modern era required more abstract learning and special-
ized training of the young, which could only be passed on by formal edu-
cational training in the classroom. Schools, which in the medieval age
were used almost entirely to train clerics, expanded to include more gen-
eral education. Schools isolated youngsters from the adult world, resulting
in their new classification as “children.” Parents assumed a new responsi-
bility of educating their children and looking after their development. For
the first time, observes historian Philippe Aries, “the family centered itself
on the child.”21 By the nineteenth century, the modern private family had
superceded the extended communal family of the medieval era.

The increasing separation and detachment of the individual from the
collective life of the community began to find expression in changes in vo-
cabulary. The word “I” began to show up more frequently in literature by
the early eighteenth century, along with the prefix “self-.” “Self-love,”
“self-pity,” and “self-knowledge” found their way into the popular lexicon.
The autobiography became a new popular literary mode. Self-portraits
became popular in art. Even more interesting, small personal mirrors,
which were little used in the medieval era, were being mass-produced by
the mid-sixteenth century. Giant wall mirrors became a popular part of
the furnishings in bourgeois homes. Mirrors reflected the new sense of
interest in the self. Historian Morris Berman reminds us that in the me-
dieval period, people “were not terribly concerned with how they appeared
in the view of others.”22 The increasing sense of self brought with it
greater self-reflection and, not surprisingly, endless hours of solitary time
before the mirror.

The new emphasis on the self and personal autonomy was particularly
notable in the changing style in furniture. The chair was introduced
around 1490 at the Palazzo Strozzi in Florence.23 Before that time, people
sat on wooden benches that lined the walls or on three-legged stools, or
they huddled together on cushions on the floor. The only chair in me-
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dieval palaces was the throne reserved for the sovereign, denoting his ele-
vated status. Uniform series of chairs first came into vogue in France dur-
ing the height of the Renaissance, reflecting the newly elevated status of
the individual. The idea of the chair was truly revolutionary. It repre-
sented an emerging feeling among an incipient bourgeois class that each
person was an autonomous and self-contained being, an island unto him-
or herself. Historian John Lukacs observes that “the interior furniture of
houses appeared together with the interior furniture of the mind.”24 It’s
probably not unfair to say that with the widespread introduction of the
chair in Europe, the autonomous individual of the modern era had indeed
arrived.

The transformation from public to private life and the growing em-
phasis on the individual was very much in evidence in the bedchamber.
Medieval sleeping arrangements were communal, just like every other as-
pect of social life. Landlords and their mistresses, relatives, friends, and
even valets and chambermaids slept alongside one another in makeshift
beds. Members of the same sex often shared the same bed. Michelangelo
slept with his workmen, four to a bed.

The permanent bed wasn’t introduced until the sixteenth century. In
the seventeenth century, four-poster beds with canopies were common-
place among the nobility and burgher class. Curtains were attached to the
beds to provide some small bit of privacy. Still, it was often the case that a
man and woman would be making love behind the curtains while relatives
and friends were socializing just a few feet away. On wedding nights, rela-
tives and guests of the newlyweds customarily accompanied them to their
wedding bed to witness the consummation of the marriage. The following
morning, the bridal couple was expected to show the stained sheets to
other members of the household as proof of their union.25

Slowly, the practice of sleeping alone in a single bed behind closed
doors became more common. The kind of indiscriminate bodily contact
that was so frequent in the late medieval era became a source of embar-
rassment. Public exhibitions of lust and sexuality, so prominent a feature
of the medieval era, became taboo in the better households. Sexual rela-
tions became increasingly a private act, committed behind closed doors.26

The bath, which had previously been a communal activity, was also
privatized and individualized. Remember, public baths were common in
villages across much of Central, Western, and Northern Europe in the
late medieval era. The fifteenth-century Florentine writer Bracciolini was
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taken aback upon his first visit to a public bath in Baden, Switzerland. By
that time, Renaissance Italy had already left communal life behind. Here
is how he described the event:

Above the pools are galleries where the men sit watching and con-
versing. For everyone is allowed to go to other people’s baths, to
contemplate, chat, gambol and unburden the mind, and they stay
while the women enter, and leave the water, their full nakedness ex-
posed to everyone’s view. No guard observes who enters, no gate
prevents one from entering and there is no hint of lewdness. . . . The
men encounter half-naked women while the women encounter
naked men. . . . People often take meals in the water. . . . Husbands
watched as their wives were touched by strangers and did not take
offense, did not even pay attention, interpreting everything in the
best light. . . . Every day they go to bathe three or four times, spend-
ing the greater part of the day singing, drinking, and dancing.27

The public baths were held up to scorn by Protestant Reformers, who
worried that open displays of nudity invited licentious behavior. Bathing
became a private affair by the eighteenth century in many parts of Europe.

Human urination and defecation were also made private during this
period. In the medieval era, men would regularly relieve themselves in
public places. Visitors to the Louvre during the reign of King Louis XIV
“relieved themselves not only in the courtyard, but also on the balconies,
staircases, and behind doors.”28 By the early modern era, the sight and
smell of human waste had become a source of embarrassment and disgust,
and steps were taken in cities across Europe to move these bodily func-
tions behind closed doors. London was the first city to construct an un-
derground sewer system, in the late nineteenth century, and to introduce
flush toilets.29

The disgust over bodily animal smells was also used to create greater
distance between the rich and the poor. Well before Marx penned his the-
ory on the class divide, the emerging bourgeoisie was already creating its
own self-justification for separating the classes. The urban and rural poor
were said to emanate an animal stench, thus reinforcing the idea that they
were little removed from brute animals. The emerging middle class began
to use the term “the dung man” to refer to the poor. The new olfactory
boundaries erected around the poor and laboring people proved far more
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effective than philosophical treatises in separating the classes and justify-
ing the continued exploitation of the masses by a new business elite. If the
poor were no better than brute animals, there was no reason why they
couldn’t be exploited in like fashion, with no more concern than one
might feel in the yoking of an ox to a cart.30

The Making of the Bourgeoisie

Changes in table manners, living arrangements, family life, sexual activity,
and hygiene probably did more to create the sense of the rational, de-
tached, self-possessed, autonomous individual than all of the scholarly
tomes of Enlightenment philosophers. These changes in personal behav-
ior also effected an even more profound change in human consciousness
that is not always given sufficient attention, but without which the mod-
ern era would have been an impossibility. Although seemingly contradic-
tory, the new bourgeois man and woman who were the products of these
fundamental behavioral changes were, at one and the same time, both
more individualized and autonomous and yet more tightly integrated into
a conformist-oriented culture than any other people in history. How was
this feat accomplished?

Periods in history follow a path not too dissimilar from the one that
individual human beings follow in their own life journeys. Passages in life
are marked by the increasing differentiation of the self from the whole—
first the infant’s struggle to claim his or her own identity separate from the
mother; later the adolescent’s partial separation from the family; and in
early adulthood, the individual’s claim to an independent personhood.
Each stage in the differentiation process is accompanied by a new, more
complex integration into an ever more expansive set of social and envi-
ronmental relationships. The passages of life are marked by a sophisti-
cated balancing act between ever increasing individual claims and ever
greater social obligations.

The creation of the bourgeois man and woman is a good illustration of
the process at work. While differentiation has been part and parcel of hu-
man development from the very beginning of our journey, it wasn’t until
the modern era that the individual claim to independence became so total-
ized. The idea of an autonomous individual whose freedom lay in the abil-
ity to accumulate wealth and exclude others from his material domain was
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so extreme that it threatened the dissolution of the social nature of human
life and a descent back into Hobbes’s nightmarish war of all against all.
While Enlightenment philosophers placed their emphasis on the merits of
differentiation, they presented no vision of how such anarchic behavior
could be regulated to ensure against a meltdown of the social fabric. In-
stead, most scholars at the time—Rousseau and his followers excluded—
cast their lot with Adam Smith’s glib suggestion that in a market economy,
each individual pursues his or her own self-interest and that even though
such behavior might appear selfish, it’s only by the maximizing of such self-
interest that the general welfare is advanced. A dubious proposition.

The real brilliance of the new bourgeois class was the way it balanced
the potential anarchy of individualism with a new, sophisticated under-
standing of one’s social obligations. The great twentieth-century sociolo-
gist Max Weber glimpsed the significance of the new mental acrobatics in
his examination of the role that Protestant Reformation theology played
in creating the internal controls that allowed unbridled capitalism to
flourish without sacrificing the social order.

Recall how the Protestant theologian John Calvin replaced the exter-
nal order imposed by the Church on each individual with an internally im-
posed order that was far more strict. Every action at every moment of a
believer’s life had to conform to God’s glory. All personal conduct must,
therefore, be perfectly controlled and ordered. Lapses, respites, and
doubts were all signs of nonelection and therefore to be avoided. Calvin’s
doctrine transformed the unsystematic and somewhat casual way of life of
medieval Europe into the methodically planned life characteristic of the
new bourgeois class. Self-control replaced church control in daily affairs.

The bourgeois man and woman created their own private despotism
over personal behavior. They learned to be self-controlled, self-sacrific-
ing, and self-possessed, to be diligent and industrious. At first, these val-
ues were a way of living out their faith. Eventually, the religious intent fell
by the wayside in Europe, but the values remained and became a critical
element in fostering the capitalist ethos. Never before in history had
people willingly imposed on themselves such utter restraints. In the past,
control over people’s behavior was more often enforced externally by ex-
tended family, or by governments and elites, and backed up by coercion and
violence. In an era given over to the creation of the autonomous individ-
ual, each person now became his or her own ruler, governing his or her own
behavior with the kind of fervor that, if imposed by an external political
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force, would have been considered harsh and heavy-handed. The bour-
geois ethos proved effective. Everyone learned to balance his or her newly
won autonomy and independence with self-imposed responsibilities to
society.

In America, unlike Europe, the integration process continued to re-
main attached to its religious roots. Convinced that they were indeed the
“chosen people,” Americans were far more disposed to balancing their
newly won autonomy with a shared obedience to a higher authority rather
than a personal responsibility to their fellow human beings. For Ameri-
cans, self-control, self-sacrifice, and industrious behavior were more likely
to be exercised to please God—and self—than to fulfill one’s social obli-
gations. In this sense, many Americans remained true to the Protestant
ethic, long after Europeans had passed it by. It was this divergence that set
off the American Dream from its European antecedents.

Americans found no contradiction in living in two seemingly contra-
dictory realms at the same time: one characterized by religious zeal and
faith in eternal salvation, the other by Enlightenment secularism, rational
behavior, and the belief in material progress—the contrary worlds of John
Winthrop and Benjamin Franklin. What united both Reformation theol-
ogy and Enlightenment philosophy was the premium each placed on the
autonomy of the individual. Reformation theologians railed against the
papal authority of the Church and admonished their fellow Christians
that priests were imperfect like all other human beings and therefore
could not serve as divine intermediaries. Martin Luther, John Calvin, and
their successors argued that the Church’s interpretation of biblical doc-
trine was no more authoritative than that of every other Christian and that
each individual’s relationship to God is ultimately a personal experience.
The Protestant Reformation sought to dethrone the Church hierarchy
and elevate each believer, making every human being equal in the eyes of
the Lord. The Enlightenment philosophers elevated the individual as
well, but their reasons for doing so were more bound up in ideas about ra-
tional human behavior. The status of the autonomous individual, how-
ever, remains to this day the common link between these two great
historic streams.

Americans are arguably the most individualistic people on Earth, both
because of our deep religious convictions and our materialistic ambitions.
That’s why Americans continue to be so anti-authoritarian in nature. We
don’t like bosses of any kind and refuse to humble ourselves at the feet of
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politicians, business potentates, or, for that matter, any higher authority,
with the exception of God on high. In America, every person thinks of
her- or himself as the equal of every other person.

Although the idea of the autonomous individual allows Americans to
be both religious and secular, faith oriented and rationally driven, living in
both the Reformation and Enlightenment worlds can play havoc with
one’s sense of teleology. While the Reformation side of the American
character calls on each individual to experience the suffering of Christ in
this world in return for salvation in the next, the Enlightenment side
beckons every American to pursue happiness in the here and now in the
name of human progress.

Europeans were less schizophrenic in this regard and eventually aban-
doned their religious zeal, leaving them only their Enlightenment ideology.
And even that, in turn, was subsequently compromised by their deep mis-
givings about man’s perfectibility and the inevitability that unfettered mar-
ket forces would automatically lead to unlimited material progress for all.

It was Americans, then, who not only became the most enthusiastic
disciples of the Protestant Reformation theology and the most ardent sup-
porters of Enlightenment ideology but also the keenest champions of in-
dividual autonomy. Europeans, because of their long history of more
dense spatial arrangements and paternalistic and communal ways of living,
never fully embraced the idea of the lone self to the extent Americans
would on the sparsely settled frontiers of a vast new continent. Americans,
on the other hand, have, throughout our history, paid homage to the indi-
vidual in popular myth, literature, and in virtually every human endeavor.
The American Dream was never meant to be a shared experience but,
rather, was meant to be an individual journey. In a peculiar sense, the
American way of life became an extreme caricature of European ideas that
sprang forth and enjoyed a period of influence in the sixteenth, seven-
teenth, and eighteenth centuries, only to be tempered by new counter-
vailing forces in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that reflected
Europe’s earlier paternalistic and collectivist roots.

The “New World,” then, is a bit of a misnomer. We Americans con-
tinue to live out a dream whose roots lie deep in Europe’s past, many of
whose central tenets and assumptions no longer hold much sway in a
world far removed in space and time from the historical conditions that
gave rise to them.
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 Th e Nominalist Revolution and 

the Origin of Modernity

the theological crisis of l ate medieval thought

While the modern world became conscious of itself in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, it would be as much a mistake to believe that mo-

dernity began at that time as it would be to believe that human life be-

gins when one fi rst becomes self-conscious. Modernity did not spring 

forth full-grown from the head of Galileo, Bacon, Descartes, or Hobbes 

but arose over a long period of time and as a result of the eff orts of many 

diff erent people in a variety of contexts. As we discussed above, it is one 

of the chief characteristics of modernity to conceive of itself as radically 

new and unprecedented. Th is is the consequence of a peculiarly modern 

understanding of human capacities and of the way in which human be-

ing unfolds in time. However, there are good reasons to doubt that this 

modern self-understanding is correct. As Oedipus tragically discovered, 

no one is “fortune’s child”; everyone and everything has an origin and is 

shaped in decisive ways by that origin. To begin to understand the nature 

of the modern world, it is thus crucial that we examine its early, “precon-

scious” development in the three hundred years between the collapse of 

the medieval world and the rise of modernity.

Th e origins of the medieval world can be traced to the synthesis of 

Christianity and pagan philosophy in the Hellenistic world of late antiq-

uity. Th is began in Alexandria in the fi rst and second centuries. Here vari-

ous strains of Christian thought, eastern religious beliefs, Neoplatonism, 

and a variety of other ancient philosophical views were amalgamated in 

diff erent and at times confl icting ways, refl ecting the intellectual and spiri-

tual ferment of the times. Th is process of amalgamation was clarifi ed and 

institutionalized when Christianity was adopted as the offi  cial religion of 

the Roman Empire under Constantine. Th e various confl icting strains of 

Christianity were fused into a formalized doctrine in the series of councils 
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beginning with the Council of Nicea (323). However, despite this doctrinal 

consolidation enforced by imperial authority, the tensions within Chris-

tianity between revelation with its emphasis on divine omnipotence and 

incarnation, on one hand, and philosophy with its emphasis on rational-

ism and the notion of a rational cosmos, on the other, were not so easily 

resolved and remained a continuing problem for Christianity throughout 

its long history. Indeed, much if not all of the succeeding development of 

Christian theology was made necessary by the continual and periodically 

deepening antagonism between these two elements of Christianity.

During the early medieval period, the knowledge of the impact of 

Greek philosophy on Christianity was largely lost in Western Europe, 

although Boethius provided a slim connection to this earlier intellectual 

tradition. Th e decisive event in medieval Christianity was the rediscovery 

of Aristotle,  largely through contact with the Arab world in Spain and the 

Levant. Th is led, shortly aft er the millennium, to the rise of scholasticism, 

which was the greatest and most comprehensive theological attempt to 

reconcile the philosophical and scriptural elements in Christianity.

While there was considerable variety within scholasticism, its classic 

form was realism. Realism, as the scholastics understood it, was a belief in 

the extra-mental existence of universals. Drawing heavily on a Neoplatonic 

reading of Aristotle, scholastic realists argued that universals such as spe-

cies and genera were the ultimately real things and that individual beings 

were merely particular instances of these universals. Moreover, these uni-

versals were thought to be nothing other than divine reason made known 

to man either by illumination, as Augustine had suggested, or through the 

investigation of nature, as Aquinas and others argued. Within this realist 

ontology, nature and reason refl ected one another. Nature could conse-

quently be described by a syllogistic logic that defi ned the rational struc-

ture of the relationships of all species to one another. Moreover, while God 

transcended his creation, he was refl ected in it and by analogy could be 

understood through it. Th us, logic and natural theology could supplement 

or, in the minds of some, even replace revelation. For similar reasons, man 

did not need Scripture to inform him of his earthly moral and political 

duties. He was a natural being with a natural end and was governed by the 

laws of nature. Scripture, of course, was necessary in order to understand 

everything that transcended nature, including man’s supernatural destiny, 

but earthly life could be grasped philosophically.

For all of its magnifi cence, the cathedral of scholastic thought depended 

on the delicate counterbalancing of Christian belief and pagan rational-

ism, and it was the instability of this relationship that brought it down. 
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Th is balance was threatened both by the growing infl uence of reason and 

secularism within the church, which fostered a falling away from Chris-

tian practices, and by the ever recurring and ever more urgent demands 

for a more original Christianity, based on revelation and/or an imitation 

of the life of Christ. Th e preservation of medieval Christianity depended 

upon a reconciliation of these two powerful and opposing impulses. Such 

a synthesis, however, could only be maintained in theory by the creation of 

an ever more elaborate theology and in practice by the ever increasing use 

of papal and princely power.

Th e immediate cause of the dispute that shattered this synthesis was 

the growth of Aristotelianism both within and outside the church. Th e 

increasing interest in Aristotle was in part an inevitable consequence of 

the growth of scholasticism itself, but it was decisively accelerated by the 

reintroduction of many Aristotelian texts to Christian Europe through the 

commentaries of the great Islamic philosophers Avicenna and Averroës. 

Th e most visible manifestation of this new interest in Aristotle was the 

development of an independent system of philosophy alongside theology 

and a new kind of secular Christian intellectual. Th is phenomenon was 

viewed with deep suspicion by the pious defenders of a more “original” 

Christianity not merely because of its pagan roots but also and perhaps 

more importantly because of its connection to Islam. Paganism was a 

known and tolerable evil; Islam, by contrast, was an ominous theologi-

cal and political threat. Th is was especially true aft er the failure of the 

Crusades. For almost two hundred years Christianity had seemed to gain 

ground against Islam, especially in the East, but aft er the loss of all the 

Christian colonies in the Levant in the later thirteenth century and the 

rise of Islamic military power, this optimism dimmed and the suspicion of 

Islamic infl uences on Christian thought became more intense. Th e growth 

of Aristotelianism in this context was oft en seen by suspicious defenders of 

the faith as the growth of Averroism.

Th e church attempted to limit what it saw as a theologically subver-

sive development by fi at. Aristotelianism was condemned fi rst in 1270 and 

then more fully in 1277 by the Bishop of Paris Etienne Tempier and by 

 Archbishop of Canterbury Robert Kilwardby. Th e position staked out in 

this Condemnation laid great emphasis on omnipotence as the cardinal 

characteristic of God, and in the succeeding years, this notion of omnipo-

tent freedom came to constitute the core of a new anti-Aristotelian notion 

of God. Th is view of God was refl ected in part in the work of Duns Scotus 

but more clearly and decisively in the work of William of Ockham and the 

nominalist movement his thought engendered.
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Ockham was born in England between 1280 and 1285. Aft er entering 

the Franciscan order at an early age, he completed his studies at Oxford. 

He was probably not the student of his famous successor, Duns Scotus, but 

was certainly deeply infl uenced by his thought, which remained strong at 

Oxford. Most of Ockham’s philosophical and theological work was com-

pleted between 1317 and 1324, when he was summoned to Avignon to an-

swer charges of heresy. In 1326, fi ft y-one of his assertions were declared 

open to censure although none was actually condemned.

Drawing on the work of earlier proto-nominalist thinkers such as 

Roscelin and Abelard, and the work of Henry of Ghent and Scotus, 

Ockham  laid out in great detail the foundations for a new metaphysics 

and theology that were radically at odds with scholasticism. Faith alone, 

Ockham argues, teaches us that God is omnipotent and that he can do 

everything that is possible, that is to say, everything that is not contradic-

tory. Th us, every being exists only as a result of his willing it and it exists 

as it does and as long as it does only because he so wills it. Creation is thus 

an act of sheer grace and is comprehensible only through revelation. God 

creates the world and continues to act within it, bound neither by its laws 

nor by his previous determinations. He acts simply and solely as he pleases 

and, and as Ockham oft en repeats, he is no man’s debtor. Th ere is thus 

no immutable order of nature or reason that man can understand and no 

knowledge of God except through revelation. Ockham thus rejected the 

scholastic synthesis of reason and revelation and in this way undermined 

the metaphysical/theological foundation of the medieval world.

Th is notion of divine omnipotence was responsible for the demise of re-

alism. God, Ockham argued, could not create universals because to do so 

would constrain his omnipotence. If a universal did exist, God would be 

unable to destroy any instance of it without destroying the universal itself. 

Th us, for example, God could not damn any one human being without 

damning all of humanity. If there are no real universals, every being must 

be radically individual, a unique creation of God himself, called forth out 

of nothing by his infi nite power and sustained by that power alone. To be 

sure, God might employ secondary causes to produce or sustain an entity, 

but they were not necessary and were not ultimately responsible for the 

creation or the continued existence of the entity in question.

Th e only necessary being for Ockham was God himself. All other be-

ings were contingent creations of his will. In a technical sense, the things 

God chooses to bring into existence already have a nature, but these na-

tures are not themselves universal but apply only to each individual thing. 

Moreover, they are infi nite in number and chosen freely by divine will. 
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Th ese “natures” thus do not in any real sense constrain divine will except 

insofar as they exclude the impossible, that is, the logically contradictory. 

Th ey are neither implied by nor are they the presupposition of anything 

else. In this way, Ockham’s assertion of ontological individualism under-

mines not only ontological realism but also syllogistic logic and science, 

for in the absence of real universals, names become mere signs or signs of 

signs. Language thus does not reveal being but in practice oft en conceals 

the truth about being by fostering a belief in the reality of universals. In 

fact, all so-called universals are merely second or higher order signs that 

we as fi nite beings use to aggregate individual beings into categories. Th ese 

categories, however, do not denote real things. Th ey are only useful fi ctions 

that help us make sense out of the radically individualized world. How-

ever, they also distort reality. Th us, the guiding principle of nominalist 

logic for Ockham was his famous razor: do not multiply universals need-

lessly. While we cannot, as fi nite beings, make sense of the world without 

universals, every generalization takes us one more step away from the real. 

Hence, the fewer we employ the closer we remain to the truth.

Since each individual being for Ockham is contingent upon God’s free 

will, there can be no knowledge of created beings prior to investigation. 

As a result, humans cannot understand nature without an investigation 

of the phenomena themselves. Syllogism is thus replaced by hypothesis as 

the foundation of science. Moreover, human knowledge can never move 

beyond hypothesis, for God is free in the fullest sense, that is, free even 

from his previous decisions. He can thus overturn anything he has estab-

lished, interrupt any chain of causes, or create the world again from the 

beginning if he wants to. Th ere is therefore no absolute necessity except for 

God’s will. God, according to Ockham, did not even have to send his son 

in the form of a man; the savior might have been a donkey or a rock.

In defending such a radical notion of omnipotence, Ockham and his 

followers came very close to denying the truth of revelation. Th ey sought 

to avoid this heretical conclusion by distinguishing between God’s poten-

tia absoluta and his potentia ordinata, between his absolute and his or-

dained power, between what God could do and what he determined that 

he would do. Th is distinction, however, was diffi  cult to maintain because 

God was under no obligation to keep his promises or to act consistently. 

For nominalism God is, to use a technical term, “indiff erent,” that is, he 

recognizes no natural or rational standards of good and evil that guide or 

constrain his will. What is good is good not in itself but simply because 

he wills it. Th us, while today God may save the saints and damn the sin-

ners, tomorrow he may do the reverse, recreating the world from its very 
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beginning  if necessary. To be fair, neither Ockham nor most of his follow-

ers believed that God was likely to do this. Th ey were for the most part 

probabilists, that is to say, they believed that in all likelihood God could 

be relied upon to keep his promises. Th ey thus did not really believe that 

God would damn the saints or save the sinners, but they insisted that such 

a possibility could not be dismissed without denying God’s divinity.

Most nominalists were convinced that human beings could know little 

about God and his intentions beyond what he reveals to them in Scripture. 

Natural theology, for example, can prove God’s existence, infi nity, and su-

premacy, according to Ockham, but it cannot even demonstrate that there 

is only one God. Such a radical rejection of scholastic theology clearly 

grew out of a deep distrust not merely of Aristotle and his Islamic inter-

preters but of philosophic reason itself. In this sense, Ockham’s thought 

strengthened the role of revelation in Christian life.

Ockham also rejected the scholastic understanding of nature. Scholas-

ticism imagined nature to be teleological, a realm in which divine pur-

poses were repeatedly realized. Particular entities became what they al-

ready potentially were in attaining their special end. Th ey thus saw motion 

as directed toward the good. Th e nominalist rejection of universals was 

thus a rejection not merely of formal but also of fi nal causes. If there were 

no universals, there could be no universal ends to be actualized. Nature, 

thus, does not direct human beings to the good. Or to put the matter more 

positively, nominalism opens up the possibility of a radically new under-

standing of human freedom.

Th e fact that human beings have no defi ned natural ends does not mean 

that they have no moral duties. Th e moral law continues to set limits on 

human action. However, the nominalists believe that this law is known 

only by revelation. Moreover, there is no natural or soteriological motive 

to obey the moral law. God is no man’s debtor and does not respond to 

man. Th erefore, he does not save or damn them because of what they do or 

don’t do. Th ere is no utilitarian motive to act morally; the only reason for 

moral action is gratitude. For nominalism, human beings owe their exis-

tence solely and simply to God. He has already given them the gift  of life, 

and for this humans should be grateful. To some few he will give a second 

good, eternal life, but he is neither just nor unjust in his choice since his 

giving is solely an act of grace. To complain about one’s fate would be ir-

rational because no one deserves existence, let alone eternal existence.

As this short sketch makes clear, the God that nominalism revealed was 

no longer the benefi cent and reasonably predictable God of scholasticism. 

Th e gap between man and God had been greatly increased. God could no 
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longer be understood or infl uenced by human beings—he acted simply out 

of freedom and was indiff erent to the consequences of his acts. He laid 

down rules for human conduct, but he might change them at any moment. 

Some were saved and some were damned, but there was only an accidental 

relation between salvation and saintliness, and damnation and sin. It is 

not even clear that this God loves man. Th e world this God created was 

thus a radical chaos of utterly diverse things in which humans could fi nd 

no point of certainty or security.

How could anyone love or venerate such an unsettling God? Th is was 

not a new question. Th e author of Job had posed it many centuries earlier 

in confronting a similar possibility, and Calvin was later so troubled by 

the injustice of such a God that he could only imagine him to be the devil 

in disguise. It is perhaps no accident that this view of God originated 

among the Franciscans, who stood at the opposite extreme on the theo-

logical spectrum from the Aristotelians. During the late medieval period, 

they were the preeminent voice calling for a more original or “primitive” 

Christianity that took its bearings not from the philosophical ideas of the 

Greeks and the corrupt political structures of the Roman state but from the 

example of Christ. Th e Christian life, they argued, was not to be found in 

papal palaces and curial power but in poverty and asceticism. Th e most 

radical Franciscans found even revelation insuffi  cient and believed that 

one could only live a Christian life if one imitated the life of Christ and his 

disciples. Th ey were not alone in their pursuit of this alternative. In fact, 

they were only the most famous of the “primitivist” movements within 

the church that included the earlier Cathari, Waldensians, and Humiliati. 

Francis, however, spoke for all of these radicals when he argued that to be 

a Christian one must walk with Christ, retracing the via dolorosa. Only in 

this way could one appreciate the meaning of the Incarnation and God’s 

love for man. Francis embodied this dedication to suff ering in his own as-

ceticism (and stigmata) and enshrined it in his famous Rule that imposed 

austerity and poverty upon his followers.

Aft er his death in 1226, the Franciscan order split between the zealots 

who demanded strict obedience of the Rule and the moderates who sought 

a papal dispensation from its more extreme strictures. Given the broad 

appeal of this movement among the common people and the consequent 

threat that it represented to the well-heeled clerical hierarchy, Pope John 

XXII (1249–1334) not only granted such a dispensation, he also condemned 

and hunted down the most zealous Franciscans, the so-called Fraticelli. 

While this satisfi ed the more pragmatic members of the order, John did 

not stop there. Drawn into a dispute with the Franciscan order and their 
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governor general Michael of Cesena over the issue of poverty (the so-called 

Poverty Dispute), he ultimately condemned the Franciscan belief in the 

moral superiority of the ascetic life in 1326, arguing that this opinion con-

tradicted Scripture.

John recognized that the doctrine of poverty not only threatened his 

power within the church but also threatened to transform Christianity as 

a whole. Th e medieval church understood itself as the embodiment of the 

Holy Spirit and thus as exercising God’s dominion or kingship on earth. 

Churchmen thus imagined that they should live in a manner befi tting their 

status. Th e Franciscan doctrine of poverty challenged this view. Man, as 

Francis understood him, is not by nature an exalted being. His joy comes 

not from his place or possessions in the world but from his nearness to 

God. Th e Kingdom of God is thus not a literal kingdom here on earth rep-

resented by the church, but a spiritual kingdom in which individuals are 

related to one another only in and through God. Taken to its extreme, such 

a doctrine was thus not merely an attack on priestly wealth and power; it 

was also an attack on clerical hierarchy and on the church itself.

One of the leading spokesmen for the Franciscan side in this debate 

was William of Ockham, who was then in Avignon to defend himself 

against charges of heresy leveled by his Th omistic opponents. Th e pope 

based his argument against the superiority of poverty on the natural ne-

cessity of property to the preservation of human life, asserting that prop-

erty existed even before the Fall. Th e Franciscans by contrast rested their 

case on revelation, arguing that property existed not by nature but only 

as a result of sin and therefore only aft er the Fall. Th ey also asserted that 

through God’s absolute power Christ and his disciples were able to return 

to this prelapsarian state, living a pious life without property. Francis in 

their view had opened up this possibility anew and thus had laid out the 

grounds for a genuine Christian practice. When John rejected this view 

on the grounds of the invariance of the ordained order of nature, Ockham 

and the Franciscans were horrifi ed. Th ey were convinced that God could 

not be bound by the “laws” of nature that he himself had previously made. 

Christ’s life was a demonstration of this fact. Th us, in their view the pope’s 

declaration was a revival of Abelard’s heretical position that God is bound 

to save some from all eternity by his previous will. God, they argued, is 

not bound by such laws and is subject only to the principle of noncontra-

diction. Otherwise, he is free and sovereign. To deny this fact is to deny 

God. Th ey consequently proclaimed the pope a heretic and fl ed Avignon, 

seeking the protection of the emperor. Ockham in fact became a member 

of the imperial court and along with Marsilius of Padua (1270–1342) was 
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instrumental in formulating the intellectual defense for the emperor in his 

dispute with the papacy.

Nominalism in this sense was Franciscan theology. It destroyed the 

order of the world that scholasticism had imagined to mediate between 

God and man and replaced it with a chaos of radically individual be-

ings. However, it united each of these beings directly to God. From the 

 Franciscan point of view, life in a radically individualized world seemed 

chaotic only to those who did not see the unity of creation in God. For 

those such as Francis who shared in this mystical unity, all other beings 

were their brothers and sisters, since all animate and inanimate beings 

were equally the creatures and creations of God.

Th e church attempted to suppress nominalism, but these eff orts had 

little impact. Ockham’s thought was censured in 1326 and repeatedly 

condemned from 1339 to 1347, but his infl uence continued to grow, and 

in the one hundred and fi ft y years aft er his death nominalism became 

one of the most powerful intellectual movements in Europe. Th ere was 

a strong  Ockhamist tradition in England that began in the fi rst half of 

the fourteenth century under the leadership of Th omas Bradwardine (the 

archbishop of Canterbury), Robert Holcot, and Adam Woodham. Th e 

Ockhamists in Paris during the fourteenth century were also strong and 

included Nicholas  of Autrecourt, John Buridan, John of Mirecourt, and 

later Peter D’Ailly, Jean Gerson, and Marsilius of Inghen (who was also ac-

tive in Heidelberg). In Germany there was a powerful nominalist tradition, 

especially in the later fourteen and fi ft eenth centuries that culminated in 

Gabriel Biel. In fact, outside of Spain and Italy the infl uence of nominalist 

thought grew to such an extent that by the time of Luther there was only 

one university in Germany that was not dominated by the nominalists.

While nominalism undermined the view of a harmonious Christian 

world that scholasticism had developed (oft en in the face of the less than 

harmonious political and religious realities) and thus worked a revolution 

in Christianity, it was not merely destructive. Nominalism presented not 

only a new vision of God but also a new view of what it meant to be hu-

man that placed much greater emphasis on the importance of human will. 

As Antony Levi has pointed out, scholasticism from the thirteenth cen-

tury on never had at its disposal a psychology that could explain action 

as both rational and willful. For scholasticism the will both in God and 

man could therefore either do everything or nothing. Aquinas eff ectively 

argued for the latter. Scotus (building on Bonaventure’s emphasis on God’s 

independence of his contingent creation) and then Ockham asserted the 

radical freedom of divine will. In emphasizing the centrality of divine 



will, however, they both also gave a new prominence to and justifi cation 

of the human will. Humans were made in the image of God, and like God 

were principally willful rather than rational beings. Such a capacity for 

free choice had always been imagined to play a role in mundane matters, 

but orthodox Christianity had denied that humans were free to accept or 

reject justifi catory grace. Still, if humans were truly free, as many nomi-

nalists believed, then it was at least conceivable that they could choose to 

act in ways that would increase their chances of salvation.

While this position is reasonable, by the standards of the time such 

a view was highly questionable since it came perilously close to the Pe-

lagianism that had been condemned by Augustine and by almost every 

orthodox theologian aft er him. Despite the repeated claims by Ockham 

and many of his followers that God did not in any way respond to man and 

thus could not be infl uenced by any act of the human will, however free, 

nominalists were thus continually attacked as Pelagians. In part this had 

to do with their interpretation of man as a willing rather than a rational 

being, but it was also certainly due to the fact that a number of nominalists 

simply found it diffi  cult to countenance a God who was so terrifying and 

merciless, arguing not on the basis of theology but simply as a practical 

matter that God would not deny salvation to anyone who gave his all or 

did everything that was in him to do: “Facientibus quod in se est, deus non 

denegat gratiam” (“If you do what is in you, God will not deny grace”). 

Th is was the so-called Facientibus principle. Such a view seemed to im-

ply that there were standards for salvation, but that the standards were 

completely idiosyncratic to each individual. One man’s all might be quite 

diff erent than that of another. Th e determination of sanctity and sinful-

ness was thus taken out of the hands of the church. No habit of charity was 

necessity for salvation, for God in his absolute power could recognize any 

meretricious act as suffi  cient, and more importantly could recognize any 

act as meretricious. Th e Facientibus principle thus not only undermined 

the spiritual (and moral) authority of the church, it defended a notion of 

salvation that was perilously close to Pelagianism.

Appearances notwithstanding, this view of nominalism as thoroughly 

Pelagian is mistaken. While later nominalists such as Gabriel Biel did in 

fact promote at least a semi-Pelagian idea of salvation, Ockham and his 

fourteenth- and fi ft eenth-century followers did not. Th eir emphasis on di-

vine omnipotence simply left  too little room to attribute any effi  cacy to 

the human will. It is true that their recognition of the importance of the 

human will seemed to suggest that human beings could win their own sal-

vation, but this was mitigated by their assertion that all events and choices 
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were absolutely predestined by God. While their doctrine seemed to open 

up space for human freedom, this was negated by their commitment to a 

divine power that determined everything absolutely but did so in an ut-

terly arbitrary and therefore unpredictable way.

With this emphasis on divine determinism, nominalism was able to 

avoid Pelagianism, but the price was high, for the notion of predestina-

tion not only relieved humans of all moral responsibility, it also made God 

 responsible for all evil. John of Mirecourt saw this conclusion as the un-

avoidable consequence of his own nominalism, admitting that God de-

termined what would count as sin and who would act sinfully. Nicholas 

d’Autrecourt went even further, declaring that God himself was the cause 

of sin. While this conclusion for good reason was not emphasized by 

most nominalists, it was too important to remain submerged for long, and 

it emerged in all of its distinctive power in the period of the Reformation.

Nominalism sought to tear the rationalistic veil from the face of God in 

order to found a true Christianity, but in doing so it revealed a capricious 

God, fearsome in his power, unknowable, unpredictable, unconstrained 

by nature and reason, and indiff erent to good and evil. Th is vision of God 

turned the order of nature into a chaos of individual beings and the order 

of logic into a mere concatenation of names. Man himself was dethroned 

from his exalted place in the natural order of things and cast adrift  in an 

infi nite universe with no natural law to guide him and no certain path to 

salvation. It is thus not surprising that for all but the most extreme ascetics 

and mystics, this dark God of nominalism proved to be a profound source 

of anxiety and insecurity.

While the infl uence of this new vision of God derived much of its force 

from the power of the idea itself and from its scriptural foundation, the 

concrete conditions of life in the second half of the fourteenth century and 

early fi ft eenth centuries played an essential role in its success. During this 

period, three momentous events, the Black Death, the Great Schism, and 

the Hundred Years War, shook the foundations of medieval civilization 

that had been weakened by the failure of the Crusades, the invention of 

gunpowder, and the severe blow that the Little Ice Age dealt to the agrar-

ian economy that was the foundation of feudal life. While such a vision 

of God might have been regarded as an absurdity in the twelft h and thir-

teenth centuries, the catastrophes of the succeeding period helped make 

such a God believable.

While the Middle Ages ended with the triumph of this nominalist vi-

sion of God, the scholastic enterprise did not simply vanish. In fact, it was 

revived a number of times but never with the same global aspirations. Even 
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Francisco Suarez, Aquinas’s greatest defender and the last great scholastic, 

was ontologically a nominalist. On one level, he supported Th omistic real-

ism, arguing for the extra-mental existence of universals, but at a deeper 

level he twisted this argument in a nominalistic fashion, asserting that ev-

ery individual being was a universal. Th e world in which modernity came 

to be was thus not the world of scholasticism but the world of scholasticism 

overturned. Th is collapse of scholasticism did not, of course, occur all at 

once or in a short space of time, but it was well underway by the end of the 

fourteenth century.

from avignon to the modern world

In 1305, the seat of the papacy was relocated to Avignon in part because 

the new French pope was beholden to the French king, but also because 

violence had become so endemic in Rome that the pope was no longer 

safe there. It remained there until 1378. During this time Avignon became 

the locus for European intellectual life. Although it was far from centrally 

located, the city was on a major trade route and had relatively easy com-

munication with France, Spain, Italy, Germany, and England. Intellectu-

als were drawn there for many diff erent reasons. Conservative theologians 

sought to use the power of the curia to win intellectual battles they were 

losing in Paris, Oxford, and other university towns, while their opponents 

came to defend their radical views. As we have seen, it was for this reason 

that Ockham came to Avignon, but it was the defense of his order that 

kept him there and that catapulted him into his struggle with the pope. 

However, he was only one of the important thinkers who came to Avignon 

during this period.

In fact, as Ockham and the pope were fi ghting the fi nal theological bat-

tle of the Middle Ages in the convents and courts of Avignon, a few blocks 

away the son of a Florentine exile was just beginning a lifelong project that 

would help to defi ne the modern age. He was Francesco Petrarch. Like 

Ockham, Petrarch rejected scholasticism as overly rationalized, but he was 

also repulsed by the nominalists’ endless arguments about terms and what 

he saw as vapid speculation about divine power. Like the nominalists he 

too was aware of the corruption of the church and hoped for purifi cation 

and renewal, but he sought such a renewal not through faith and a new 

scriptural theology but through an amalgamation of Christian practice 

and ancient moral virtue.

Petrarch believed that a Christian life required not merely faith and cer-

emonies but moral practice as well, and that such morality could only be 
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achieved by a richer understanding of what it meant to be human that drew 

not merely on Scripture but on the moral models of antiquity. In sharp 

contrast to the asceticism of late medieval Christianity, he thus sought to 

revivify the love of honor and beauty as preeminent human motives. While 

his thought remained generally Christian, he envisioned a new kind of 

man with new virtues, not a citizen of a city-state or a republic but an au-

tarchic individual being who was whole and complete in himself. Petrarch 

recognized that such individuals might surround themselves with friends 

or join with others as citizens, but he was convinced that they could only 

do so eff ectively if they were autonomous individuals fi rst. It was this ideal 

of human individuality that inspired the humanist movement.

Such a focus on the individual was unknown in the ancient world. Th e 

ideal for the Greek artist and citizen was not the formation of individual 

character or personality but assimilation to an ideal model. Petrarch and 

his humanist followers did not put the human per se at the center of things 

but the individual human being, and in this respect they owed a deeper 

ontological debt to nominalism than to antiquity. For humanism, the in-

dividual is not a rational animal standing at the peak of creation. Like 

Ockham the humanists were convinced that human beings have no natu-

ral form or end. Th ey also thus concluded that humans are characterized 

by their free will. Th is will, as humanism understood it, however, diff ers in 

one decisive respect from the will that Ockham and nominalism attribute 

to humans. It is not simply a created will but also a self-creating will. God 

grants humans the capacity to will, and they then make themselves into 

what they want to be. Th is notion of a self-willing being has clear affi  nities 

to the model of the nominalist God. Like the God who creates him, this 

man is an artisan, but an artisan whose greatest work of art is himself, a 

poet in the literal sense of the term, able to identify with every being and 

make himself into any one of them.

Such an individual, however, is not God. He is limited by his own mor-

tality and by the chaotic motions of matter or by what humanists following 

the Romans dubbed fortuna. Artists can give form to things, paint pic-

tures, shape marble, build palaces, and even create states, but fortune will 

eventually bring all to ruin. Even the greatest of princes, as Machiavelli, 

for example, argues, will only be able to succeed half the time. While the 

individual for humanism is free and in some sense divine, he is not omnip-

otent, for he has both a childhood and a dotage in which he is dependent 

on others, and a death that inevitably brings his mastery to an end.

Th is humanist idea of fortune refl ects an underlying notion of time 

as degeneration. Form and purpose do not inhere in nature but are the 



 32 c h a p t er  o ne

products  of an artistic will that builds dikes against the fl oods of fortune, 

dikes, however, that fortune ultimately overfl ows. Th is humanist pes-

simism about the capacity of art to master nature was refl ected in their 

understanding of their own place in time. Th ey knew that the magnifi cent 

world of the ancients that they so admired had perished and been super-

seded by a dark, Gothic age. Th ey hoped to establish a new golden age but 

they never imagined it would last forever and never dreamed that it might 

be successively improved for all time.

Humanism grew alongside and also out of nominalism. It off ered a so-

lution to many of the problems posed by divine omnipotence. Th is solution 

was itself constructed on nominalist grounds, that is, on the understand-

ing of man as an individual and willful being, although it is only success-

ful because it vastly narrowed the ontological diff erence that nominalism 

saw separating man and God. Th e consequent vision of the magnifi cent in-

dividual, towering, as Shakespeare’s Cassius puts it, “like a colossus,” was 

thus something distinctively new and a clear step beyond the Middle Ages. 

Glory not humility was this man’s goal, and to this end he employed art 

rather than philosophy and rhetoric rather than dialectic. Humanism thus 

sought to answer the problem posed by divine omnipotence by imagining 

a new kind of human being who could secure himself by his own powers 

in the chaotic world nominalism had posited.

We today imagine humanism to be antagonistic to religion or even a 

form of atheism. Renaissance humanism, however, was almost always 

Christian humanism. In formulating their particular brand of Christian-

ity, however, humanists drew heavily on Cicero and Neoplatonism and 

laid out a vision of Christianity that placed much greater weight on moral 

practice than on faith or ceremonies. Th is transformation, which was evi-

dent even among the more moderate northern humanists, pushed Chris-

tianity in a Pelagian direction that was deeply off ensive to many ardent 

Christians. In this respect, the humanist impact upon Christian belief and 

practice was very important in fomenting the second great intellectual 

movement in answer to the problem posed by the nominalist revolution, 

the Reformation.

Luther was the father of the Reformation, and his life and thought 

were in many ways a reaction to the problems posed by nominalism. 

However, in his response to nominalism, he followed a path that was 

radically diff erent  than that of the humanists, not away from God to-

ward man but from man back to God. Th e humanists had sought to re-

form Christianity, but Luther’s idea of reformation was more radical and 

all-encompassing.
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Th e Reformation has been described as the last great upsurge of medi-

eval religiosity, and while not entirely false, this claim conceals the aston-

ishing extent to which Reformation Christianity rejects medieval Chris-

tianity on essentially nominalist grounds. Luther’s example makes this 

clear. As a young man, Luther became an Ockhamist, but he was troubled 

by the impenetrability of the God nominalism described, and tormented 

by the consequent uncertainty of his own personal salvation. Luther’s con-

cern with personal salvation could hardly be stilled by a God who was 

unstillness itself, who today might save the saints and damn the sinners 

but tomorrow do exactly the reverse.

Luther’s personal quest for certainty vis-à-vis this God was intertwined 

with his struggle against corruption in the church. Th e corruption of the 

church in Luther’s mind was bound up with the doctrine of works and the 

sale of indulgences in particular. Luther rejected the redemptive power of 

works on nominalistic grounds. If what was preeminent in God and by 

extension in man was the will, then sin could only be remitted through 

right willing, regardless of the result. But right willing depended not 

on man but on God. Luther’s answer to the question of indulgences was 

thus his answer to the problem of the nominalist God: “faith alone saves.” 

 Luther accepted the nominalist notion of man as a willing being but trans-

formed this notion by reconfi guring the relationship of divine and human 

will. Faith, according to Luther, is the will to union with God, but faith 

can come only from God through Scripture. Faith in Scripture, in other 

words, guarantees salvation.

At fi rst glance, it is diffi  cult to see how Scripture solves the problem 

posed by nominalism, since the reliance on Scripture seems to assume the 

invariance of what God has ordained, an invariance that nominalism ex-

plicitly denies. Luther, however, gives Scripture a diff erent status. In his 

view, it is not simply a text, but a means by which God speaks directly to 

man. Faith arises from hearing the voice of God. God’s power is thus not 

something abstract and distant but acts always in and through us. In this 

way, Luther was able to transform the terrifying God of nominalism into 

a power within individual human beings. Th e Christian is reborn in God 

because God is born in him.

Ockham proclaimed the individuality of every being as a unique cre-

ation of God, but he saw the radical separation of God and man as an 

impenetrable barrier to human understanding and an insuperable barrier 

to the human will. He thus turned to Scripture, but even Scripture only re-

vealed the momentary determination of a distant God’s will, which might 

at any moment be otherwise. Luther too saw God as a deus absconditus 



who could not be philosophically analyzed or understood. He too turned 

to Scripture as the sole source of guidance. In contrast to the nominalists, 

however, he recognized that the diff erence between God and man could be 

bridged by the scriptural infusion of divine will that banishes all doubts. 

In contrast to the humanists, however, this was not because man willed in 

the same way that God wills, that is, creatively, but because he willed what 

God willed, that is, morally and piously. Man does not become a demi-

god but becomes the dwelling place of God; God becomes the interior and 

guiding principle of his life, or what Luther calls conscience.

Neither the humanists nor the reformers saw themselves as founding a 

new age or initiating something distinctively new. Rather, they understood 

their task as restoring something ancient and traditional. In doing so, how-

ever, they found themselves entwined in the confl ict about the relationship 

of the divine and the human that had bedeviled Christianity from the very 

beginning. Italian humanism suggested in a Promethean fashion that man 

could lift  himself to the level of God or even in some respects become God. 

In this sense it was clearly Pelagian, or at least semi-Pelagian. Humanism’s 

vision of man was thus incompatible with divine omnipotence and with 

the notion that God was God. Without such a God, however, it was diffi  -

cult to see how man could be more than an animal. Th e Reformation was 

directed not merely against the abuses in the church but also against this 

Pelagian humanism. God for the Reformers was omnipotent, and man was 

nothing without God. Th e idea of a free human will was thus an illusion. 

Th is anti-Pelagian and antihumanist position, however, was equally un-

satisfying, for if the human will is utterly impotent, then God and not man 

is the source of evil, and humans cannot be held morally responsible for 

their actions. While humanism thus could not sustain a notion of divine 

omnipotence, it also could not exist without it. Similarly, Reformation the-

ology could not countenance a free human will and yet could not sustain 

the notion of a good God in its absence. Th e humanists and the Reformers 

were thus entwined in an antinomy from which there was no escape. Th ey 

were thus inevitably brought into confl ict. Th is disagreement appears in its 

clearest light in the debate between Erasmus and Luther over the freedom 

or bondage of the will, but also in the disastrous Wars of Religion that 

raged across Europe for more than a hundred years.

Humanism and the Reformation founded their views of the world on 

man and God respectively. Th ese choices were rooted in the long history 

of Christianity, and the confl ict that arose between them was in many 

ways a refl ection of the contradictions that had been present in Christi-

anity since the beginning. In the midst of this confl ict, a small group of 

 34 c h a p t er  o ne



 t he  n o min a l i s t  r e v o l u t i o n a nd  m o d er ni t y  35

thinkers  sought a new path, abandoning both God and man as the founda-

tion of their investigations, turning instead to the natural world. Moder-

nity proper in this way begins with the goal of developing a science that 

will make man master and possessor of nature. Th is project was deeply 

indebted to nominalism in many diff erent and important ways.

Nominalism destroyed the ontological ground of medieval science by 

positing a chaotic world of radically individual beings. Indeed, for the 

nominalists, the world itself is only a higher order sign, an aid to the un-

derstanding that does not correspond to any reality. Nominalism thus 

seems to make science impossible. In fact, however, modern science devel-

ops out of nominalism as the result of a reconsideration of the meaning of 

nominalist ontology.

Scholastic metaphysics understood God as the highest being and cre-

ation as a rational order of beings stretching up to God. From the nomi-

nalist perspective, however, such an order is untenable not only because 

each being is radically individual but also and perhaps more importantly 

because God himself is not a being in the same sense as all created beings. 

While Ockham points to this gulf between God and his creation, he does 

not extensively explore it. Th is task was undertaken by the great thinker 

whose path crossed that of Ockham and Petrarch in Avignon, the German 

mystic Meister Eckhart (1260–1328).

Eckhart was deeply infl uenced by Neoplatonism, although his Neo-

platonism was transfi gured by his mysticism. Like Ockham, Eckhart saw 

an infi nite distance between God and the world. From the perspective of 

the beings we encounter in everyday life, God thus seems to be nothing. 

In Eckhart’s view, however, this issue must be examined from a divine 

rather than a human perspective, not logically but mystically. From this 

perspective, it is not God but the beings of the world that are nothing, or at 

least they are nothing without God. Since, however, these beings in some 

sense “are,” they must “be” God, that is, God must be “in” beings in some 

way. Without him, they would be pure nothingness. However, the infi nite 

diff erence between God and his creation means that God cannot be in 

things as their whatness or essence. God, Eckhart suggests, is in them in 

a diff erent sense, as their how, the operative force that determines their 

becoming. In nominalistic terms, God is pure willing, pure activity, or 

pure power, and the world in its becoming is divine will, is this God. Or in 

more modern terms, the world is the ceaseless motion that is determined 

by divine will understood as effi  cient or mechanical causality. Th e world 

is the incarnation, the body of God, and he is in the world as the soul is in 

the body, omnipresent as the motive principle.
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Creation is thus not simply disorder. God is in the world in a new and 

diff erent sense than scholasticism and traditional metaphysics imagined. 

He is not the ultimate whatness or quiddity of all beings but their howness 

or becoming. To discover the divinely ordered character of the world, it is 

thus necessary to investigate becoming, which is to say, it is necessary to 

discover the laws governing the motion of all beings. Th eology and natural 

science thereby become one and the same.

Rationalism and materialism both work within this general understand-

ing of the relationship of God and his creation, but they diff er considerably 

in their understanding of the meaning of this relationship. Rationalism, 

for the most part, understands this identifi cation of God and his creation 

pantheistically. Th e motion of nature therefore is the motion of God, and 

nature’s laws are the forms and structures of divine will. Rationalist sci-

ence thus is theologically grounded not in Scripture but in the deduction 

of the laws of motion from transcendental will or freedom.

Materialism, by contrast, understands the meaning of the identifi cation 

of God and creation atheistically. To say that the God of nominalism as 

Ockham understood him is in everything in the way Eckhart (and later 

Nicholas of Cusa) suggested is to say that everything is willfulness, motion 

without purpose or end, and without any necessary regularity. Viewed in 

this manner, there is no eff ective diff erence between the nominalist cosmos 

and a godless universe of matter in motion. Th e existence or nonexistence 

of God is irrelevant for the understanding of nature, since he can neither 

 increase nor decrease the chaos of radical individuality that characterizes 

existence. Science thus does not need to take this God or Scripture into 

account in its eff orts to come to terms with the natural world and can rely 

instead on experience alone. “Atheistic” materialism thus has a theologi-

cal origin in the nominalist revolution. Materialism, it is true, also draws 

upon ancient atomism and Epicureanism, but both of these are received 

and understood within what was already an essentially nominalist view of 

the world.

Th is new understanding of becoming or change as a manifestation 

of divine will is the ontological foundation for the self-consciousness of 

modernity. Since Plato, being had been understood as timeless, unchang-

ing presence. Change was always a falling away from being, degeneration. 

Nominalism called this notion into question with its assertion that God 

himself was not only subject to change but was perhaps even change itself. 

Th e changeable cosmos was no longer seen as a falling away from perfec-

tion, no longer merely “the moving image of eternity,” as Plato put it in the 

Timaeus. Change was not simply degeneration. While this new view of 
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becoming was never entirely spelled out and was constantly troubling to 

modern thinkers who strove repeatedly to discover an unchanging “onto-

logical” ground of becoming, it was a crucial step away from both ancient 

and medieval notions of time and change.

If change is not simply degeneration, then some change may be pro-

gressive. Change guided by an enlightened humanity may produce good. 

Progress in this way is opened up as a human possibility. Th e ability of the 

will to master the world was already clear to the Renaissance humanists 

such as Machiavelli, but their reliance on individual prowess and willing 

made a thorough mastery of nature inconceivable to them. Human fi ni-

tude meant that even the greatest individuals would inevitably succumb 

to all-conquering time. Mastering nature thus would require something 

more than a merely individual will. Early modern thinkers argued that 

this problem could be solved only if human beings came to understand 

that science is not an individual accomplishment but a broadly based so-

cial or political enterprise. In this way, it was possible to imagine a human 

will of unlimited longevity that might fi nally master the natural world.

Francis Bacon (1561–1626) is oft en characterized as the father of mod-

ern science. Like his nominalist predecessors, Bacon rejected realism both 

in its scholastic and in its classical form. He agreed with the nominalists 

that “in nature nothing really exists besides individual bodies, performing 

purely individual acts.”  As a result, the universe is a labyrinth that is im-

penetrable to unaided human reason. Previous thinkers in Bacon’s view 

did not make any progress through this labyrinth because they did not use 

the powers available to them to attain this end, relying instead on mere ob-

servation and overhasty generalization. Th ere are various reasons for such 

ineptitude, and Bacon describes them in great detail in Th e New Organon 

in his famous discussion of the four idols or false notions that have become 

rooted in the mind. Human beings have come to believe that all they need 

to know comes from their immediate experience. Consequently, they have 

been unwilling or unable to verify their generalizations by the examination 

of particulars. Th ey have thus been content to guess rather than know and 

have put the dreams of the imagination in place of real knowledge. Even in 

his own time, when realism had been called into question, Bacon believed 

that men were still deterred from such an investigation by an undue rever-

ence for antiquity and by the belief that scientifi c progress was impossible 

because of the obscurity of nature, the shortness of life, the deceitfulness 

of the senses, the weakness of the judgment, the diffi  culty of experiment, 

and the like. What is needed, he argued, is a total reconstruction of sci-

ence, the arts, and human knowledge on a proper foundation.



 38 c h a p t er  o ne

Th e knowledge that Bacon seeks diff ers profoundly from that of scholas-

ticism. He is not concerned with what nature is and what it tends toward, 

that is, with the formal or fi nal cause of things, but with the particular 

character and motion of matter, that is, with material and effi  cient causal-

ity. In other words, he wants to know not what nature is but how it works, 

and his goal is thus not theory or speculation but the practical betterment 

of the human condition. When nature is comprehended in this manner, 

it can be made to produce works that are useful for human life, for when 

we understand the properties of particulars we will be able to bring them 

together in ways that will produce the eff ects we desire. Bacon’s ultimate 

aim is to produce a model of nature not as a static system of categories but 

as a dynamic whole, as the interacting operation of all particulars. To 

understand nature in this way is to comprehend nature as power.

Bacon believed that the power that arose from the knowledge of nature 

could carry humanity to hitherto unimaginable heights. However, in his 

view such knowledge can only be gained by fi rst lowering oneself, by sub-

ordinating oneself to nature and limiting the exercise of one’s own will. 

To master and command nature, it is necessary fi rst to be the servant and 

interpreter of nature. For Bacon, the goal of science is thus not the mere

felicity of speculation, but the real business and fortunes of the human race, 

and all power of operation. For man is but the servant and interpreter of 

nature: what he does and what he knows is only what he has observed of 

nature’s order in fact or in thought; beyond this he knows nothing and can 

do nothing. For the chain of causes cannot by any force be loosened or bro-

ken, nor can nature be commanded except by being obeyed. And so these 

twin objects, human Knowledge and human Power, do really meet in one; 

and it is from ignorance of causes that operation fails.

Th e presupposition of such knowledge is the humiliation of the human 

spirit, since success depends upon abandoning our proud belief that we 

occupy a superior place in the order of creation. Instead of acting as lords 

of creation, in the way that humanism suggested, we must become ap-

prentices in nature’s workshop. We do not need great wit or individual 

excellence, but a dogged persistence and obedience to the surest rules and 

demonstrations.

While humility gains us entrance to the study of nature, cruelty is the 

means by which we reach our end. Mere experience will take us only into 

nature’s outer courts. To come to nature’s inner chambers, we must tear it 

to pieces, constraining, vexing, dissecting, and torturing nature in order 

to force it to reveal the secret entrances to its treasure chambers. Only as 
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merciless servants who bind and torture their master to learn the source 

of his power can we win from nature the knowledge of its hidden forces 

and operation. On the basis of this knowledge, we can then produce “a line 

and race of inventions that may in some degree subdue and overcome the 

necessities and miseries of humanity.” 

Bacon thus off ers a new and revolutionary answer to the problem posed 

by nominalism and the nominalist God. He confronts and accepts the 

nominalist vision of the world and attempts to fi nd a solution to its fun-

damental problems. He seeks neither a poetic transfi guration of this world 

nor a new covenant with its God. Instead, he strives to discover the hidden 

powers by which nature moves in order to gain mastery over it. For Bacon 

as for Ockham and Petrarch, man is a willing being who seeks to secure 

himself in the world. In contrast to both Franciscan asceticism and the hu-

manist notion of godlike individuality, however, Bacon imagines man to 

be a relatively weak and fearful being who can only succeed by consistently 

working with his fellow human beings over many years to learn  nature’s 

laws and turn this knowledge to human use. It is the very democratic 

character of Bacon’s project that makes its success conceivable. It does not 

depend upon the exercise of great and thus rare genius, but upon the con-

sistent application of ordinary intelligence to a series of small problems 

that can be easily analyzed. Bacon in this way diff ers considerably from 

his humanist predecessors. Th e hero of knowledge that Bacon imagines in 

his New Atlantis, for example, is not a sparkling “great-souled man,” but 

a solemn, priestlike, and unheroic scientist who is willing to investigate 

not merely the beautiful and noble but the low and foul, for like Bacon he 

knows that “whatever deserves to exist deserves also to be known.” 

While Bacon laid the fi rst bricks of the new science on a nominalistic 

foundation, it was Galileo, Descartes, and Hobbes who raised its walls. 

Bacon’s method, in fact, was ill-suited to the comprehension of nature 

understood as matter in motion. Its unmitigated nominalistic focus on 

individual beings and its inductive method rendered it incapable of grasp-

ing motion as such. Galileo’s transposition of motion into the abstract 

world of geometry and his new understanding of inertia were crucial steps 

that made modern mathematical science possible. On this foundation, 

Descartes  and Hobbes developed alternative visions of the modern scien-

tifi c enterprise.

Th e diff erences between Descartes and Hobbes are crucial and central 

to the bifurcation of modernity. Th ere is one strain of modern thought 

that begins with Descartes and includes Leibniz, Malebranche, Spinoza, 

Kant, Fichte, Hegel, Schopenhauer, and most contemporary continental 



 40 c h a p t er  o ne

philosophers.  Th ere is a second beginning with Hobbes, Locke, Hume, 

and Mill, and that includes many contemporary Anglo-American think-

ers. Th ese two strains of thought represent alternative answers to the fun-

damental problem posed by the nominalist God within the framework of 

modern science. Th e diff erences between them turn on a number of issues, 

but the question of the nature and relationship of man and God is of cen-

tral importance.

Man for Bacon is a part of nature. He thus “can do so much and so 

much only as he has observed in fact or in thought of the course of nature. 

Beyond this he neither knows anything nor can do anything.”  Man is 

a natural being subject to all of the constraints of nature. While he can 

ameliorate his condition and in a limited sense master the natural world, 

he remains a part of nature and is not its creator.

Descartes off ers us a diff erent vision of the modern project. His think-

ing too was deeply infl uenced by the problem of the nominalist God, but 

his solution to this problem was diff erent in decisive respects from that 

of Bacon. In particular, he has a radically diff erent notion of man’s posi-

tion with respect to both God and nature. In his early thought, Descartes 

was convinced that he could construct an apodictic science on the basis 

of mathematics. Such a science, he believed, could produce a mathemati-

cal representation of all motion that would allow human beings to truly 

master nature, make them able not merely to ameliorate human misery 

as Bacon had hoped but actually to make man the immortal lord of all 

creation. Th is initial project was called into question by Descartes’ real-

ization that the idea of a truly omnipotent God undermined the certainty 

of mathematics. Th is realization led to the spiritual quest that ended with 

Descartes’ articulation of his famous principle, cogito ergo sum, as the 

foundation for all human knowledge. Th e scientifi c project as Descartes 

lays it out in his mature thought is thus a clear response to the problem 

posed by nominalism.

What distinguishes the Cartesian solution to this problem from that of 

Bacon is evident in his fundamental principle, for it grounds all of modern 

science on an autonomous subject who not only transcends nature but is 

also able to resist and ultimately challenge (or even replace) God himself. 

Man for Descartes becomes master and possessor of nature by dispossess-

ing its current owner, that is, by taking it away from God. Th is is possible 

because man in some sense already is God, or at least is the same infi nite 

will that constitutes God.

Th e Cartesian notion of science thus rests upon a new notion of man 

as a willing being, modeled on the omnipotent God of nominalism and 



 t he  n o min a l i s t  r e v o l u t i o n a nd  m o d er ni t y  41

able like him to master nature through the exercise of his infi nite will. 

 Descartes draws here not merely upon nominalism but upon the human-

ist ideal of a self-creating and self-suffi  cient individual, and upon Luther’s 

idea of the conjunction of the human and divine will. It is this potent com-

bination that gives rise to the notion of subjectivity that plays a central role 

in rationalism, idealism, and later continental thought as well.

Insofar as Descartes both leaves man within nature as a body in motion 

and elevates him above it into a quasi-omnipotence, he lays the ground-

work for an inevitable and irremediable dissatisfaction that poses tremen-

dous moral and political dangers for modernity. Th e infi nite human will 

constantly strives to master and transcend the body but is itself at the same 

time always bodily. In its striving to realize its infi nite essence, it must 

always negate the fi nite. Such a negation, however, is impossible. As ideal-

istic and noble as its aspirations may be, idealism in its practical form thus 

constantly faces a millenarian temptation to use ever more extreme means 

of control to achieve its unachievable ends.

Hobbes has a more limited view of human capacities than Descartes. 

Man for Hobbes is a piece of nature, a body in motion. Like the nominal-

ists, Hobbes believes that this motion is not teleologically determined, but 

in contrast to them he sees it not as random but as mechanical. It neither 

realizes its essence in Aristotelian fashion, nor is it attracted to a natural 

end by love or beauty, but is pushed ever onward by collisions with other 

individual objects. Man is therefore moved not by his intrinsic natural im-

pulses, nor by divine inspiration or free will, but by a succession of causal 

motions. In contrast to Descartes, Hobbes does not see human beings ris-

ing above nature. Humans are rather thoroughly natural objects that obey 

the laws of nature. According to these laws that govern all matter, each of 

these (human) objects will remain in its given motion unless this motion 

is contravened by collision with another body. Such a collision of human 

objects is confl ict, since it limits the continuous (and therefore in Hobbes’ 

view free) motion of the individual. In a densely packed world, the natural 

state of man is thus the state of war. Th e purpose of science, as Hobbes 

understands it, is to organize the motion of both human and non-human 

bodies to maximize the unimpeded (and therefore free) motion of human 

beings.

Th e importance of free will is vastly diminished in Hobbes’ thought. In 

fact, Hobbes denies that human beings have a free will, characterizing the 

will as simply the last appetite before action. For Hobbes, human life is 

lived within nature and is always constrained by the natural world. Man 

is more a creature than a creator, more governed by laws than law-giving. 



He is not a transcendent being who might imagine himself a god but an 

impelled object whose chief desire is to continue on his prescribed course 

with the least interference from others.

Most human beings in Hobbes’ view fear death and consent to be ruled 

in a state to achieve peace and maximize their free motion. Th e chief dan-

gers to such rule and the peace it makes possible are the desire for glory 

(that characterized humanism) and the belief that our actions in this life 

can aff ect the life to come (that was central to the Reformation). Th e impact 

of the desire for glory is mitigated by the Leviathan, who Hobbes charac-

terizes as a “mortal god,” since no one can compete with him for honor. 

Th e impact of religious passion is reduced by a correct understanding of 

predestination. Hobbes agrees with Luther and Calvin that everything is 

predestined but argues that it is precisely this fact that demonstrates that 

the things we do in this world have no impact on our salvation. If every-

thing is already determined, then there is nothing anyone can do to either 

gain or lose salvation.

With the elimination of glory and beatitude as motives for human ac-

tion, Hobbes believes human beings will be naturally inclined to pursue 

preservation and prosperity. Th ese are lesser goods than earthy or super-

natural glory, but they are also less likely to be the source of violent con-

fl ict. Hobbes thus seeks to make man master and possessor of nature not 

in order to achieve his apotheosis but in order to satisfy his natural, bodily 

desires.

Modernity has two goals—to make man master and possessor of na-

ture and to make human freedom possible. Th e question that remains is 

whether these two are compatible with one another. Th e debate between 

Hobbes and Descartes in the Objections and Replies to the Meditations 

would suggest that they are not. Indeed, what we see in this debate is the 

reemergence of the issues at the heart of the debate between Luther and 

Erasmus. For Descartes as for Erasmus, there is human freedom in addi-

tion to the causality through nature. For Hobbes as for Luther there is only 

the absolute power of God as the ultimate cause behind the motion of all 

matter. In this way we see the reemergence at the very heart of modernity 

of the problematic relationship of the human and the divine that bedeviled 

Christianity from its beginning. Th e modern ontic turn away from man 

and God to nature thus in the end still assumes a continuing metaphysical 

and structural importance for the very categories it seeks to transcend. 

Th e successors to Hobbes and Descartes in the modern tradition struggle 

with this question. Th e Enlightenment in particular is characterized by a 

series of unsuccessful attempts to solve this problem. Th e  centrality of this 
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problem  to the modern enterprise becomes apparent in Kant’s  antinomy 

doctrine and in the French Revolution. At the end of modernity, we are 

thus left  to confront the question whether there is any solution to this 

problem within the ontological horizon that modernity opens up, and 

thus whether modernity even in its most secular form can escape from the 

metaphysical/theological problem with which it began.

In his Parmenides Plato explores the primordial question of the one and 

the many. Th is question is primordial because it cannot be answered, and 

it cannot be answered because it is itself the presupposition of all thinking, 

and therefore of all questioning and answering. We cannot think about 

things without thinking those things as being both one and many. Th ere 

are diff erent explanations for this dilemma, some rooted in the contra-

dictory nature of existence and others in the inadequacy of language to 

grasp being, but we need not go into those matters here. It is suffi  cient 

for our purposes to recognize that there is no unequivocal answer to this 

question. As a result, there can be no fi nal theoretical vision of the whole 

that can serve as the absolute, fundamental, and unshakable truth. Nei-

ther a Parmenidean dwelling in the one nor a radical individualism or 

nominalism can dissolve this contradiction. Nor can it be eliminated by 

means of a linguistic turn that imagines everything to be the play of mere 

words or signs, a language game or games that create the world anew every 

time we speak. Th is question thus underlies and shapes all philosophiz-

ing. Plato’s Parmenides argues there that the attempt to explain the world 

either through the one without reference to the many or through the many 

without reference to the one is doomed to failure. Nominalism rejects real-

ism because it goes too far in the direction of the one, positing an identity 

between God and his creation. Nominalism by contrast draws a sharp dis-

tinction between the two and as a result puts great emphasis on manyness 

and particularity.

Th e three men who left  the Cathédrale Notre-Dame des Doms that 

day in 1326 in—William of Ockham, Francesco Petrarch, and Meister 

 Eckhart—faced this question and sought to answer it. Th eir answers and 

those of their successors in various and oft en contradictory ways have 

shaped the modern world, redefi ning the nature and relation of man, God, 

and the cosmos. In the struggles that we now face and in those that the fu-

ture holds in store over the nature of modernization and globalization, it is 

imperative that we understand the ways in which not only our opponents 

but we ourselves continue to be shaped and motivated by beliefs and ideas 

that are themselves not modern, that are in fact the reappearance of the 

very questions that gave birth to the modern age.


