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I  was  honoured  to  have  my  (and  Raz  Chen-Morris’)  book  Baroque 
Science  discussed in the Seminiare Descartes, and I am very thankful for Pierre 
Jeandillou,  Koen Vermeir and Philippe Hamou for their  kind support  and 
their careful reading and comments.  With Philippe’s comments in front of 
me, I am happy for the opportunity to answer some of his points, which I’ll 
try to do in order.

Philippe  favourably  notes  the  ambition  of  the  book  and  suggests 
reasons why such “grand narrative” is  of  value,  with which I  agree.   The 
thesis  is  indeed ambitious,  in  trying to  capture themes and developments 
across  various  disciplines,  many  decades  and  different  places,  but  the 
ambition is not to provide a final, definitive account of one grand event with 
clear boundaries.  Rather, it’s an attempt to take responsibility: to present a 
thesis,  which can be discussed and contested; which is  wide enough to be 
illuminating if only as a basis for debate, but not too wide as to be vacuous 
and  avoiding  the  failures  of  the  grand  narratives  of  the  past:  teleology, 
progressivism,  universalism,  enforced  closures  (allowing  space  for  new 
failures).

Philippe  gives  a  concise  and  insightful  summary  of  our  argument 
about the naturalization of vision and the consequent estrangement of the 
viewer.  He further suggests that this estrangement is also at the root of the 
divide  that  modern  science  inherited  from  its  early  modern  forefathers: 
between the world as we know it, and the world as it really is.  I would like to 
agree,  but have to admit  that  this  latter  distinction also has other,  ancient 
roots:  it  is  a  fundamental  assumption  in  both  Plato’s  teaching  and  the 
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Atomists’.  So to the degree that early modern thinkers had to come to terms 
with this distinction, they already had older resources which made sense of it.  
There is another sense in which the estrangement becomes important, and I’ll 
return to it later, in response to another of Philippe’s comments. 

Philippe  contests  that  our  story  of  the  development  of  the  optical 
paradox and the related radical  instrumentalism is  somewhat too smooth, 
and I have to somewhat concede.  It may read as if we think Kepler’s new 
optics  or  Galileo’s  presentation  of  his  instrument  necessitated  the 
epistemological  and  even  ethical-religious  conclusions  drawn  by  their 
successors.   There is  of  course no such necessity,  and to suggest  it  would 
contradict our commitment to the idea that the history of science, like any 
other history,  is  a contingent,  human affair.   I  think part  of  the reason our 
narrative may read as the unfolding of ideas already present in Kepler and 
Galileo, is one idea that was important for us to stress: that they (and many of 
their  generation)  were  very  aware  of  their  extravagant  innovation and its 
steep intellectual (and political and religious) price, and that they were not 
deterred.  To the contrary: they were gleeful about it.   This is the sense in 
which we think Kepler and Galileo should be considered as ‘revolutionaries’.  
But this is a concept of ‘scientific revolution’ very different from the one made 
famous and controversial by Kuhn.  Rather than the complete rupture he was 
arguing for, in which the past becomes opaque to the present, we suggest a 
concept much closer to the common, political notion of revolution: a violent 
change, in which radicalism itself becomes a value and novelty is celebrated 
not in spite, but because it brings down, violently, the ancien régime. 

As  to  the  particular  question  whether  Kepler  understood  the 
significance of his naturalization of vision: I think he did.  This is the meaning 
of his semi-jocular comment about leaving it to the natural philosophers to 
solve  the  question  of  how  the  soul  sends  “the  visual  faculty,  like  a 
magistrate,”  to  observe  images  on  the  retina;  Kepler  is  not  accepting  the 
mind’s  eye,  but  ridiculing it.   A page later  he stresses the same idea in a 
different way:

The image, which has an existence separable from the presence of 
the object seen, is not in the humors or the tunics, ... it is in the 
spirits, and vision occurs through this impression of images upon 
the  spirits.  However,  the  impression  itself  is  not  optical,  but 
physical and mysterious.

  However – and this I perhaps only fully understood after the book 
was written – the emerging philosophical  mystery was not  that the image 
doesn’t  resemble  the  object,  but  that  this  resemblance  explains  and 
guarantees  nothing:  resemblance  is  neither  the  reason  for  the  way  we 
perceive the world nor a validation of the verity of our perceptions.  Images 
(and, mutatis mutandis,  other perceptions) are outcomes of a causal process 
that produces an effect on the retina, effect which is not cognitive in essentia.  
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We may continue to use ‘resemblance’ for convenience sake (Descartes makes 
this point quite clearly in the Dioptrique), but only if we remember that it’s 
just an acronym for the ability of the mind, assuming the regularity of the 
process, to associate this effect with a particular object.  So this line of thought 
is not sceptical in the old sense – there’s nothing immanently wrong with our 
eye – but is much more devastating in a new sense: the world, as Philippe 
deftly puts it,  does not  talk to us.   We’re in it  naturally and causally,  but 
detached cognitively.

As for Galileo and the ‘radical instrumentalism’ tradition.  I fully agree 
that Galileo does not have the optics to go with either his instrumental or 
epistemological  ingenuity  and  that  he  tends  to  be  opportunistic  in  his 
arguments and positions.   Indeed,  it’s  often difficult  to see where his  real 
commitment  is,  and  whether  he  is  fully  committed  to  any  philosophical 
position  over  and  above  the  recognition  of  an  immediate  epistemic-cum-
commercial prospect.  But I think that the later years of the century and the 
Royal Society’s context,  to which Philippe alludes,  is  the context in which 
science, as a cultural endeavour, takes away from the common sense of the rest 
of culture.  This development resembles the detachment of theory, to which 
Philippe referred, but here it pertains to observation.  This is what people like 
Granville  and  Culverwell  (and  Margaret  Cavendish,  as  Ian  Lawson 
marvellously shows) understood and found objectionable – that instrumental 
observation detaches humans from nature, making our experience irrelevant 
to  the  way  things  really  are.   It’s  true  that  Hooke  uses  the  rhetoric  of 
redemption for his instruments, but his intentions are very different to the 
deisms which Philippe is rightly reminded of.  For Hooke (who also has to 
carefully cater to the taste of his gentlemen-employers at the Royal Society), 
the redemption comes from our ability to have reason cover, through art, for 
our physical weaknesses and moral failings.

As for Rorty and Descartes:  what I  think Rorty got right is that the 
hyperbolic doubt is not a version of skepticism, of disbelief, but an outcome 
of  a  complex  theory.   He  got  wrong  most  everything  else  concerning 
Descartes and early modern philosophy (he was a wonderful philosopher in 
other  respects)  –  he  was  especially  wrong  in  ascribing  to  Descartes  the 
invention of the ‘the mind’s eye’, which Descartes explicitly rejects.  But the 
insight concerning the doubt is  important  enough to earn him a mention, 
because  it  also  serves  to  clarify  the  alleged argument  for  certainty  in  the 
Meditations.  What is at stake for Descartes are not abstract considerations of 
certainty  and  doubt,  inherited  from  tradition,  but  the  epistemological 
implications of the New Science.  I agree with Philippe that the hyperbolic 
doubt is presented in the Meditations in order to be rejected, but I think that it 
is important for Descartes to lay in front of his readers this difficult idea – that 
perhaps we know nothing of what is happening outside our head – because 
it’s the most devastating of those implications.  I also believe that the quest 
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for certainty, which the rejection of the doubt is alleged to support, is a red 
herring.  Descartes’ attempted solution to the epistemological conundrum, so 
Raz and I argue in the last part of the book, is to further extend the project of 
naturalization and include epistemology itself  into  it  –  this  is  the  concept 
behind les Passions de L’âme. 

Finally,  I’m  very  thankful  for  the  opportunity  to  reconsider  the 
category ‘Baroque’.  Philippe is right, of course, that the term is intentionally 
provocative and defiantly stresses the way in which the New Science was 
rooted in the culture of its time.  As he also points out, we argue that the 
paradoxes  and  anxieties  the  term  denotes  are  not  mere  reflections  of  the 
transitory state of early modern science, to be transcended as it  stabilized.  
Rather, they are essential traits, inherent to the forms science took and crucial 
for its cultural, institutional and epistemic success: the traces of its Baroque 
chapter  are  deeply ingrained in  science as  we know it  now.   ‘Baroque’  is 
indeed not an actors’ category: it captures an insight we try to convey and a 
provocation we are happy to stir.  I have no problem with it: history of science 
is not an attempt to ‘go native’, and to think that we can immerse ourselves in 
our predecessors’ way of thinking by carefully restricting ourselves to their 
authentic terms is as naïve as to think we can just translate those into ours.  
But the suggestion of ‘melancholia’, as a contemporary equivalent is a very 
pertinent – indeed, we were both been writing on it since: Raz directly, and I 
more generally, on the passions.  Yet the use of an anachronistic term has its 
advantages: it is not only a particular mood or passion we designate by the 
term (and definitely on a ‘style’, with all the inherent problems of this term), 
but a cluster of worries: about order and chaos; about the natural and the 
artificial; about our insecure, mediated relation to our environs.  This, rather 
than impregnation, is the sense in which we think of the way in which this 
term captures the way the new science was rooted in its culture, and in this 
sense  the  distinction  between in  and out,  science  and art  becomes  fuzzy; 
science becomes one way to generate, formulate and resolve these worries, 
which are very serious indeed – ‘Baroque’ is no laughing matter.

Many thanks again for the attention.
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