
LOOKING BACK, LOOKING FORWARD 

 
 

 

 

 

Humanist Revolution, Productive Imagination 

Bacon’s Critical Imagination 

 

 

 

Enlightenment Re-imagining of the Human 

   Hobbes, Materialist Imagination 



BACONIAN SHIFTS 
 
1. From Divine to Nature; interpretations of natural world; 

“nature working within” 
 

2. Human being related to nature, not to divine image or 
idea of “Man”; “Nature to be commanded must be 
obeyed” 
 

3. Human imagination is unruly, but correctible 
 

4. Relation between technology and criticism of human 
powers and limits; (“helps” of hand and mind) 
 

5. Practical orientation, emphasis on technical invention 
over contemplation (Cf. Plato through Pico+, ~2000 yrs) 



CURRENT TRAJECTORY 
 

1. BACON & NEW METHOD (1620) 
 
2. “ENLIGHTENMENT” TRADITION (17TH-18THC) 
    -Descartes, Discourse on Method, Meditations (1632/41)* 
    -Hobbes, Leviathan (1651)* 
    -Newton, Philosophiæ Naturalis Principia Math. (1687) 
    -Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) 
    -Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748) 
    -Rousseau, Discourses (1750/54)* 
    -Jefferson & The American Experiment 
 
    -Kant, Critiques (1781/88/90) 
3. SCHILLER & AESTHETIC EDUCATION (1794) 

 



SEEDS OF ENLIGHTENMENT 
 

 

1. Experience matters (Locke, et.al.) 
 

2. Methodical inquiry, practices (Descartes) 
 

3. Natural science & new technology (Newton, et.al.) 
 

4. Nature as focus, “natural law” (Hobbes, Rousseau) 
 

5. Criticism/the idea of critique, esp. of authority  
 

6. The idea of Progress over tradition; social, moral, 
and technological innovation (Jefferson) 



Discussion: BACON 



CURRENT TRAJECTORY 
 

1. BACON & NEW METHOD (1620) 
 
2. “ENLIGHTENMENT” TRADITION (17TH-18THC) 
    -Descartes, Discourse on Method, Meditations (1632/41)* 
    -Hobbes, Leviathan (1651) 
    -Newton, Philosophiæ Naturalis Principia Math. (1687) 
    -Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) 
    -Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748) 
    -Rousseau, Discourses (1750/54) 
    -Jefferson & The American Experiment 
 
    -Kant, Critiques (1781/88/90) 
3. SCHILLER & AESTHETIC EDUCATION (1794) 

 



RENE DESCARTES, 1596-1650 

 
MATHEMATICS AS PARADIGM  
Account of knowledge and thought 
shaped by the field of mathematics,  
particularly geometry 
 
Is triangularity/equality like love/justice? 

 
CARTESIAN DUALISM (“TWO NATURES”) 
1. Mind & power of understanding  
2. Body & power of imagination 
 
PERSISTANCE OF PLATO’S PROBLEM WITH SENSES AND ART 
poetry, art, and other works associated with the creative 
use of imagination marginalized due to their connection to 
the imprecision of sense and representations 



FROM MIND TO HUMAN NATURE 

 
Shift in Focus: Human Understanding to Human Nature 
 
A. Bacon and Descartes engage the question of human 
nature indirectly by way of criticism of human thinking 
 
    Bacon’s “Helps” of the Mind 
     -Idols of the Mind as critical helps (heuristic helps?) 
     -experiment & induction (but how?) 
 
    Descartes’s Focus on Mental Operations, Ideas 
     -privileged “help”: mathematics (consequences?) 
     -mental experiment, deduction (to what end?) 
 
B. Hobbes and Rousseau address the question directly in a 
social context, and the horizon is an explicitly moral one 



MORE PROBLEMS OF IMAGINATION 

 
 
In Bacon’s case, problems of synthesis and 
hypothesis generation: even if we guard against the 
Idols how do we DESIGN an experiment “fit an 
apposite”? 
 
 
In Descartes’s case, a problem of continuity 
between Reason and Imagination (and the senses):  
what is the RELATION between senses and ideas?  
How can ideas apprehended by introspection be 
applied to experience? 



THOMAS HOBBES: THE LEVIATHAN (1651) 

 

 
CONTEXTS 
 
1. Written in the crucible of war:  

 English Civil Wars (1642-51) 
 

2. Philosophical focus on  
materialism, mathematics,  
physics 
 

3. Developments in mechanics,  
human anatomy, etc. 

 



HOBBES: ART & IMITATION 

“NATURE (the art whereby God hath made and governs 
the world) is by the art of man, as in many other things, so 
in this also imitated, that it can make an artificial animal. 
For seeing life is but a motion of limbs, the beginning 
whereof is in some principal part within, why may we not 
say that all automata (engines that move themselves by 
springs and wheels as doth a watch) have an artificial life? 
For what is the heart, but a spring; and the nerves, but so 
many strings; and the joints, but so many wheels, giving 
motion to the whole body, such as was intended by the 
Artificer? Art goes yet further, imitating that rational and 
most excellent work of Nature, man.” 
 
 
Nature (art of God)         Man (art of man)        State (politics) 



THE GREAT CHAIN OF SENSE? 
 

 

 

Nature 

God 

Objects 

(fancies) 
Sensations 

(imagination/memory) 
Decaying Sensations 

Experience 

compound/simple 

dreams 
strong fancies 

fictions 

Understanding 
words/signs 

? 

1) Can we change/modify 

our nature? 

 

2) Do “compound” 

imaginations have any 

epistemological value? 


