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Philosophical Absurdities in the History of
Philosophy

Cicero’s Nihil tam absurde, Varro's tam infandum, and
their argumentative uses

Luciano Floridi *

The article traces the reception history of Cicero’s celebrated dictum ‘nothing can
be said so absurdly that some philosopher would not say it’ (‘nihil tam absurde
dici potest quod non dicatur ab aliquo philosophorum’, De divinatione IL.119),
alongside its less-travelled Varronian counterpart, preserved in the Eumenides
fragment, which compares philosophical doctrines to the fevered dreams of the
sick. The Ciceronian sentence carries by far the richest afterlife; the study follows
it, with its Varronian and Horatian comparanda, treated as foils rather than paral-
lel traditions, from their original contexts in Academic scepticism and Menippean
satire through two millennia of transmission and transformation. The analysis
reveals how successive intellectual cultures repurposed this ancient quip to serve
radically divergent ends: from delegitimating philosophy in favour of Christian
revelation to justifying a methodological break with the scholastic tradition; from
defending common sense against speculative metaphysics to policing the bound-
aries between knowledge and intellectual overreach. The article builds on Giinter
Gawlick’s foundational studies and extends the scope of analysis by incorporating
a substantially wider range of authors, traditions, and disciplinary contexts, many
of which have received little or no sustained attention in previous scholarship. It
concludes by arguing that any philosophy adequate to contemporary challenges
should acknowledge its intellectual debts rather than succumb to the perennial
temptation to pronounce all predecessors absurd.

* Digital Ethics Center, Yale University; Department of Legal Studies, University of Bologna (lu-
ciano floridi@yale.edu).
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1. Introduction

Nobody is more critical of philosophy than philosophers themselves. Perhaps
because philosophy is the ultimate conceptual space for debating intrinsically
open questions,' any other discipline, when hard-pressed, always dumps its
irresolvable problems there, generating long-term debates and disagreements.
Or perhaps because philosophy must accept that ‘the theoretical buck stops
here’, for there is no other discipline to which it can further delegate the debate,
even on its own nature, role, and status as a discipline. Whatever the reason,
what a philosopher finds intuitive, another may consider preposterous, so that
one philosopher’s modus ponens is often another’s modus tollens.” Even Berkeley
was convinced that his idealism was more common-sensical than any other
position (Berkeley 1713).

Given this state of affairs, philosophers who have regarded themselves as
having developed some new ideas have regularly decreed their predecessors in-
competent, deluded, or simply mad, rather like the motorist who, upon hearing
a radio warning of a single driver travelling the wrong way on the motorway,
looks about him and exclaims, ‘One? There are hundreds!” They have often in-
voked Cicero, sometimes Varro, or, more rarely, Horace as their authority to ac-
cuse other philosophers of arguing absurdly or holding and defending absurd
positions (more on this crucial distinction presently). Believing themselves to
be the first to have truly understood the questions with which they are dealing,
they have fallen into the usual pseudo-intellectual snare of citing the obvious,
akin to dropping a reference to Proust’s madeleine to signal one’s literary so-
phistication. They have used philosophy to disparage philosophy, for a variety
of reasons, sometimes not altogether coherently.

* I defended the interpretation of philosophy as conceptual design that deals with problems that
are intrinsically open to informed, reasonable and rational debate in Floridi 2013.
? The adage is Dretske’s: Dretske 1995, 129; see also Williamson 2022.
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Central to this story is a single, devastating sentence, formulated by Cicero
in De divinatione I11.119:

Sed nescio quo modo nihil tam absurde dici potest quod non dicatur ab aliquo philosopho-
rum (Cicero 1991).
But somehow, nothing can be said so absurdly that some philosopher would not say it.*

The trenchant judgement emerged from the specific context of the New A-
cademy’s critique of the Stoic interpretation of dreams. However, it captured a
sentiment of such profound versatility that it would resonate across two millen-
nia. It became a portable criticism of any philosophical pretension, a rhetorical
argument deployed by successive generations to dismiss the intellectual work
of previous ones. Its Varronian twin, preserved only as a fragment of Menip-
pean satire (Saturarum Menippearum fragmenta, Eumenides, fr. 122), sharpens
the same insight into a grotesque comparison between doctrinal speech and the
delirious visions of the sick:

Postremo nemo aegrotus quicquam somniat tam infandum, quod non aliquis dicat philoso-
phus (Varro 2002)®

Finally, no sick man dreams anything so unspeakable that some philosopher would not
say it.

As we shall see, Horace’s Ars Poetica supplies a third Roman text, embedding
the phrase aegri somnia in the critical vocabulary of aesthetic coherence. The
three form no constellation in antiquity: the Ciceronian, Varronian, and Hora-
tian passages are not attested there as a single tradition, and their fusion into a
single topos of philosophical ridicule is the achievement of later, largely early-
modern, readers. That fusion is itself part of the reception this article traces.

! Comparator translations: ‘Somehow or other no statement is too absurd for some philosophers
to make’ (Cicero 1923, ed. Falconer); ‘In short, somehow or other, I know nothing is so absurd as not
to have found an advocate in one of the philosophers’ (Yonge 1853); ‘Doch irgendwie kann nichts
so verkehrt gesagt werden, daf es nicht von irgendeinem Philosophen behauptet wiirde’ (Cicero
1991, ed. Schiublin). Wardle (2006) covers Book 1 only.

? Varro’s line survives only as a fragment in Nonius Marcellus, De compendiosa doctrina. On the
manuscript witnesses and the textual situation, see §3 n. 21. I cite the text from Astbury’s Teubner
edition (Munich: Saur, 2002).
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The reconstruction of such a history and the analysis of its logic, from Cicero
and Varro to Bertrand Russell and our own day, constitute the primary contri-
bution of this article. It is a history of self-inflicted wounds and friendly fire, one
that has done much to cement the popular image of philosophy as a litany of
futile diatribes, idle speculations, and navel-gazing metareflections. What the
reconstruction brings to light, and what organises the analysis that follows, is a
single instability within the sentence itself. Cicero censures a manner of reason-
ing: his adverb absurde charges philosophers with arguing absurdly, with the
how of their dialectic rather than the what of their conclusions. Both readings
remain available throughout the tradition, and neither ever wholly displaces
the other; but the substantival reading predominates from the earliest post-
classical witnesses onward, the adverb tending to give way under paraphrase
to the substantivised absurdum, the charge migrating with it from a criticism
of how philosophers argue to a catalogue of the absurd things they are alleged
to hold. Accompanying changes point the same way: ab aliquo philosophorum
gives way, in a number of later witnesses, to in libris philosophorum, relocating
the absurdity from a speaker in a debate to a proposition fixed in a book, while
vernacular renditions oscillate between ridicule and mere improbability. The
slippage is structural rather than chronological: it is a standing temptation of
the sentence’s logical form, the false inversion by which a charge against the
manner of an utterance becomes a verdict upon the propositions a philosopher
holds, available from the first, even as it is taken up more and more widely over
time. The present study seeks to render visible this instability. The durability of
a topos like the one investigated here lies precisely in its capacity for refunc-
tionalisation, e.g. to delegitimate philosophy in favour of Christian revelation
and to humble human reason to make room for faith (Montaigne, Pascal); to
justify a radical methodological rupture with the past (Descartes, Hobbes); to di-
agnose the pathologies of materialism (Thomas Newton, borrowing Berkeley’s
‘minute philosophers’); or to enforce the dictates of empirical common sense
against metaphysics and nonsensical speculations (Smith, Mill, Hamilton). The
sentence’s argumentative malleability has ensured broad applicability across
disparate disputes, leading to its remarkable success.

A second contribution of this article is methodological. The history of philoso-
phy, I suggest, has something to gain from an approach I have elsewhere called

7:4 Luciano Floridi



philosophical microhistory.* The label needs care, for the method belongs to a
recognisable family. It is kin to the study of Nachleben in the Warburgian tradi-
tion, to reception history, and above all to Begriffsgeschichte, the history of con-
cepts in motion associated with Koselleck; with these it shares the conviction
that ideas are not timeless but are remade in transmission. What distinguishes
the microhistorical unit is its scale and its kind. Where Begriffsgeschichte fol-
lows a concept and the Warburgian follows an image, philosophical microhis-
tory follows a smaller and more determinate artefact: a single argumentative
sentence, tracked not merely for its wording but for the logical work successive
authors make it do. The wager, in the spirit of the eccezionale normale, is that
such a filament, followed carefully and patiently through libraries and archives,
through languages and epochs, and through transformations of meaning that no
synoptic history could have anticipated, renders visible what broader surveys
cannot: the deeper structure of how ideas travel, mutate, endure, and shape
our thinking, becoming part of our semantic capital,® at least philosophically. I
have pursued this approach for some time® and have set out its nature, scope,
and value, and the objections it must answer, in a dedicated study.* The present
article is intended as a worked instance of it. To understand our intellectual
history is also to track the multitude of these tiny migrations.

A final contribution is philosophical. If the digital revolution and the twenty-

! Microhistory is a historiographical method that takes as its subject small-scale phenomena—an
individual, a community, a single event—and analyses them with sufficient intensity to bring larger
cultural and social structures into view. The approach was pioneered in Italy during the 1970s and
1980s by scholars associated with the journal Quaderni storici, most notably Carlo Ginzburg and Gio-
vanni Levi. Central to the method is what Edoardo Grendi, in his foundational article ‘Micro-analisi
e storia sociale’ (Grendi 1977), defined as the eccezionale normale (‘normal exception’), whereby an
anomalous case, precisely because it departs from the norm, renders visible what the norm itself
conceals. In Ginzburg, this becomes the ‘evidentiary paradigm’ (paradigma indiziario): the pursuit
of traces, clues, and indices that permit the historian to reconstruct worlds otherwise lost from view.
The exemplary work is Ginzburg 1980, which recovers the cosmos of a sixteenth-century Friulian
miller from Inquisition records. See also Davis 1983, a study of imposture, identity, and community
in early modern France.

*> Tintroduce and discuss the concept of ‘semantic capital’ in Floridi 2018.

* See for example Floridi 1992, 1994, 1995, 1997, 2011.

* Idevelop and defend the approach in Floridi 2026, where I also situate philosophical microhis-
tory in relation to Lovejoy’s history of ideas, rational reconstruction, Cambridge contextualism,
Begriffsgeschichte, reception history, and Foucauldian genealogy.
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first century may demand a philosophy of our time for our time, I doubt it can
be achieved by disregarding or dismissing the past. As we shall see, the history
of philosophy is littered with false starts and countless ‘this time is different’
revolutionary proclamations. Instead, any such philosophy must be grounded
on what has come before, adding a necessary new chapter to the grand narrative
of (in our case, Western) philosophy while openly acknowledging its intellec-
tual debts and conceptual borrowings. In other words, we can be naive only
by re-acquiring our naiveté, by recognising and avoiding the Ciceronian trap:
the mistaken belief, embraced by so many philosophers in the past, that a new
beginning requires the erasure of all prior efforts.

A brief comment on the sources of this article. I began working on this topic
in the nineties, while researching the recovery and transmission of Sextus Em-
piricus’ manuscripts (Floridi 2002). During those investigations, I noticed the
frequent use of Cicero’s sentence in a variety of contexts, not only in scepti-
cal literature. I started collecting evidence and, after reading Glinter Gawlick’s
work,! concentrated on the literature he had not covered.” The present article
builds on Gawlick’s framework to understand how a single Ciceronian sentence
could serve radically divergent rhetorical and philosophical purposes across
two millennia. It extends the chronological scope, offers a comparative study of
the Ciceronian and Varronian formulations, integrates Horace’s aegri somnia as
a cognate aesthetic criterion, reconstructs the sentence’s gradual detachment
from its original argumentative context, corrects and expands some previous
analyses and interpretations, doubles the authors discussed (see the Appendix),
and supports an analytic (the argumentative uses of the sentence), methodolog-
ical (microhistory), and philosophical (what a new philosophy should not do)
approach. Like Gawlick’s work, it complements rather than replaces paremio-
logical approaches to proverb transmission by focusing on argumentative func-
tion rather than formulaic stability.

And finally, a word on what counts as an instance and how I searched. I dis-
tinguish, and try to mark in each case, five degrees of contact with Cicero’s

! The earlier chapter, published in 1995, was substantially revised and expanded in 2022 (Gawlick
1995, 2022).

? My regret is that I postponed working on this article for too long, and did not contact him in
time. He died in 2022.
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sentence: direct citation, where the Latin or a translation is given with attribu-
tion; attributed paraphrase, where the thought is credited to Cicero without the
exact words; unattributed reminiscence, where the formulation is close enough
to make descent likely but no attribution is offered; proverbial use, where the
sentence circulates as a commonplace whose author has been forgotten; and
mere thematic parallel, where a writer voices the sentiment with no traceable
link to the Ciceronian line. I treat only the first two as reception in the strict
sense; the later sections, increasingly, deal with the others, and I say so where
it matters. The negative findings rest on the same discipline. When I report that
the sentence does not appear in a given author, corpus, or tradition, I mean
that I searched the standard critical editions and, where they exist, the digital
concordances and full-text databases, for the Latin formula and its principal
vernacular variants, and did not find it; absence of this kind is only defeasible
evidence,' and I have tried to mark its limits rather than dress it as proof.

The rest of this article is organised into nine further sections. Section two
situates Cicero’s quotation in De divinatione within the critical and argumen-
tative context of Academic scepticism and elucidates its role. Section three re-
constructs the fragmentary Varronian parallel and contextualises it within the
tradition of Menippean satire and the imagery of madness. Section four exam-
ines Horace’s cognate use of aegri somnia as an aesthetic criterion. Section five
briefly comments on intellectual traditions that parallel the Ciceronian perspec-
tive in the Greek-speaking Byzantine context, the Islamic world, and Late Latin
Antiquity. All this contextualises Gawlick’s findings, which are discussed in
Section six; this section also contains longer analyses when Gawlick does not
discuss the authors. The remaining three sections include many new authors
whom he omitted. Section seven complements Gawlick’s analysis, focusing on
English-speaking authors. Section eight traces the dictum’s deployment during
the eighteenth century by champions of common sense and empirical reason-
ing, who wielded it against speculative metaphysics, extending its application
into political philosophy, jurisprudence, and early American sociology. Section
nine presents a case study of the Victorian dispute between Sir William Hamil-
ton and John Stuart Mill, showing how both adversaries ironically deployed the

* Of course, absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, so I might have failed to identify the
relevant passage.
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same Ciceronian idea, sometimes verbatim, against each other and in defence of
their positions. Section ten concludes the article by tracing the dictum’s meta-
morphosis into the twentieth century through Bertrand Russell, reflecting on
philosophy’s continued susceptibility to absurdity in both continental and an-
alytic traditions, and arguing that rigorous, evidence-respecting philosophical
practice remains the only remedy against the Ciceronian trap. The Appendix
shows the authors analysed by Gawlick and in this article, in chronological or-
der.

2. The Ciceronian Sentence: Text, Context, and Meaning

To grasp the full weight of Cicero’s sentence, one must first place it within
his philosophical project. It occurs in De divinatione I1.119. Composed in 45-44
BCE,! in the aftermath of his treatise De natura deorum, this is one of the final
philosophical works Cicero produced before his assassination. The dialogue ad-
dresses the art of divination or prophecy. As Gawlick observes, this was ‘firmly
embedded in popular belief in antiquity but disputed among philosophers; Ci-
cero accepted it as part of Roman religion, specifically because of its importance
for the Roman state, but its theoretical justification, which the Stoics especially
worked out, seemed to him more than doubtful’? The work is preserved in a

! Gawlick dates De divinatione to ‘45 v. Chr. (p. 122 of the 2022 article). However, scholarly con-
sensus holds that while Cicero began work on the treatise in late 45 BCE, it was completed in 44
BCE, after Caesar’s assassination on 15 March of that year. Internal evidence confirms the later
boundary: Book II is post-assassination, with II.23 retrospectively imagining Caesar foreseeing his
murder in Pompey’s hall and his unattended corpse, and IL.gg referring to his death as recent, while
the greater part of Book I was drafted at least partly before the Ides. See Cicero 1991, introduction
pp- 7-9, and Beard 1986, pp. 33-34, and Schofield 1986. The date should read ‘44 BCE’ or ‘45-44 BCE’.
I opted for the latter.

z Gawlick 2022, 121; cf. Gawlick 1995, 103.
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robust manuscript tradition, stabilised by modern critical editors (Pease 1920-
1923; Cicero 1991). I have already noted that the reading of the Latin text estab-
lished by modern editors is:

Sed nescio quo modo nihil tam absurde dici potest quod non dicatur ab aliquo philosopho-
rum.

The primary philological point here—a small detail of great significance for
the reception history—is the use of the adverb absurde (absurdly) rather than
the later substantival absurdum (‘an absurdity’), which appears in subsequent
quotation cultures. This grammatical distinction strongly suggests that Cicero’s
immediate target is the manner of philosophical reasoning (absurde modifies dici)
rather than any determinate class of propositions, even though the two easily
overlap in practice. Later reception increasingly collapses this distinction, shift-
ing attention from how philosophers argue to what they assert. The Loeb edi-
tion (Cicero 1923), for example, provides evidence of the shift:

Somehow or other no statement is too absurd for some philosophers to make.

In the actual text, Cicero is highlighting the how rather than the what: the
mistaken process of bad philosophical arguments—the way dialectical reasoning
can license absurd claims—rather than the mistaken outcome of that process.

A second point concerns the ‘dicatur’. This is a present subjunctive of ten-
dency, governed by ‘quod non’ in a consecutive construction equivalent to ‘ut
non’: not the assertion that no philosopher has actually made the absurd state-
ment, but the claim that no absurdity is so extreme as to fall outside the conse-
quential reach of philosophical discourse. The construction situates the claim as
a structural feature of philosophical practice rather than as a historical general-
isation about past errors. Cicero is not merely cataloguing past erroneous ways
of thinking; he is identifying a recurrent disposition of philosophical reasoning,
which the present subjunctive registers as ongoing.’

! On the subjunctive of tendency in the consecutive construction with quod non / ut non, see
Pinkster 2021, vol. 2, 539, 545; on dicatur here specifically, Dyck 2020, 239 ad loc.; and the classic
statement in Gildersleeve and Lodge 1895, § 543 n. 1: ‘the Latin consecutive clause does not properly
express actual result, but only tendency, which may, we infer, lead to a result’. Cf. also Traina and
Bertotti 1993, §§ 316d, 361 and § 330 with n. 1 on nescio quo modo.

Philosophical Absurdities in the History of Philosophy 7:9



Finally, the incidental phrase nescio quo modo (‘but I do not know how’ or
‘somehow or other’) is a rhetorical artifice of considerable efficacy. Cicero sim-
ulates puzzlement: how is it that people trained in logic and dialectic, the very
custodians of reason, become the principal producers of absurdities? The phrase
conveys bemused resignation rather than strident polemic, lending the obser-
vation an air of weary worldliness that characterises the Academic sceptic. It
suggests a recurring phenomenon, a natural law of the philosophical tempera-
ment, that inevitably bends towards the ridiculous.

The sentence does not float in a vacuum; it is embedded within a fierce refu-
tation. De divinatione takes the form of a dialogue in which the interlocutors
are Cicero himself (speaking in Book II as an Academic sceptic) and his brother
Quintus, who in Book I advances a defence of divination that combines Stoic
and Peripatetic strands. From the Stoic side Quintus follows Posidonius’s tripar-
tite scheme, tracing divination to god, nature, and fate (De divinationel.125-131);
from the Peripatetic side he relies on Dicaearchus and on Cicero’s contemporary
friend Cratippus of Pergamon (L5, I.70-71),> who held that the rational portion
of the soul, when freed from bodily distraction in sleep or ‘divine frenzy’ (furor),
can receive impressions from the divine. The composite character of Quintus’s
case matters. Cicero’s reply in Book II is therefore not a simple Academic cri-
tique of Stoic dogmatism but a refutation of a hybrid position, in keeping with
the Academy’s in utramque partem method, which exhibited and examined the
strongest case for a position before committing to none.*> The Stoic position is
presented by Quintus in the first book and criticised by Cicero himself in the
second, even if, as he emphasises at the end, he does not wish to influence the
reader’s judgement by attaching his own name to the criticism; Dyck (2020),
however, reads the dialogue as the work of an invested arguer against supersti-
tion rather than a balanced suspension of judgement. The work was composed

! On the nescio quo modo construction as an adverbial parenthesis expressing perplexity or feigned
uncertainty, see Traina and Bertotti 1993, § 330, esp. n. 1. On the subjunctive dicatur as a subjunctive
of tendency in the consecutive clause, see n. 12.

> Ifollow the modern critical edition in styling him ‘of Pergamon’; the older literature often has ‘of
Mpytilene’, after the city where he taught. See Dorandi and Verde 2019, which collects the reliquiae
of Cratippus, and Verde 2022.

> On the in utramque partem method as the structural discipline of Academic scepticism, see Brit-
tain 2001, Thorsrud 2009, and Schofield 1999.
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in the shadow of Caesar’s dictatorship and eventual murder, a period when the
question of whether the gods communicated the future to men was of acute
political and personal relevance.

The immediate context of the quotation is a catalogue of competing philo-
sophical explanations for the nature and origin of dreams. In antiquity, it
prompted various more or less bold hypotheses concerning the soul, sleep, and
the influence of divine powers upon both. In Book I, Quintus marshalled the full
weight of Stoic authority to argue that dreams are messages from the gods, ca-
pable of interpretation by the wise. In Book II, Cicero counters by dismantling
this authority. He points out the haphazard, contradictory, and often laughable
nature of the dream interpretation theories proposed by various schools. Cicero
mocks the idea that philosophers have succeeded in systematising this chaos. He
notes that for every natural phenomenon, philosophers have concocted elabo-
rate, often mutually exclusive, explanations. The passage leading up to the fa-
mous quip is a crescendo of conflicting doxography: the Stoics claim that the
spirit, during sleep, foresees what is to come; Zeno, the founder of Stoicism, ar-
gues that sleep is nothing more than a contraction—a slipping and a collapse—of
the spirit; Pythagoras and Plato, ‘who are most respectable authorities’, pre-
scribe a specific diet to ensure trustworthy dreams; and the Pythagoreans in
particular prohibit the consumption of beans, believing they cause flatulence
that disturbs the spirit’s clarity. Cicero seizes on the bean prohibition with evi-
dent glee, delivering his verdict:

Quasi vero eo cibo mens, non venter, infletur (De divinatione I1.119)
As if by this food, the mind and not the belly were inflated.

This answer suffices for Cicero, and he springs without transition from the
conversational situation to the level of the general, in order to dismiss those
philosophers who, for inscrutable reasons, produce theses that appear absurd to
him. Since he makes no restriction, a shadow of suspicion falls upon all philoso-
phers: any one of them might, on occasion, display a deficiency of common
sense. Cicero adduces these theories not to engage with them as serious hy-
potheses but to neutralise the argumentum ab auctoritate employed by Quintus.
Quintus had appealed to the consensus of philosophers to validate the divine
origin of dreams. Cicero’s retort, that nothing can be said so absurdly that it is
not said by some philosopher, serves to strip the title ‘philosopher’ of its evi-
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dentiary weight. It puts every philosopher’s authority on the same footing: if
the wise can seriously debate whether beans cause spiritual wind, their con-
sensus on the nature of the gods is hardly unimpeachable. Cicero presses the
reader back into what we would now, anachronistically, call the Sellarsian space
of reasons (Sellars 1956), of justifying and being able to justify what one says.
Thus, the sentence is best read not as an anti-intellectual sneer from a layman,
but as a manoeuvre internal to Ciceronian Academic scepticism. Cicero aligned
himself with the sceptical Academy, particularly with the more moderate po-
sition of his teacher Philo of Larissa, which tempered the radical scepticism of
Carneades while preserving its opposition to Stoic dogmatism.’ They argued
that cognitive® apprehension (katalépsis) was unattainable (akatalépsia), advo-
cating the suspension of assent (epoché) in the absence of certain truth, and the
pursuit of the probable or persuasive (probabile, verisimile) in practical life. On
this reading, the sentence functions as a discipline of assent. It is a means of
weighing the doxographical tradition. It reminds the reader that the prestige of
names—Plato, Pythagoras, Zeno—is cheapened by their disagreement (diapho-
nia). By exposing the sheer variety of contradictory theories, Cicero justifies
his refusal to commit to any single dogmatic system. The line is an obiter dic-
tum, loosely tied to the immediate topic of Pythagorean dietetics, yet it coheres
perfectly with Cicero’s Academic habit of choosing critically among theories
rather than committing to any one master.

As remarked by Gawlick, and I paraphrase him here, Cicero himself was the
first to repurpose his own quip. A few months after De divinatione, a milder vari-
ant appears in Laelius De Amicitia 45, applied to unsatisfactory Greek theories

of friendship:

sed nihil est quod illi non persequantur argutiis (Cicero 1917, 2006)
but there is nothing which they do not pursue with subtleties (Cicero 1990).

! Philo’s mature position must be situated against the divergent readings of Carneades by Clito-
machus, his predecessor as head of the Academy, who took Carneades to recommend strict sus-
pension of assent, and Metrodorus of Stratonicea, who held that Carneades permitted qualified
assent to the probable. Philo’s fallibilism is closer to the Metrodoran reading. See again Brittain
2001, Thorsrud 2009, and Schofield 1999.
2 Asin ‘not uncertain’, not as in ‘some’.
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Before he sets out these views more fully and argues against their inade-
quacy, Cicero allows them all to appear questionable in advance through this
milder version of his dictum. It is the Graeculi—‘little Greeks’, this reminds
one of Berkeley’s ‘minute philosophers’ (§8)—those condescendingly so-called
philosophers from the various Hellenistic schools. The epithet is Cicero’s own,
part of his wider anti-Greek polemic, not a word of the Laelius passage itself,
which names only those held wise in Greece. The phrasing in which Cicero else-
where disparages them, as proclaiming their doctrines in out-of-the-way places
(in angulis) to pass idle time (otii consumendi causa), belongs not to Laelius but
to his wider polemic against Greek-style disputation; it is offered here as a paral-
lel, not as part of the passage under discussion. This early redeployment shows
that Cicero recognised the portability of his formulation even within his own
work. It was, from the beginning, a flexible tool for dismissing the ‘noise’ of
theoretical disputation.

A final point is worth stressing. As Gawlick correctly observed (again, I para-
phrase him here), the sentence asserts, through its double negation (nihil (...)
quod non), a universal claim whose modal cast (potest (...) dicatur) resists con-
clusive verification. Furthermore, its formulation invites a tempting false con-
version: ‘what philosophers propound is absurd’, which we saw Cicero did not
mean to say. The meaning of the word ‘absurd’ in everyday usage across most
languages is imprecise and oscillates between ‘incoherent’, ‘contradictory’, ‘em-
pirically false or refuted’, ‘incomprehensible’, and ‘meaningless’. As we shall
see, this broad scope for interpretation will offer many opportunities for diverse
uses. However, for Cicero, the term absurdum carried a specific resonance. Ety-
mologically derived from ab + surdus (‘deaf’ or ‘dull’), it denotes something ‘out
of tune’, discordant, or deaf to reason and the harmony of nature.? Within his
philosophy, an absurd statement jars against the common conception of reality
or the internal logic of an argument. In De divinatione, the absurdities at stake
include the Stoic belief that the divine mind—the Logos that orders the cosmos—
would choose to communicate profound truths through the random twitching
of a sheep’s liver or the chaotic, flatulence-induced visions of a sleeper. The sen-

! Cf. De oratore 1.57, as noted by Gawlick 2022, fn. 5.
> On the etymology of absurdus see Ernout and Meillet 2001, s.v. surdus; Walde and Hofmann 1982,
s.v. surdus; de Vaan 2008, s.v. surdus.
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tence thus establishes a rupture between Authority (the title of ‘Philosopher’)
and Truth (or Nature). Just because a person is learned, wears the philosopher’s
cloak, and leads a school does not render him immune to madness. Their train-
ing in dialectic might make them more susceptible to it, enabling them to con-
struct elaborate syllogisms to defend premises that an ordinary person would
instantly reject as nonsense. This insight, that technical expertise can generate
a specific kind of blindness, would resurface in early modern scepticism and
the empiricist attacks on Scholasticism.

3. The Varronian Sentence: Text, Context, and Meaning

While Cicero addressed the absurdity of philosophers’ ways of arguing with
the urbane irony of a statesman, his contemporary friend Marcus Terentius
Varro addressed philosophical theses with the abrasive imagery of satire. Varro’s
parallel sentence is preserved only as a fragment of the Menippean satire Eu-
menides,' yet it offers a telling counterpoint to Cicero’s formulation.

Postremo nemo aegrotus quicquam somniat tam infandum, quod non aliquis dicat philoso-
phus (Varro 2002)

Finally, no sick man dreams anything so unspeakable that some philosopher would not
say it.

The fragment survives thanks to the fourth-century lexicographer Nonius
Marcellus, who preserved it in his De compendiosa doctrina under the lemma
Infans, in the course of illustrating infandum (Nonius 1903).> Despite its frag-
mentary state, the sentence is grammatically complete and rhetorically potent.

* In Varro 2002, it appears as fragment 122, corresponding to Biicheler 122 (Biicheler 1922) and
Cébe 155 (Cébe 1972-1999).

> The fragment is preserved by Nonius Marcellus, De compendiosa doctrina, s.v. Infans (where infan-
dum is discussed). The principal witness for the relevant passage is Leiden, Universiteitsbibliotheek,
Voss. lat. F 73 (saec. ix), but the wider tradition of the De compendiosa doctrina includes other Car-
olingian manuscripts: see Astbury’s praefatio in Varro 2002, pp. v—xi. The codices transmit the line
with a dittography (quicquam somniat an quicquam somniat), corrected by the editio princeps of
Pomponius Laetus and adopted by all subsequent editors, including Lindsay, whose Teubner No-
nius (Nonius 1903) I follow for the lemma. I cite the Astbury text throughout for the Varronian
fragment.
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Later authors sometimes conflated the two sentences or cited the Varronian
fragment while attributing it to Cicero. Yet, three crucial lexical choices distin-
guish Varro’s version from Cicero’s and reveal the distinct register of Menip-
pean satire.

First, the term aegrotus (‘the sick man’) introduces a specific clinical compara-
tor. In the ancient medical tradition, the dreams of the sick were conventionally
regarded as chaotic, delusive, or indicative of humoral imbalance, like visions
born of fever, bile, or feverish delirium (phrenitis). By anchoring the compari-
son in the aegrotus, Varro pathologises philosophy. Doctrines are not merely
‘wrong’; they are symptoms of an unhealthy mind. The philosopher is not just
a bad but a sick, possibly mad person.

Second, and most importantly, the term infandum (‘unspeakable’) belongs
to a register of taboo, horror, and religious pollution that is sharper and more
visceral than Cicero’s intellectual absurde. The word derives from in- (negative
prefix) + fari (to speak), denoting that which defies utterance because it is mon-
strous, impious, or structurally horrific. It is the same adjective Virgil uses for
the agony of Troy’s fall: Infandum, regina, iubes renovare dolorem (‘Unspeakable,
O queen, is the grief you bid me renew’, Aeneid 2.3). By applying this word to
philosophical discourse, Varro suggests that some philosophical assertions are
not just errors but violations of the natural or religious order, statements so
twisted they should not be spoken.*

Finally, the verb somniat (‘dreams’) explicitly links the philosopher’s output
to hallucination. It reduces the carefully constructed syllogisms of the schools
to the involuntary secretions of the sleeping brain. The fragment’s opening
postremo (‘finally’) suggests a climactic conclusion, likely the end of a list or
argument within the lost satire, acting as a final verdict on the compendium of
errors the protagonist has witnessed.

The satire Eumenides takes its title from the Greek euphemism for the Fu-
ries (Erinyes), the mythological agents of vengeance and madness, who are also
called ‘the Kindly Ones’ (Eumenides) to avoid provoking them by their proper
name. Menippean satire, a genre mixing prose and verse (prosimetrum) and

' On infandus as a religiously charged term—that which cannot or must not be spoken—see Ernout
and Meillet 2001, s.v. for, fari; Walde and Hofmann 1982, s.v. fari; and the discussion of taboo lan-
guage in Hofmann and Szantyr 1965, 158-60.
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blending high philosophy with low comedy, frequently employed the theme
of universal madness (insania). A common trope in this tradition, rooted in
Cynic diatribe but fixed as the fourth Stoic paradox, was the idea that ‘every-
one is mad’ except the sage. In Varro’s Eumenides, the extant fragments suggest
a narrative involving a protagonist who encounters various forms of madness
in society, including religious fanaticism (specifically the cult of Cybele, the
Great Mother) and philosophical dogmatism. The protagonist, perhaps cast as
a Cynic observer or a madman himself (a common Menippean reversal), surveys
humanity’s follies. The pathological imagery of the aegrotus and his somnia fits
naturally within this satirical investigation of collective delusion. Within this
context, the philosophers are not the healers of the soul (as they claimed to be)
but the most severely afflicted patients in the cosmic asylum. Their theories are
not cures; they are the deliriums of the disease itself.

The affinity between the two Latin sentences is unmistakable, but the ques-
tion of priority and influence remains unresolved. Cicero’s De divinatione is se-
curely dated, but Varro’s Menippeans are notoriously tricky to date, with a range
of composition extending from the 8os to the 40s BCE." Given the two men’s
intellectual friendship—Cicero dedicated his Academici libri* to Varro, praising
him for restoring to the Romans a knowledge of their own antiquity—mutual in-
fluence is entirely plausible. However, it is also possible that both writers were
independently converging upon or even shared a single Hellenistic topos. The
idea that philosophers contradict one another was a standard trope of Sceptical
arguments based on disagreement. The comparison of philosophy to madness
was a standard Cynic attack. Whether Cicero polished Varro’s rough satire into
an urbane epigram, or Varro sharpened Cicero’s observation into a grotesque

* For an overview of the principal reconstructions of the dating of Varro’s Menippean satires, see
Astbury in Varro 2002, xxv—xxvii; Cébe 1972-1999, I, 5-17; and Marshall 2022, who argues for a
later dating of the corpus than the prevailing consensus. The terminus ante quem of 45 BCE is fixed
by Cicero’s reference to a Varronian Menippean corpus in Academici libri1.2.8. The argument here
rests on this terminus ante quem, not on a precise date of composition: Marshall’s proposed later
dating would compress the window of composition but leaves the 45 BCE limit, and hence the
possibility that the relevant Varronian material was available to Cicero, untouched.

> Academica is the conventional shorthand for the dialogue, but it strictly designates the two edi-
tions collectively. The dedicated work is the second edition, the Academici libri (or ‘Varronian Aca-
demica’). The surviving material is composite: Book I of the revised edition (Academica posteriora)
and Book II of the first edition (the Lucullus) are extant. See Hunt 1998, 13-16.

7:16 Luciano Floridi



image, the two sentences together form a distinctively Roman sharpening of a
shared Greek topos.

4. Horace and the Tradition of Aegri Somnia: From
Philosophical to Poetic Absurdity

Linguistically, Cicero’s absurde judges the manner of discourse (‘said absurd-
ly’), whereas Varro’s infandum judges the moral and imaginative content (‘un-
speakable’). The rhetorical posture differs accordingly: Cicero’s sentence is an
urbane Academic aside, deployed to undermine Stoic confidence, while Varro’s
line is a Menippean reduction of dogmatic doctrine to bodily pathology and
delirious dreaming. Later reception would tend to prefer Cicero’s abstract for-
mulation, smoothing away Varro’s grotesque image of the sick man’s dream.
This is likely due to preservation—De divinatione survived intact, whereas Varro’s
satire survived only as lexical debris in Nonius—but also to utility. Cicero’s for-
mulation is broader; it allows a speaker to accuse an opponent of logical error
without necessarily accusing them of clinical insanity, although the shadow of
the aegri somnia may linger in the background.

The connection between Varro’s pathological diagnosis and subsequent liter-
ary criticism finds a later thematic analogue in Horace, who transforms the med-
ical metaphor into an aesthetic canon. Although there is no direct evidence—no
citation, no verbal echo close enough to compel attribution, no testimonium—
that Horace drew on Varro, there is a structural and thematic resonance, one
that later readers, as §§6-10 show, would not miss. In the celebrated opening of
his Ars Poetica (or Epistula ad Pisones; Horace 1985), Horace describes a hypo-
thetical painting composed of incongruous parts:

Humano capiti cervicem pictor equinam | iungere si velit et varias inducere plumas |
undique collatis membris, ut turpiter atrum | desinat in piscem mulier formosa superne,
| spectatum admissi risum teneatis, amici? | Credite, Pisones, isti tabulae fore librum |
persimilem, cuius, velut aegri somnia, vanae | fingentur species, ut nec pes nec caput
uni | reddatur formae (Ars Poetica 1-9).

If a painter wished to join a horse’s neck to a human head, and to spread feathers of
various colours over limbs gathered from everywhere, so that what is a beautiful woman
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above ends foully in a black fish, could you, my friends, if admitted to the sight, refrain
from laughing? Believe me, Pisones, a book will be very like such a picture, in which, like
a sick man’s dreams, idle fancies are shaped so that neither foot nor head can be assigned
to a single form [emphasis added].*

The phrase aegri somnia (‘a sick man’s dreams’) echoes Varro’s nemo aegro-
tus (...) somniat. Commentators on the Ars Poetica assemble the antecedents of
the image (Brink 1971, ad loc.), but none that I have found traces it specifically
to Varro: the resonance is thematic, not a claim of direct dependence. Philo-
sophically, Horace extends the scope of application: absurdity is not solely a
philosophical vice but a poetic one too, the defect shifting from false doctrine to
formal disunity. An artwork that lacks organic unity, that juxtaposes disparate
elements without internal logic, is a product of madness, not genius (ingenium.
Today, we would call it a Frankenstein’s monster. The passage matters less be-
cause it enters the philosophical debates than because it gives the coupling of
disorder and sickness its most influential poetic formulation.

5. Parallel and Earlier Traditions

Before following the maxim after the Renaissance, it is worth marking the
limits of its transmission. In the Greek-speaking Byzantine world, Cicero’s philo-
sophical scepticism circulated only thinly, and I could not find his sentence as a
standalone dictum in the major lexicographical repositories. The Suda, for exam-
ple, records Cicero chiefly as a political and rhetorical figure, while preserving
abundant Greek satirical and sceptical materials that articulate the sentiment
of philosophical diaphonia without the Latin formulation.

In the Islamic world, by contrast, the Latin text was not a direct source. The
Tahafut tradition—al-Ghazali’s Tahafut al-Falasifa and Ibn Rushd’s Tahafut al-
Tahafut—performs a comparable critical operation against the philosophical
schools, but along an independent track that I do not pursue here. These are de-
liberately negative findings, but they are not idle. That the dictum surfaces in the
Greek-speaking and Arabic-speaking worlds only as a comparable sentiment,

! Translations are my own unless otherwise indicated.
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never as the migrating Latin sentence itself, localises the reception traced here
to the Latin West and indicates that what travelled was not the bare thought
that philosophers say absurd things—a thought available to other cultures with
a sceptical tradition—but Cicero’s particular formulation, carried with the Latin
text.

In late Latin antiquity, anti-philosophical rhetoric is decisively reoriented
among Christian apologists. The early Church Fathers, seeking to dismantle the
prestige of pagan philosophy to make room for Christian revelation, frequently
turned pagan authorities against themselves. A key figure here is Lactantius (c.
250—c. 325), often styled the ‘Christian Cicero’ for his eloquent Latinity. Lac-
tantius does not cite the dictum directly. I mention him as the most articulate
Christian apologist to redeploy Cicero’s own anti-philosophical rhetoric against
pagan philosophy itself: a hinge in the Nachleben rather than a node in the table
of occurrences. In his Divinae Institutiones (Lactantius 1890), Book III, titled De
Falsa Sapientia (‘On False Wisdom’), Lactantius launches a full-scale assault on
pagan philosophy. In that context, he writes:

(...) alius contraria disputabit; (...) et alii deinceps, et opinabuntur multo disparia quam
nos (...) Quid ergo erit ex omnibus verius? fortasse nihil. At omnia sunt dicta, quae in
rerum naturam cadunt; ut necesse sit aliquid eorum esse verum. At nescietur, quis verum
dixerit (...) Stulti ergo sumus, si hoc disputatione quaeramus; potest enim supervenire
aliquis, qui opiniones nostras derideat, nosque pro insanis habeat (...) (Book III, ch. 3)
Another will argue the opposite (...) a third and others in turn will offer opinions quite
different from ours. What then is the truest of all these? Perhaps nothing. But all things
that can fall within reality have been said, so necessarily some of those things are true.
However, it will not be known who has spoken the truth (...) Therefore we are foolish
to seek it by debate; for someone may yet come and ridicule our opinions and consider
us insane (...)

Lactantius is here likening philosophical debate to strangers conjecturing
about the customs of a city they have never seen. Human reason, unaided by di-
vine light, inevitably falls into error. Here Lactantius turns the Academics’ own
scepticism against all dogmatic philosophy; elsewhere in Book III he presses
Cicero into the same service, citing him against his own kind. However, I have
not been able to find our particular dictum among them, nor in any other major
Church Father such as Augustine, Jerome, or Tertullian. Likewise, it seems that
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neither Varro’s sentence nor Horace’s aegri somnia passage was incorporated
into the patristic critique of pagan philosophy. While the sentiment pervades
patristic critiques of pagan philosophy, the specific Ciceronian text seems not
to have achieved the canonical status in late antiquity that it would later attain.

6. Reception and Nachleben: Gawlick’'s Chronological
History

Before turning to that survey, it is worth saying precisely what Gawlick did,
so that what this article adds may be weighed rather than asserted. His 1995 es-
say, expanded in 2022, traces the Nachleben of De divinatione I1.119 through the
early modern period, from the late sixteenth century to the early nineteenth,
and organises its material not chronologically but by the function the quota-
tion is made to serve: among the sceptics who turn it against the dogmatists,
the system-builders who invoke it while breaking with the past, the theological
polemicists who wield it against freethinkers, the radical opponents of philoso-
phy as such, and, finally, those who hear in it a summons to criticism. Gawlick
is candid that he selected the most telling cases rather than aiming at complete-
ness, and that much remained for others to do. What his functional taxonomy
leaves out is precisely what a developmental account brings into view. He does
not treat the pre-Reformation roots of the topos, nor its English-language and
its nineteenth- and twentieth-century afterlife; he does not set the Ciceronian
sentence beside its Varronian and Horatian cognates; and, organising by func-
tion rather than by time, he does not trace how early and how generally the
substantival reading comes to prevail, nor how the adverbial survives chiefly in
direct quotation of Cicero’s Latin. The slip from manner to content is, as Gawlick
himself notes," a false inversion the sentence’s form invites; what a chronologi-
cal reading adds is the measure of how completely it takes hold. Where Gawlick
asks what each author does with the sentence, this article asks what the sentence
becomes as it passes from hand to hand. A functional taxonomy can show that

* Gawlick 2022, 122, observes that the dictum is so worded that it seductively invites a false inver-
sion (eine falsche Umkehrung verfiihrerisch nahe legt), from the censure of a manner of speaking to
the verdict that what philosophers maintain is absurd, a converse he notes Cicero did not intend.
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the sentence served sceptics, system-builders, and apologists alike; it cannot
show how the service evolved over time. Reading the same cases in sequence
does. What a synchronic sorting registers as one function discharged in sev-
eral idioms turns out, read diachronically, to be two distinct drifts that need
not move together: a grammatical drift from the adverb absurde to the substan-
tive absurdum, and a rhetorical drift from a reproach about how a philosopher
argues to a verdict on what he holds. The first generalises earlier and more
completely than the second; Leibniz, who takes the absurdum form while keep-
ing a methodological target, shows they can come apart. The gain is not more
instances but a direction. Where Gawlick fixes the sentence’s offices, I trace
its drift. The survey that follows is therefore his cases and many more, re-read
along the axis of time. It is offered not as an inventory of occurrences but as the
record of the movement set out above: across these authors one can watch the
charge of absurdity migrate from a reproach exchanged in debate to a verdict
pronounced upon a book, taken up more and more widely though present from
the first. The Renaissance saw the recovery of the Ciceronian corpus and the re-
discovery of Sextus Empiricus, fuelling a revival of Pyrrhonian scepticism that
would help reshape European intellectual culture. Four crucial authors omitted
by Gawlick belong to an early stage: Petrarch, Luther, More, and Erasmus. I start
from them.

6.1. Petrarch’'s humanist interpretation

Petrarch was a devoted reader and admirer of Cicero and well acquainted
with the famous dictum. In his personal copy of De divinatione, he left a reveal-
ing marginal note beside the original passage:*

Mordaciter ualde contra philosophos, et argute contra sompnia
Very biting against the philosophers, and shrewd against dreams.

! Petrarch’s working copy of Cicero’s philosophical works—including De divinatione—survives as
Troyes, Médiathéque Champagne Métropole ‘Jacques Chirac’, MS 552-2 (the ‘Cicerone di Troyes’); a
fifteenth-century apograph is Madrid, BNE MS 9116. The marginal note quoted above is transcribed
by Nolhac 1907, 238 n. 4, who locates it on f. 228v of T, beside Cicero, De divinatione 11.58 (the
older section numbering, equivalent to II.119 in modern editions). On the marginalia of T (covering
De natura deorum), see Refe 2023, 2025a, 2025b; on Petrarch’s Cicero more broadly, Nolhac 1907
remains canonical; for the Troyes manuscript, see also Reynolds 1995, 413.
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This annotation confirms that Petrarch not only recognised Cicero’s scathing
wit but also endorsed his critique of philosophical credulity and superstition.

Beyond the margins, Petrarch engages with the spirit of Cicero’s maxim in
Secretum III, where his character Franciscus exclaims to Augustine: ‘I truly have
never heard anything so absurd’ (Petrarca 1926). The exclamation is no deploy-
ment of the dictum but an ordinary expression of incredulity; it voices a cognate
concern, for as Augustine proceeds to dismantle Franciscus’s self-deceptions,
the dialogue dramatises the capacity of even thoughtful minds to defend absurd
beliefs. The substantive evidence of Petrarch’s engagement with the sentence is
therefore the marginal note rather than the Secretum: it shows Petrarch reading
the sentence with relish and approving its target, but not yet putting it to work:
the Nachleben proper begins after him.*

6.2. Reformation Polemics: Luther, More, and Erasmus

I could not find an explicit citation of Cicero’s sentence in Luther, which may
explain Gawlick’s omission. However, there is an interesting passage that seems
to owe its formulation to it. In 1518, Luther responded to Silvestro Mazzolini da
Prierio (Prierias), the Dominican Master of the Sacred Palace, who had issued
the first official Roman refutation of the 95 Theses (Ad dialogum Silvestri Prier-
atis de potestate papae responsio, Weimarer Ausgabe 1:647; Fabisch and Iserloh
1988). Prierias had argued that the preaching of indulgences, accompanied by
declaratory and hortatory elements, constitutes a dissemination of the verbum
Dei. Luther countered with a reductio ad absurdum: if whatever is mixed with
the word of God thereby becomes the word of God, then all heretics, demons,
and men speak nothing but the word of God. And he clearly uses the Ciceronian
structure:

Quia nihil tam absurde dici potest, quin verbum Dei misceri possit.
Because nothing can be said so absurdly that the word of God cannot be mixed in with
it.

' According to Nolhac 1907 there are no other references to the sentences in Petrarch’s work.
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This is a brilliant way of using the Ciceronian argument not to mock philo-
sophical disagreement but to expose what Luther considered the logical absur-
dity of his opponent’s ecclesiology. However, if Luther could paraphrase Cicero,
so could his opponents. Thomas More relied on the same rhetorical solution in
his Responsio ad Lutherum (1523, More 1969) to criticise Luther. In Book I, chap-
ter 22, he observes that Luther

hopes that nothing can be said so absurd (nihil dici tam absurdum posse) that he will not
find at least one person somewhere agreeing [and later remarks that] (...) nothing can
be fashioned so absurd (nihil tam absurdum fingi posse) that Luther will not defend it as

wisdom.

More’s adaptation is significant: where Cicero mocked the philosophical
schools’ disputes, More redirects the charge against Protestant hermeneutics,
arguing that sola scriptura, unmoored from ecclesiastical tradition, produces
precisely the interpretive chaos Cicero had diagnosed in pagan philosophy. The
Responsio thus represents one of the earliest Reformation-era deployments of
the Ciceronian topos, and shows how polemicists on both sides of the confes-
sional divide could press the same classical authority into service. The shift from
absurde to absurdum is already evident.

Years later, Erasmus of Rotterdam will also deploy the Ciceronian dictum in
a distinctively theological register. In June 1528, he published his editio princeps
of Faustus of Riez’s treatise De gratia Dei et humanae mentis libero arbitrio, ad-
dressed to Ferry Carondelet, a lay archdeacon of the cathedral of Besangon. The
dedicatory letter (Ep. 2002, dated c. June 1528; Erasmus 1906-1958) contains a
significant adaptation of Cicero’s sentence within the context of the Pelagian
controversy and Augustine’s response to it. Discussing the dangers of theolog-
ical innovation and the proliferation of heresy, Erasmus observes:

Hinc discere licet quantum periculi sit nova dogmata serere, quum nihil tam absurdum
proferri queat quin reperiat suos fautores.

From this one can learn how dangerous it is to sow new doctrines, since nothing so
absurd can be put forward that it will not find its supporters.

The passage occurs within Erasmus’s historical survey of the Pelagian heresy,
noting how ‘a Gallic council’ (conciliabulum Gallicum) had condemned Pela-
gianism, and how Julian of Eclanum—described as ‘a learned and eloquent man’
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(vir doctus et eloquens)—had nevertheless restored the dying cause, prompting
Augustine’s elaborate refutations. In that context, Erasmus’s deployment of the
Ciceronian topos explains how heresies perpetuate themselves through able
defenders, while warning against the dangers of theological controversy itself.
Erasmus’s modification of Cicero’s original formulation is influential. Where
Cicero wrote absurde dici potest (can be said absurdly), Erasmus substitutes ab-
surdum proferri queat (so absurd can be put forward), shifting from how one
philosophises to what one’s philosophy supports, a variant that would become
increasingly common in the later reception. Like Petrarch, Erasmus too does
not explicitly refer to Cicero, treating it instead as a general observation arising
naturally from ecclesiastical history, in keeping with his humanist practice of
absorbing classical ideas into his own discourse without pedantic citation.

6.3. The sceptical reception

The sentence returned, now charged with the energy of the Reformation and
the crisis of knowledge. So long as the Latin language predominated in scholar-
ship and publishing, it appeared in the form Cicero gave it. Later, it was trans-
lated into the respective national languages and in manifold variations, with
and without indication of its author and source, evidence that the sentence had
gradually become independent. Indeed, Gawlick shows that the sentence ac-
quired a remarkably varied afterlife in early modern philosophy and theology,
being deployed in contexts far removed from its original setting and serving
rhetorical and argumentative purposes Cicero could scarcely have anticipated.
In this section, I summarise his findings for the reader’s convenience. I have
added comments on areas where his analysis could be expanded, as well as
very minor corrigenda and addenda in the footnotes. The appendix provides a
table of the authors he analyses and the new authors discussed in this article.

Gawlick’s reception history begins with the sceptical tradition, whose broader
history is charted by Popkin (2003). Francisco Sanchez, in his principal work

7:24 Luciano Floridi



Quod nihil scitur (1581, see Sinchez 1988), adapts the dictum to undermine epis-
temological dogmatism: neither the antiquity nor the novelty of an opinion
guarantees its truth, for—as he formulates it—‘there is no opinion so foolish that
it lacks adherents’. Sanchez returned to Cicero’s treatment of divination in his
De divinatione per somnum, ad Aristotelem (1585, Sanchez 1955), explicitly ac-
knowledging his debt to Cicero’s critique of superstition. Michel de Montaigne
(Montaigne et al. 2007) invokes Cicero’s dictum directly in the Apologie de Rai-
mond Sebond, where he employs it to demonstrate that philosophy, far from
yielding secure knowledge, merely exhibits the full range of human dreams
and fancies. A closely related passage in De la coustume (1.23)" illustrates the
dominion of custom over the intellect: no opinion is so bizarre that it cannot
hold sway somewhere. Similarly, Pierre Charron (not listed by Gawlick) deploys
the dictum in his De la sagesse IL.2 (1601, Charron 1986) to discuss philosophical
sects and the vanity of human learning, serving as an important bridge between
Montaigne and later French sceptics.

According to Gawlick, Francois de La Mothe Le Vayer, combining Montaigne’s
moral scepticism with fideistic conclusions, also uses the dictum twice. In De
la Vertu des Payens (1642), he applies it to Stoic ethics, drawing the fideistic
inference that human reason, unaided by supernatural illumination, inevitably
founders. In the Banquet Sceptique (1673), the citation endorses sceptical epoché
as the sole safeguard against intellectual humiliation (La Mothe Le Vayer 1970).
However, La Mothe Le Vayer uses the sentence at least twice more. The more
substantial of these uses appears in De I'ignorance louable; the briefer in De
Popiniatreté. I take them in turn.

In De I’ignorance louable (On Praiseworthy Ignorance, also part of Quatre autres,
1632-33; La Mothe Le Vayer 2015), La Mothe Le Vayer offers an extended med-
itation on the vanity of philosophical learning. After cataloguing the errors
and contradictions of the philosophical schools—from Linus and Musaeus to
the Stoics—he delivers his verdict:

' On p. 126, Gawlick cites Pliny (Hist. nat. 36,6) with the phrase ‘efficacissimus rerum omnium
magister’. The reference should be to Book 26 (the phrase does not occur at 36,6). The full phrase,
as given in Pliny 1892-1909, is ‘usu efficacissimo rerum omnium magistro’ (‘experience/practice
being the most effective teacher of all things’). The word usu should not be omitted, as it identifies
the active agent — custom or usage — which is the central theme of Montaigne’s argument in Essais
L.23 (De la coustume) regarding the malleability of the human intellect.
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Car on peut bien asseurer de tous les Philosophes ce que ce brave Cotta prononce par-
ticulierement des Stoiciens, qu’ils n’ont pas moins dit de folies, voire de prodiges que
les Poétes, utrum Poetee Stoicos depraverint an Stoici poetis dederint authoritatem, non
facile dixerint, portenta enim & flagitia ab utrisque dicuntur.

For one can well assert of all the Philosophers what that brave Cotta pronounces par-
ticularly of the Stoics: that they have said no fewer follies, indeed prodigies, than the
Poets, whether the Poets corrupted the Stoics or the Stoics gave authority to the poets,
one cannot easily say, for monstrous absurdities are uttered by both.

This passage, taken from Cicero, prepares the ground for La Mothe Le Vayer’s
deployment of the dictum itself. He continues:

Que s’il les faloit considerer de ce biais, on pourroit adjouter qu’il est bien plus de ces
malades courans les rués que d’alitez; & que les plus infirmes se monstrent & cheminent
le plus hardiment, & le plus volontiers; ceux qui se font voir le moins, qui font le moins de
parade de leurs sentimens, & qui sont comme gardans la chambre, estans souvent les plus
sains. Sur quoy j’ay accoustumé de faire cette consideration, que ce n’est pas merveille
que toute la Philosophie ne soit souvent remplie que de resveries, de fables, & de vanitez,
puisque ses premiers professeurs Linus, Musée, Homere, & Orphée, qui en sont comme
les inventeurs, n’ont esté que des Poétes, de la Mythologie desquels nous avons composé
nostre plus fine Philosophie. Car on peut bien asseurer de tous les Philosophes ce que ce
brave Cotta prononce particulierement des Stoiciens, qu’ils n’ont pas moins dit de folies,
voire de prodiges que les Poétes (...) nihil unquam aegrum somniasse, quod non aliquis
philosophorum dixerit.

If one were to consider them from this angle, one might add that there are far more
of these invalids running about the streets than bedridden; and that the most infirm
show themselves and walk about most boldly and most willingly (...) Upon which I have
accustomed myself to make this reflection: that it is no wonder that all of Philosophy
is often filled only with dreams, fables, and vanities, since its first professors—Linus,
Musaeus, Homer, and Orpheus, who are as it were its inventors—were nothing but Poets,
from whose Mythology we have composed our finest Philosophy (...) no sick man ever
dreamed anything that some philosopher has not said.

What is striking is the hybrid character of his formulation. The Latin phrase,
nihil unquam aegrum somniasse, quod non aliquis philosophorum dixerit, com-
bines the syntax from Cicero and the pathological imagery from Varro. La Mothe
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Le Vayer’s marginal note ‘3. de Nat. Deo.” correctly points to Cicero, De natura
deorum 1I1.91 (Utrum poetae Stoicos depravarint (...); the formulation he sup-
plies is, however, his own hybrid synthesis.* This conflation is significant for at
least three reasons.

First, it shows that by the early seventeenth century, the Ciceronian and Var-
ronian formulations had become sufficiently intertwined in the learned mem-
ory that they could be fused into a single utterance without apparent concern
for philological precision.

Second, the shift from Cicero’s absurde (absurdly) to Varro’s aegrum somni-
asse (dreamed as a sick man) intensifies the pathological charge: philosophers
are not merely illogical but clinically deranged, their doctrines the fevered hallu-
cinations of invalids. This suits La Mothe Le Vayer’s rhetorical purposes in the
dialogue, where the character Tubertus Ocella argues that the contradictions
and absurdities of the philosophical schools justify the sceptic’s suspension of
judgement (epoche). The passage exemplifies La Mothe Le Vayer’s characteristic
method of deploying vast classical erudition with strategic imprecision.’

Finally, the context in De I’ignorance louable reinforces the fideistic applica-
tion of the topos. By demonstrating that the wisest pagans admitted their own
ignorance—Pherecydes, Gorgias, Protagoras, Arcesilaus, and Cratylus are all ad-
duced as witnesses—La Mothe Le Vayer clears the ground for the superiority of
Christian revelation over pagan philosophy. The philosophers’ own confessions
of uncertainty, culminating in the aegri somnia dictum, become arguments for
humble submission to faith rather than reliance on unaided reason. This fideis-
tic deployment of the topos aligns La Mothe Le Vayer with the broader tradition
analysed by Gawlick, while his creative textual conflation marks a distinctive
contribution to the sentence’s Nachleben.

* The hybrid character of La Mothe Le Vayer’s formulation is not my reconstruction alone: Gawlick
reads the 1642 use as formulated ‘in Anlehnung an das ahnliche Fragment 122 aus Varros Saturae
Menippeae (...) aber Cicero zuschreibt’ (Gawlick 2022, p. 126). The combined Cicero—Varro formula
was already in printed circulation: Bayle’s Nouvelles de la République des Lettres (1684) cites the two
sentences side by side. The fusion is a genuine cross-pollination, not a casual addition of aegritudo
to a Ciceronian phrase. The conflated sentence itself appears in De la Vertu des Payens (Paris, 1642),
pp. 189-190.

* Emmanuel Bury has described his ‘libertine writing’ as manipulating doxographical sources to
achieve ironic or subversive effects (Bury 2002).
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The other use, briefer and gestural, occurs in De l"opinidtreté (On Stubborn-
ness, part of Quatre autres dialogues du mesme auteur, 1632-33; La Mothe Le
Vayer 2015), where the character Ephestion argues against intellectual stubborn-
ness by invoking Aristotelian cosmology: if the world is eternal, then every pos-
sible opinion has already been held and defended infinitely many times by great
thinkers. This should induce epistemic humility, as we cannot dismiss even the
most ‘extravagant’ views, since they too have had their distinguished advocates
across eternity. Here is the relevant passage, with the original, unedited French:

[thus] aussi semble-t’il que nous ne scaurions estre trop moderez a suspendre nostre
jugement sur celles qui paroissent les plus extravagantes & qui heurtent le plus nos
preventions d’esprit, puisqu’il n’y en eut jamais aucunes si extrémes pour ce regard, ny
si esloignées de nos sens, qui n’ayent esté soustenués par de tres-grands personnages, &
qui plus est, qui n’ayent esté, selon la Philosophie d’Aristote, establies & défendués une
infinité de fois dans I’eternité de son Peripatetisme.

(...) thus it seems that we cannot be too moderate in suspending our judgement on those
[opinions] that appear the most extravagant and that most offend our preconceptions
of mind, since there were never any so extreme in this regard, nor so distant from our
senses, that have not been maintained by very great persons, and what is more, that
have not been, according to the very Philosophy of Aristotle, established and defended
an infinite number of times in the eternity of his Peripateticism.

Around the same years, another sceptical author, Pierre Bayle, in his Nou-
velles de la République des Lettres (1684), applies the dictum to Henry More’s
speculations’ concerning the pre-existence of souls, dismissing as absurd More’s
suggestion that souls descend to unite with foetuses, attracted by subtle emana-
tions. Gawlick does not report this, but the irony is that More himself had used
the same sentence to criticise others’ extravagant opinions. In Dialogi Divini
II (1668, More 1679), Philotheus (More’s mouthpiece) cites Cicero’s celebrated
maxim explicitly to counsel epistemic humility amid philosophical disputation:

! Bayle implicitly refers to Joseph Glanvill’s Lux Orientalis. At p. 127, fn. 14, Gawlick dates Joseph
Glanvill’s Lux Orientalis to ‘London 1682’. This is not incorrect, but the first edition was published
anonymously in London in 1662. The 1682 date refers to the later combined edition Two Choice and
Useful Treatises, which contained Glanvill’s work together with George Rust’s Discourse of Truth
and extensive annotations by Henry More, these annotations being the specific target of Bayle’s
ridicule in his 1684 review.
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since every conceivable position has found an advocate among the learned, dis-
putants ought to moderate their certainty. Perhaps a case of preaching more
than practising, given that More’s philosophical theology, developed through
the 1650s and 1660s, was unusual, and his speculative doctrines—including his
adoption of the pre-existence of souls—attracted considerable criticism as ab-
surd, as we saw discussing Bayle.

With Bayle, the sentence, intended by More as a corrective to dogmatic adver-
saries, becomes an instrument for exposing the vulnerabilities of his (More’s)
metaphysical commitments. Gawlick notes that Bayle uses it again, in his Dictio-
nnaire historique et critique, in the article on Francois Blondel, to demarcate the
historian’s duty to report curious customs (however obscene) from the liberty
to fabricate them.

Finally, Pierre Daniel Huet, in De la foiblesse de I’esprit humain (published
posthumously in 1723, translated into English in Huet 1725), catalogues over
sixty philosophers from Anacharsis to Maimonides who allegedly taught the
law of doubt; Cicero appears as exemplar twenty-four, and the dictum is pre-
sented as encapsulating his mature sceptical position following his return to
the New Academy.

6.4. The methodological use

By the seventeenth century, the sentence had become a commonplace in
theological and philosophical polemics, also thanks to Montaigne, and a pow-
erful argument in the hands of the sceptics. It proved equally serviceable to
philosophers who sought to establish philosophy upon secure methodological
foundations. Descartes, in the Discours de la Méthode (1637, Descartes 1930),
writes about having learnt at the Jesuit college of La Fleéche' that ‘one could

! Gawlick states that Descartes learned the dictum during his schooling at La Fléche ‘1604 bis 1612”.
Scholarly consensus, based on Rodis-Lewis 1995, pp. 25-37 and Gaukroger 1995, 35-56, establishes
the dates as c. 1607-1615. Descartes entered the college around age 10-11 (born 1596) and departed
around age 18-19. This correction places Descartes at the college during the assassination of Henry
IV (1610), a foundational event in the college’s history that likely influenced the curriculum and
political atmosphere. This is plausible but not directly documented; the Discours states only that
Descartes recalled something he had been taught at school (‘on m’avoit fait apprendre’). The infer-
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not imagine anything so strange or so incredible that it had not been said by
some philosopher’, a recollection that it is tempting—though, as the note con-
cedes, the text will not prove it—to connect with his later embrace of methodical
doubt. Almost paradoxically, tradition (Cicero) provides the impetus for depar-
ture from tradition (Scholasticism). In a similar vein, Hobbes invokes the dictum
at least three times. In Leviathan (1651, Parts L5 and IV.46; Hobbes 2012), he at-
tributes philosophical absurdity to the failure to reason from settled definitions,
a methodological defect especially prevalent among university professors of
philosophy, whom he despised for their scholastic training. In Lux Mathemat-
ica (1672, Hobbes 1839-1845, vol. 5), the aged Hobbes extends the critique to
contemporary mathematicians, who, abandoning the rigour of their predeces-
sors, now resemble the philosophers whom Lucian mocked and Cicero censured.
There is irony in this, given that Hobbes himself persisted in trying to square
the circle despite the lessons of professional mathematicians (Floridi 2004).

Leibniz employs the dictum, but retrospectively, surveying the failed attempts
of Descartes, Hobbes, and Spinoza to reform philosophy. He reminds one of
another proverb: ‘what goes around comes around’. In Elementa Rationis (ten-
tatively dated 1686; Leibniz 1999), Leibniz expands the Ciceronian formula to
read:

Ita nihil est tam absurdum, quod non asseratur, imo demonstrari hodie soleat ab aliquo
philosophorum
nothing so absurd that it is not nowadays claimed to be demonstrated.

Despite the ‘absurdum’ replacing the ‘absurde’, Leibniz laments the misuse of
the term demonstrare, which ought to be reserved for irrefutable conclusions.
This concerns method rather than content (how rather than what).

ence that this occurred at La Fléche specifically, rather than during earlier education, is reasonable
but remains conjectural.

* I strongly sympathise; I have been fighting the same battle for years, replacing the word with
‘show’, to no avail.
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Later, Voltaire (omitted by Gawlick) uses the same Ciceronian line to defend
Newtonian physics against Cartesian and Leibnizian metaphysics. In the 1756
edition of his Eléments de la philosophie de Newton,' after surveying the con-
tradictory theories of monads and force advanced by various schools, Voltaire
delivers his verdict:

Voila pourtant les choses qu'on a cru expliquer par lemmes, théorémes et corollaires.
Qu’a-t-on prouvé par la? Ce que Cicéron a dit: Qu’il n’y a rien de si étrange [emphasis
added] qui ne soit soutenu par les philosophes. O métaphysique! nous sommes aussi
avancés que du temps des premiers druides.

Here, however, are the things that people believed they could explain through lemmas,
theorems, and corollaries. What has been proved by this? What Cicero said: That there
is nothing so strange that is not maintained by philosophers. O metaphysics! We are as
advanced as in the time of the first druids.

I highlight the term étrange because it transforms a logical critique (absur-
dity) into an aesthetic or imaginative critique (strangeness), in line with the
Enlightenment’s distaste for ‘systems’ that defy common experience. The pas-
sage, removed in some editions, appears with an editorial note in the Moland
edition, citing De divinatione and providing the Latin original (Voltaire 1877-
1885). For Voltaire, the Ciceronian argument served to discredit the speculative
excesses of rationalist metaphysics and clear the ground for the sober truths of
experimental physics.

Gabriel Naudé applies the dictum to discredit the purported prophecies of
Merlin in his Apologie pour tous les grands hommes qui ont esté accusez de magie
(Naudé 1990).? René Rapin, in Réflexions sur la philosophie ancienne et moderne
(1676, Rapin 1725) deploys it to demarcate the classical philosophy of Socrates,
Plato, and Aristotle from the degenerate Hellenistic schools. Johann Christoph
Beckmann,® in Lineae doctrinae moralis (Beckmann 1679), offers a scholastic
analysis distinguishing two senses of the dictum: first, that pagan philosophy
and Christian theology equally appear as folly to the carnal man; second, that

' The passage appears as a note to Part I, Chapter VIIL, ‘De la nature des éléments de la matiére,
ou des monades’, in the Moland edition, vol. 22, p. 434.

* First edition 1625, significantly expanded in 1653; the reference is to this later edition (Naudé
1990).

*> The name is sometimes spelt Bekmann.
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the gravest absurdities shelter under the name of philosophy, including the
atheism of Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-Politicus. Henry St John, Viscount Bol-
ingbroke’s Reflections on the Folly and Presumption of Philosophers (Bolingbroke
1754)" turns the dictum against Cicero himself: Cicero’s works amply illustrate
philosophical absurdity, but his criticism did not penetrate to the defective prin-
ciples underlying philosophical speculation.

6.5. Reception among theological polemicists

Theologians of all confessions enlisted the dictum against heterodox thinkers.
Jacques Abbadie’s Traité de la vérité de la religion chrétienne (Abbadie 1864)
adapts the sentence to characterise the arbitrariness of unbelief, which embraces
any absurdity favourable to its cause. Johann Ulrich Frommann’s disputation
Atheus stultus, sive Disputatio inauguralis de stultitia atheismi (Frommann 1713)°
invokes it to dismiss atheist objections to theistic proofs as the ravings of un-
sound minds.*> Christoph Matthaeus Pfaff, in his Dissertatio de praejudiciis the-
ologicis (Pfaff 1715), employs Cicero’s dictum to illustrate the post-lapsarian
corruption of human reason that generates theological prejudice. Unusually,
Pfaff extends the critique to Christian theologians themselves, remarking that
no dogma is so absurd that some ecclesiastical writer has not defended it. Georg

' At p. 138, fn. 38 (corresponding to p. 132 of the 2022 article), Gawlick cites Bolingbroke’s Works
from the 1844 London edition, vol. 3, p. 208. For scholarly purposes, the first edition should be noted:
Works, ed. David Mallet (London, 1754), vol. 4, p. 4. The volume numbering differs between editions,
and citing the 1754 Mallet edition is standard scholarly practice for restoring the text to its original
controversial context.

*> The correct edition is Tibingen, 1713, as correctly indicated in the 1995 article. The 2022 article
incorrectly indicates 1716.

* Gawlick notes that Frommann attributes to Anaxagoras the thesis that snow is black, follow-
ing Cicero (Lucullus 72), and parenthetically observes that this attribution is incorrect. The matter
is more complex: Cicero’s text presents the claim as an inference Anaxagoras might draw on his
doctrine that snow contains concealed blackness (since it derives from water, which is dark). The
ancient context, preserved by Sextus Empiricus, reveals that Anaxagoras was arguing from phys-
ical principles: snow is frozen water; water is dark in its depths; therefore, the essence of snow
participates in blackness. Philosophers may say some absurd things, but ‘snow is black’ is not one
of them. This was a sophisticated epistemological argument about the deceptiveness of the senses
(which perceive whiteness) versus the deductions of reason. The attribution is thus not straight-
forwardly erroneous but rather a dialectical extrapolation that early modern readers, following
Cicero’s rhetorical flattening, stripped of its physical reasoning to present as pure absurdity.
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Friedrich Meier, the Halle philosopher and pupil of Baumgarten, turns the dic-
tum to a subtler purpose. In his Rettung der Ehre der Vernunft wider die Freygeis-
ter (Meier 1747), defending reason against the freethinkers, he concedes the
sentence at its strongest: there is no proposition so foolish that some philoso-
pher has not maintained it. But he makes the concession do work for him. If
philosophers cannot agree even among themselves, and natural religion is a
part of philosophy, then one can no more expect consensus on natural religion
than on anything else: the freethinkers who would replace revelation with a
natural religion they suppose self-evident are refuted out of the dictum they
might have thought their own. Gawlick notes that Meier later, in 1759, redi-
rects the same charge against the theologians, observing that disagreement is if
anything sharper among the sects than among the schools (Gawlick 2022). Ed-
mund Gibson, in his Pastoral Letter (1728, Gibson 1728), warns against pseudo-
sceptics who, from vanity and love of singularity, propound doctrines subver-
sive of morality and religion. Another author not included by Gawlick, Edward
Waple, in his posthumously published Thirty Sermons (Waple 1729), deploys
the Ciceronian dictum in Sermon 31, ‘Of the Being of a God’, to defend the con-
sensus gentium argument for God’s existence. Responding to the objection that
atheist philosophers disprove universal belief in a deity, Waple argues that such
dissenters are mere ‘Monsters in Nature, deviating from the Race of Mankind,
and the general Reason and common Sentiments of it’. In a footnote, he cites
both Aristotle’s Metaphysics 4.4 and Cicero’s De natura deorum Book 3, and ‘Ni-
hil tam absurdum quod non dixerit aliquis Philosophorum’ (p. 395). Here, the
dictum serves an apologetic rather than sceptical function: philosophers who
deny God exemplify the very absurdity Cicero diagnosed, thereby confirming
rather than undermining the authority of common consent.

Back to Gawlick’s analysis, we find that the Abbé Nonnotte, in his Diction-
naire philosophique de la Religion (Nonnotte 1772), applies the dictum to the
French philosophes, whose reasoning he characterises as ridiculous, extrava-
gant, and deserving only of contempt. Nonnotte’s German translator, Johann
Christoph von Zabuesnig, carried the polemic further. In the second volume of
his Historische und kritische Nachrichten von dem Leben und den Schriften des
Herrn von Voltaire und anderer Neuphilosophen (Zabuesnig 1777), he placed Ci-
cero’s Latin dictum as an epigraph, as if the ancient sentence rendered further
commentary superfluous.
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The tradition of deploying the dictum against philosophical presumption con-
tinued into the nineteenth century, finding forceful expression in French Catholic
apologetics. Félicité de Lamennais is not discussed by Gawlick, but in Chapter
II of his Essai sur U'Indifférence en matiére de religion (1821, see Lamennais 1859),
he deploys the Ciceronian dictum to indict philosophy itself:

Il n’y a point d’absurdité qui n’ait été dite par quelque philosophe (p. 161; the Latin
source is correctly cited in the footnote).

For Lamennais, philosophy’s search for truth has given rise to the world’s
most dangerous errors. The dictum thus serves his broader ultramontane apolo-
getics: unaided human reason inevitably founders, necessitating submission to
tradition and ecclesiastical authority. This aligns Lamennais with the fideistic
strand of reception exemplified by Pascal and La Mothe Le Vayer.

Across the Atlantic, American Protestant apologetics employed the same Ci-
ceronian strategy against scientific overreach. In this case, it is worth mention-
ing another author not listed by Gawlick, Albert Barnes, a prominent American
Presbyterian minister and biblical commentator. He deploys Cicero’s dictum in
his Lectures on the Evidences of Christianity (Barnes 1868) to counsel scientific
modesty. Arguing that ‘the past experience of the world should be allowed to
teach men of science modesty and caution’, Barnes observes that no opinion is
‘so extravagant and wild’ that philosophers and scientists have not embraced
it, citing the Latin correctly. This further extends the Ciceronian topos into Vic-
torian science-religion apologetics: the history of discarded scientific theories
humbles naturalistic pretensions, clearing ground for revealed truth.

A cognate tradition, left aside by Gawlick and surveyed only very briefly here,
adapted the philosophical formula to scriptural hermeneutics. This theological
branching yields variants concerning absurd interpretations of sacred texts later
attested in Reformation and post-Reformation controversy over sola scriptura
and the regula fidei. Early eighteenth-century English theological disputes pro-
vide significant instances, though the formula was applied to both scriptural
and rationalist controversies. Thomas Morgan’s Enthusiasm in Distress (Mor-
gan 1722), responding to debates about reason and Scripture, deploys the for-
mula when arguing that ‘there is no Opinion so absurd, no Notion so silly, no
Position so monstrous, but is defended and justified by Scripture’. Related but
distinct are texts applying the formula to disputes over reason itself: Morgan’s
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Collection of Tracts (Morgan 1726), occasioned by the Trinitarian controversy,
and John Hildrop’s Reflections upon Reason (1722, third ed. Hildrop 1729) both
use the topos regarding the abuse of human Reason’ rather than scriptural in-
terpretation, arguing that no opinion is so absurd that it cannot be defended by
what men call ‘Reason’. The formula crossed the Atlantic in Benjamin Rush’s
Considerations on the Injustice and Impolicy of Punishing Murder by Death (Rush
1792), where he argued that ‘there is no opinion so absurd or impious’ that can-
not be supported by isolated biblical passages, a methodological principle for
reading Scripture by its ‘whole spirit and tenor’. Ambrose Serle’s Horae Soli-
tariae (see this edition, Serle 1815) likewise invoked the maxim, attributing it to
Cicero, while discussing heretical interpretations. These texts represent a sig-
nificant locus of disputes over biblical authority, which generated accusations
of hermeneutical absurdity, while the parallel rationalist applications demon-
strate the formula’s versatility across epistemological domains. This scriptural
and rationalist Nachleben merits separate scholarly treatment.

6.6. Anti-philosophical uses

A distinct strand of reception deploys the dictum to repudiate philosophy
as a whole. In his Pensées (Pascal 1976), Pascal famously juxtaposes the dic-
tum with other Latin sententiae expressing philosophy’s abdication of its pre-
tensions to guide life, concluding elsewhere that to mock philosophy is truly to
philosophise. Charles Blount presents a more ambivalent case. In Anima Mundi
(Blount 1679), he adduces Cicero’s dictum after surveying ancient theories of
the soul, yet immediately protests that he intends no general disparagement of
philosophy, which he deems valuable for statecraft. His subsequent Two First
Books of Philostratus (Blount 1680), however, deprecates philosophical learning
as unsuitable for princes, suggesting (I agree with Gawlick) that his earlier qual-
ification may have been rhetorical.

The German Pietists, for whom philosophical reason represented sinful pride,
provided fertile ground for such usage. Johann Friedrich Bertram’s Schriffimdfi-
ge und Griindliche Gedancken von der Menschlichen Vernunfft, und so wohl Alten
als Neuen Welt-WeifSheit (Bertram 1736-1738) marshals Pauline denunciations
of worldly wisdom against Aristotle, the Stoics, Descartes, Hobbes, Spinoza,
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Leibniz, and especially Christian Wolff, whose doctrine of the metaphysical
egoist Bertram derides as lunacy warranting confinement. Samuel Christian
Hollmann, the first philosopher at the newly founded University of Gottingen,
in Gedancken von der Beschaffenheit der menschlichen Erkdntniiss (Hollmann
1737) concedes the facts underlying the dictum but maintains confidence that
enlightenment will vindicate philosophy as a noble and necessary science. A
more philosophically sophisticated response to the Pietist deployment of Ci-
cero’s dictum appeared in a pseudonymous letter signed ‘d’Esperance’ dated
1 November 1737 and published in Carl Ginther Ludovici’s collection of writ-
ings on the Wolff controversy. The author, who might be Georg Bernhard Bil-
finger," turned the dictum against itself with an elegant definitional move: ‘For
if someone says something absurd, at that moment he is not a philosopher, and
if someone is a philosopher, as such he will not say anything absurd’. A notable
clarification of the dictum’s intended scope appeared in 1812, when Heinrich
Karl Eichstadt, Professor of Eloquence at Jena, invoked Cicero’s sentence in the
Jenaische Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung while explicitly cautioning that no rea-
sonable person had ever taken it as an indictment of philosophy itself—‘illius

' Ludovici prints the Sendschreiben as the work of an unnamed ‘Schwibischer Gelehrter’ (Samm-
lung und Ausziige, Anderer und leiter Theil, Leipzig 1738, 92 ff.), describing its author as a
‘berithmter und belebter Vertheidiger der Wolffischen Philosophie’. The Swabian provenance and
Wolffian allegiance narrow the field to three plausible candidates: Israel Gottlieb Canz (1690-1753),
professor at Tiibingen who interacted with Bilfinger on a commentary on Wolff’s philosophy; Georg
Bernhard Bilfinger (1693-1750), Wolff’s prominent but independent interpreter; and Christoph
Matthius Pfaff (1686-1760), Tuibingen chancellor and correspondent of Enlightenment figures. All
three were Wiirttembergers active in learned circles sympathetic to Wolff by 1737. The internal
profile and the stylistic analysis of the documents favour Bilfinger. The letter’s seventy-two num-
bered paragraphs deploy characteristically Wolffian definitional manceuvres—*Si quis enim absurda
dicit, eo ipso actu non est Philosophus (...)’ (Gawlick 1995, 113; Gawlick 2022, 145-46)—and chastise
Wolff’s critics for neglecting the Systemcharakter of his philosophy. This rigorously secular, philo-
sophical register matches Bilfinger’s practice but diverges from Canz’s theological inflections and
markedly from Pfaff’s homiletic and ecclesiastical idiom. Crucially, the letter’s subject—objections
to harmonia praestabilita—was Bilfinger’s speciality: his De Harmonia Animi et Corporis Humani
Maxime Praestabilita (1723) addressed precisely this question. The French pseudonym accords with
Bilfinger’s cosmopolitan career (St Petersburg, 1725-31; prize from the Académie des Sciences,
Paris), whereas Canz and Pfaff had no comparable French connexions. Finally, Ludovici’s epithet
‘berithmter (...) Vertheidiger’ fits Bilfinger’s European reputation far better than either alternative.
Wolff himself commended Bilfinger for expounding his theses as he himself would (ADB 2 [1875],
634-35; Deutsche Biographie). However, this attribution remains tentative.

7:36 Luciano Floridi



matris omnium benefactorum’, as he styled her—but only of the occasional aber-
rations of individual philosophers.

Antoine de Rivarol, the counter-revolutionary moralist, closes the epoch with
his Pensées inédites (Rivarol 1836)," by applying the dictum to the French philoso-
phes whose ideas, in his view, prepared the revolutionary catastrophe.

6.7. The dictum as a call to criticism

A final strand of reception reads Cicero’s sentence as an invitation to criti-
cal thinking. Johann Jakob Brucker, in the Dissertatio praeliminaris to his His-
toria Critica Philosophiae (Brucker 1742, second edition expanded in 1766-67),
invokes it in discussing the evaluation of sources: reports of absurd doctrines
must be examined with care, for while many are fabrications of mendacious
Greeks, others are reliably attested. Johann Georg Hamann, in a letter to Kant
(1759) concerning a projected Physik fiir Kinder, gives the dictum a character-
istic twist: if no absurdity has escaped some philosopher’s advocacy, then no
absurdity should escape the philosopher’s scrutiny before being rejected. Dis-
gust, Hamann remarks, betokens a corrupted stomach or a spoiled imagination.
We do not know whether Kant ever replied.

In this context, another influential writer deserves mention: Christoph Mar-
tin Wieland, a prominent German poet and writer of the Enlightenment era,
mentioned by Gawlick. He was one of the most important German authors of
the eighteenth century, considered alongside Goethe, Schiller, and Herder as
one of the four stars of Weimar Classicism. In his youth, he published anony-
mously Ankiindigung einer Dunciade fiir die Deutschen. Nebst dem verbesserten
Hermann (Announcement of a Dunciad for the Germans, Along with the Revised
Hermann, 1755).” The title refers to Alexander Pope’s famous satirical poem
The Dunciad (1728), which mocked bad poets and dullards. Wieland’s work was
a youthful literary satire in the same spirit, directed at contemporary German

! Rivarol died in 1801; the book was published posthumously. Gawlick refers to an 1830 edition
but [ was unable to identify it, so I refer here to the 1836 edition, published in Paris by J.-A. Boudon.
The editor was Claude-Francois de Rivarol (1762-1848), Antoine de Rivarol’s elder brother.

> The Ofmannstedter Ausgabe is the historisch-kritische Gesamtausgabe (historical-critical com-
plete edition) of Wieland’s works, in preparation since the 199os.
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writers he considered worthy of mockery (he later distanced himself from some
of his early polemical writings). There, we find him expanding the Ciceronian
point beyond philosophy:

From time to time there appear in the moral world such strange phenomena that one
would have difficulty holding them possible if one did not see their reality with one’s
own eyes. Experience has vindicated the ancient who said: there is nothing so tasteless
that it has not at some time been maintained by some sophist. However, I fear one could
with reason extend this so far as to say: there is no possible folly, no possible vice, that
has not already owed its existence to some human being, or will yet do so.

6.8. An Enlightenment extension: Vattel and the law of nations

Emer de Vattel’s Le Droit des gens (1758, Vattel 1916), one of the most influ-
ential treatises on international law in the eighteenth century, offers a further
extension of the critical deployment of Cicero’s dictum. In Book I, Chapter V
(‘Of States Elective, Successive, or Hereditary’), Vattel addresses the contentious
question of sovereign succession and the rights of nations to adjudicate disputes
over the crown. In section 66, he poses the question: “‘Who shall be the judge
of their pretensions?” when multiple competitors claim a throne. He identifies
‘some learned men’ who, ‘resting on the opinion that sovereigns are subject
to no other judge but God’, maintain that rivals for the crown must settle mat-
ters through compromise, arbitrators, ‘the drawing of lots, or, finally, determine
the dispute by arms’, and that ‘the subjects cannot in any manner decide the
question’. Vattel expresses astonishment ‘that celebrated authors should have
maintained such a doctrine’, then delivers the classic rhetorical coup de grice:

But since, even in speculative philosophy, there is nothing so absurd as not to have been
advanced by one or other of the philosophers*

[the asterisk is a marginal note citing the Latin original]

Nescio quomodo nihil tam absurde dici potest, quod non dicatur ab aliquo philosopho-
rum.

Vattel then intensifies his polemic with vivid imagery, asking whether na-
tions are to ‘stand by as unconcerned spectators’ while strangers or ‘the blind
decision of arms’ appoint them a master, ‘as a flock of sheep are to wait till it be
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determined whether they are to be delivered up to the butcher, or restored to
the care of their shepherd’. It is notable that Vattel treats Grotius and Pufendorf
more gently, acknowledging that they ‘differ in reality but little from our opin-
ion’ and merely quibble over whether to call the nation’s decision a judicium
Jjurisdictionis. The Ciceronian barb is thus reserved for the more extreme po-
sition, those who would entirely exclude nations from adjudicating their own
sovereign succession.

Vattel’s deployment is significant for repositioning the quotation’s sceptical
force against theorists who would subordinate national sovereignty to divine-
right doctrines, foreign arbitration, or ecclesiastical authority. His appeal to
Cicero aligns his natural law reasoning with classical Roman authority while
using Cicero against those who would deny a people’s fundamental right to
judge succession disputes for themselves. The appearance of the dictum in this
foundational text of modern international law is evidence of its migration from
religious-philosophical scepticism to Enlightenment political discourse, where
it became a versatile instrument for delegitimising doctrines of absolutism and
foreign interference in national affairs. Moreover, its appearance in a founda-
tional text of modern international law—a work argued to have influenced the
intellectual background of the American Declaration of Independence (Ossipow
and Gerber 2017) and which, as Benjamin Franklin noted in 1775, ‘has been con-
tinually in the hands of the members of our Congress’*—ensured the aphorism’s
continued circulation among legal and political thinkers throughout the revo-
lutionary age and into the nineteenth century. This is also important, since the
sentence appears again in American politics (§8).

7. Early English-speaking reception

One early English citation of Cicero’s sentence appears in Henry Howard’s A
Defensative against the Poison of Supposed Prophecies (1583, Northampton 1620).
Howard wrote the treatise against astrological charlatanism in the politically
charged aftermath of his brother Norfolk’s execution for treason, a downfall

! Benjamin Franklin to Charles-Guillaume-Frédéric Dumas, 9 December 1775, in Founders Online,
National Archives (https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Franklin/01-22-02-0172).
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to which, by some accounts, Norfolk’s own trust in prophecy had contributed.
Howard warns readers not to be ‘overtaken by philosophie’, citing Cicero’s sen-
tence and linking it to St Paul’s admonition to avoid being deceived by worldly
philosophy. Here, Cicero’s sentence appeals to common sense and faith over
pagan learning: even ‘the heathen Cicero’, Howard notes, admitted that philoso-
phers talk nonsense.

James Ussher, Archbishop of Armagh, provides a further Anglican deploy-
ment of Cicero’s dictum, in this case in defence of political and parental obedi-
ence. His The Power Communicated by God to the Prince, and the Obedience Re-
quired of the Subject was published posthumously (Ussher 1661). In the chapter
on ‘“The Obedience of the Subject’, Ussher defends the Pauline duty of children
to obey parents against philosophical objections. There he writes:

as nothing could be spoken so absurdly which was not maintained by some of the
Philosophers; so wanted there not some of them, who endeavoured to overthrow this
so great a right (and so deeply founded in the Law of God, and the light of Nature) with
this poor and silly Sophism.

Here, the dictum serves a conservative function: defending established au-
thority against philosophical subversion.

Earlier, I noted that the Cambridge Platonist Henry More and others were
familiar with the adage. Another important use comes from Edward Stillingfleet,
a leading Latitudinarian theologian and later Bishop of Worcester. In Origines
Sacrae (1662, Stillingfleet 1836), his influential defence of Scripture’s rational
grounds and divine authority, Stillingfleet combats atheists by citing Cicero’s
sentence. He then observes that some philosophers denied the existence of God,
thereby showing (to Stillingfleet) the limits of unaided reason.

This dialectical move is one I have noted before: the sentence is pressed into
the service of Christian apologetics by stressing that even learned men endorsed
absurdities (like atheism), so Revelation must ground truth. However, we also
know that it is a double-edged sword. Walter Moyle, a younger contemporary
of Stillingfleet’s, used the dictum in the context of freethinkers and religious
controversies (Moyle 1727). He was an ‘Old Whig’ and a close associate of John

! Ussher’s marginal note supplies the standard reference to Cicero, De divinatione II.119 (Ussher
1661).
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Toland, the notorious deist, and his essays circulated among deists and free-
thinkers in the early eighteenth century, extending the reception of the dic-
tum into the English freethought tradition. Moyle’s deep knowledge of classi-
cal antiquity—especially of Roman political and religious institutions—enabled
him to deploy ancient sources against clericalism and ecclesiastical authority.
Where Anglican divines like Stillingfleet had used it to humble secular reason
and exalt Revelation, the same sentence could be turned against religious dogma
itself, so that in freethinking hands theologians and priests appeared no less
prone to absurdity than pagan philosophers. The dictum thus served both sides
of the religious debate in this contentious era, its meaning shifting according
to the polemical needs of its invoker.

8. Common sense versus absurd philosophy

From the eighteenth century onward, Cicero’s maxim took on a new life in
the hands of thinkers who often positioned themselves as champions of com-
mon sense, experience, and empirical reasoning, pitted against the ‘absurdities’
of speculative metaphysics.

Before Anglican writers showed interest in Cicero and the Scottish School
systematised its appeal to common sense, the Ciceronian dictum had already
been pressed into similar service on the Continent. Jean-Baptiste de Boyer, Mar-
quis d’Argens, uses the sentence in La Philosophie du bon sens (Argens 1737;
trans. 1749). In Section XVII, ‘Of the ridiculous Opinions held by some learned
Men’, d’Argens catalogues the absurdities of the Stoics and Pythagoreans—in-
cluding Pythagoras’s claim to have been Euphorbus at Troy—before deliver-
ing his Ciceronian verdict, with the Latin original correctly cited in a footnote.
D’Argens’s explicit appeal to ‘the Light of Nature and sound Reason’ against
speculative metaphysics anticipates the Scottish Common Sense school’s later
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use of the Ciceronian topos, making this an important transitional text between
the sceptical and empiricist receptions.

Back in Scotland, Adam Smith turns Cicero’s dictum into an argument against
impractical taxation theories. In Book V, Chapter II, Part II of An Inquiry into
the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776, Smith 1976), amidst his
celebrated analysis of taxation, he observes that nothing is ‘so absurd (...) which
has not sometimes been asserted by some philosophers’.! Smith’s deployment is
characteristically ironic: having himself been accused of philosophical system-
building, he here distances sound political economy from speculative excess.
The citation reveals Smith’s thorough classical education at Glasgow and Ox-
ford, while rhetorically establishing principles of taxation based on empirical
observation rather than a priori philosophy. That the architect of modern eco-
nomics should invoke this Ciceronian topos against fellow theorists constitutes
a remarkable instance of the dictum’s migration from ancient scepticism into
Enlightenment social science.

An earlier Anglican anticipation of the common-sense deployment of Ci-
cero’s dictum appears in Thomas Newton, Bishop of Bristol. In a chapter ‘On
Dreams’ in his posthumous Works (Newton 1782, vol. II], pp. 184-185), Newton
wields Cicero against two opposing philosophical positions he deems equally
absurd: materialism (which infers the soul’s materiality from the wildness of
dreams) and idealism (which concludes from the vividness of dream-impressions
that ‘all is visionary’ and there is no material substance). Newton dismisses
these as ‘singular opinions peculiar to philosophers, I may say to minute philoso-
phers’, probably an allusion to Berkeley’s Alciphron, or the Minute Philosopher
(1732). He concludes:

A man only of common sense could never think and argue after this manner. He must be
ingenious in absurdity to deviate so much from the right road of thinking. And indeed,
as Cicero hath said, there is scarce any thing [sic] so monstrous and absurd, but some
or other of the philosophers hath asserted it.?

! The quotation occurs at V.ii, in the discussion of capitation and consumption taxes (Smith 1976);
Smith quotes Cicero in English and supplies no Latin, the underlying dictum being De divinatione
IL119.

> Newton, Works, vol. III, pp. 184-185 (Newton 1782), where Newton appends the Ciceronian orig-
inal (De divinatione I1.119) in a note.
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Just a year before, in terms of publication, another Anglican deployment of
Cicero’s dictum against materialism—in this case Priestley’s—appears in Richard
Gifford’s Outlines of an Answer to Dr. Priestley’s Disquisitions relating to Matter
and Spirit (Gifford 1781, pp. 8-9). Gifford attacks Priestley’s doctrine of the pen-
etrability of matter as not merely difficult but ‘an absolute Impossibility’. He
concludes using the usual Ciceronian line, which, in a note, he further expands:

Have not some denied any such Thing as Motion in the Universe? some made us mere
Machines; some denied the Existence of all immaterial Substances; and some again, the
Possibility of the Existence of Matter itself? I verily believe, they have left nothing un-
denied, that can be a Proof of Natural Theology.

He also cites Andrew Baxter’s Enquiry into the Nature of the Human Soul
(Vol. I, p. 121) and a French passage from Malebranche’s Recherche de la Vérité
(I1.8) on philosophers’ vanity in devising novel opinions. Gifford’s polemic illus-
trates how the Ciceronian dictum served Anglican orthodoxy as one weapon
among the apologists against Priestley’s materialism in the 1780s, somewhat
anticipating its philosophical use in Thomas Reid’s common-sense strategy.

Reid himself used the quote to criticise extreme scepticism. He and James
Beattie' were leading figures of the ‘common sense’ school, reacting to David
Hume. In his Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man (1785, Reid 2002), Reid
observes that:

There is nothing so absurd which some philosophers have not maintained (p. 109).

Reid does not treat this as a mere witty epigram but as an empirical fact from
intellectual history. In Essay VI, the chapter on judgement, Reid points out that
some philosophers have denied the existence of matter, others the existence of
mind, etc., proving Cicero’s point. This buttresses Reid’s argument that the first
principles of common sense (e.g. the reality of the external world, of personal
identity, etc.) must be accepted, since clever thinkers can and have argued even
the most absurd opposites. Reid’s strategy is essentially Ciceronian: to discredit
a philosophical claim, show that it reduces to an absurdity already uttered by
some philosopher in the past.

! James Beattie, in his Essay on the Nature and Immutability of Truth (1770, Beattie 1996), does not
appear to quote Cicero’s dictum explicitly, but he seems to paraphrase it when he states: ‘Some men
will always be found, who think the most absurd prejudices founded in common sense’ (p. 248).
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Across the Atlantic, John Adams, one of the Founding Fathers of the United
States and later its second President, applied the maxim to politics. Cicero had
a significant influence upon Adams: from his youth to his old age, Cicero was
the preeminent role model for Adams’s legal career, oratory, literary style, and
self-image as statesman and political theorist. The particular occasion which
spurred Adams’s political writings of the late 1780s and early 1790s—his De-
fence of the Constitutions and Discourses on Davila—was the attack on American
constitutions launched by French philosophes, especially Turgot and the Marquis
de Condorcet, who preferred a unicameral democratic system to the bicameral-
ism and checks-and-balances of the American government. In an unpublished
draft of Discourses on Davila No. 33 (c. 16 March 1791; Adams 1791), he wrote:

We have good Authority to say that there is no Opinion so absurd but some Philosopher
has been found to mantain [sic] it.*

He then immediately criticised the unicameral legislature and the weak exec-
utive branch espoused by Condorcet as precisely such absurdities. Here we see
the dictum leave purely philosophical or theological contexts and enter politi-
cal commentary: Adams warns that even the most nonsensical political idea can
find an intellectual champion, offering a conservative argument against radical
innovation, backed by ancient authority.

A boundary should be marked here. The cases that follow, in jurisprudence
and in early sociology, no longer belong to the reception of Cicero in the strict
sense, for by the nineteenth century the sentence increasingly circulated as
a free-floating commonplace, invoked rather than engaged even where its Ci-
ceronian attribution survived; they belong rather to the afterlife of the topos, in
which the sentence is pressed into service by authors who invoke it rather than
engage De divinatione directly. I include them as evidence of how completely
the figure had detached from its source, not as further instances of Ciceronian
influence. Thus, despite the chronological distance, it is worth adding here an-
other application of Cicero’s sentence in American legal philosophy. Francis
Wharton, the distinguished American jurist and theologian, deployed the dic-
tum in A Suggestion as to Causation (Wharton 1874, p. 6), an excerpt from his

* John Adams, Discourses on Davila, No. 33 (ca. 16 March 1791), in Founders Online, National
Archives (https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/06-20-02-0195-0002).
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influential Treatise on Negligence. Central to negligence law is the distinction
between mere ‘conditions’—mechanical antecedents lacking causal power—and
genuine ‘causes’ attributable to voluntary human agents. Wharton traces this
distinction to Roman jurisprudence, noting that the jurists whose opinions are
compiled in the Pandects (the sixth-century Digest of Justinian) consistently
presupposed human free agency when determining legal liability. He then con-
siders how these practical-minded jurists might have regarded the materialistic
philosophy of thinkers such as Lucretius, who held that nature operates spon-
taneously without purposive agents. Wharton surmises that, confronted with
such speculative determinism, the Roman lawyers would have dismissed it with
Cicero’s curt rebuke, citing the sentence correctly. Its use now enlists the Cicero-
nian topos in defence of the conceptual foundations of tort law, where the attri-
bution of responsibility requires distinguishing foreseeable human intervention
from mere background natural conditions. Wharton aligns the practical wisdom
of working jurists with Ciceronian scepticism, treating materialistic determin-
ism as precisely the sort of philosophical extravagance and speculative excesses
that courts must resist if liability is to remain coherent. A decade later, the same
Ciceronian argument reappeared in forensic psychiatry. The anonymous Com-
pendium of the Laws of Pennsylvania relating to (...) the insane (Anonymous
1889), an American digest of insanity jurisprudence, deploys Cicero’s dictum
to impugn the reliability of expert testimony by citing Wharton and Stillé’s
Medical Jurisprudence (Wharton and Stillé 1873)." The compiler observes that
‘there is no theory so absurd but that it has found some philosopher to maintain
it’, reproducing the Latin verbatim. The forensic corollary follows immediately:
at any trial, ‘some unique philosopher may be secured to testify’ to whatever
theory suits the defence. This application extends the Ciceronian topos into
medico-legal discourse, where the cacophony of alienists’ opinions instantiates
the very diaphonia—the disagreement among the philosophers catalogued by
the sceptical tradition—that Cicero turned to sceptical account.

A kindred deployment appears in the work of John Ramsay McCulloch, the
Scottish economist and disciple of Ricardo. In his Treatises and Essays on Sub-
Jjects Connected with Economical Policy (McCulloch 1853, p. 182), he turns the
Ciceronian dictum against defenders of the métayer system of agricultural ten-

! Wharton and Stillé 1873, I, 295.
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ancy. Having catalogued the inefficiencies of sharecropping arrangements in
Italy and France, McCulloch observes that ‘Cicero has somewhere said, that
there is no opinion so absurd that it has not found a philosopher to support
it’, adding with evident irony that it therefore ought not to have surprised
Arthur Young that ‘the metayer system has had its advocates’. The deployment
is characteristic of the Scottish political economy tradition: like Smith before
him, McCulloch enlists classical authority to discredit what he regards as eco-
nomically irrational positions defended by Continental theorists. The vague
attribution—‘somewhere said’—suggests the dictum had, by mid-century, be-
come sufficiently proverbial that precise citation was no longer required.

From the courtroom to the academy, the Ciceronian topos proved equally
serviceable. Lester Frank Ward, the American botanist, palaeontologist, and so-
ciologist, and first president of the American Sociological Society, thought he
could use Cicero in the foundational battles over sociology’s scientific legiti-
macy. In an article (Ward 1910, 680) defending sociology against critics who
sought to subsume it under political science, Ward attacked the claim that ‘man
did not make the state but the state made man’ and that the state ‘existed be-
fore the human species was formed’. He dismissed this theory as ‘the most ab-
surd’ of ‘all the worthless theories of the state’, declaring that “Tully’s famous
saying perfectly applies’, citing it in Latin. Ward turned the Ciceronian topos
against what he called ‘mediaeval ontology’, the philosophical claim that social
institutions possess a reality prior to that of individuals. Ward’s use marks the
transition of the dictum from philosophical and theological discourse to social
science epistemology and the nature of social reality.

9. The Victorian era: Mill versus Hamilton—a case study in
irony

By the mid-nineteenth century, Cicero’s quip was so well established that
two adversaries in British philosophy could use it pointedly against each other’s
positions. This occurred in the famous dispute between John Stuart Mill and Sir
William Hamilton in the 1860s. The irony is that Hamilton invoked Cicero’s
dictum explicitly, and Mill, without quoting it in the Examination, turned the
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same charge of absurdity back on Hamilton, in a dialectic that Cicero himself
would have found perfectly coherent with his own judgement of absurdity.

Sir William Hamilton stands as the great systematiser of the Scottish School
of Common Sense. His philosophy was an ambitious attempt to synthesise the
realism of Thomas Reid with the critical limitations of Immanuel Kant. Cen-
tral to this project was the defence of ‘Natural Realism’—the doctrine that we
perceive the external world directly rather than through representative ideas—
against the scepticism of David Hume, who had argued that our belief in an
external world is not rational but customary. To combat Hume, Hamilton en-
listed Reid and weaponised the Ciceronian maxim. For Hamilton, ‘absurdity’
was not just a logical contradiction; it was a violation of the fundamental ‘Con-
stitutive Truths’ of the human mind. Hamilton’s magnum opus of scholarship
was his edition of The Works of Thomas Reid (editions of 1846 and 1863; cited
from Reid 1999). In his dense footnotes and supplementary dissertations, Hamil-
ton endorses and expands upon Reid’s use of the absurdity trope analysed above.
In a brief note added to Reid’s quote of Cicero’s sentence, Hamilton remarks:
‘A saying of Varro—H’ (Hamilton signing his editorial notes ‘H’), possibly inter-
preting Varro as the source of Cicero or perhaps confusing the two sources. The
same attributional conflation appears in his Lectures on Metaphysics (Hamilton
1859, vol. 1, pp. 353-354), where he states:

The first mode of obviating the present objection to the possibility of an immediate per-
ception, might be thought too absurd to have been ever attempted. But the observation
of Varro [here the editors, Mansel and Veitch, add a note],* that there is nothing so ab-
surd which has not been asserted by some philosopher, is not destined to be negatived
in the present instance. In opposition to Locke’s thesis, ‘that the mind knows not things
immediately, but only by the intervention of the ideas it has of them’, and in opposition
to the whole doctrine of representation, it is maintained, in terms, by Sergeant, [there fol-
lows a description of Sergeant’s theory] I must confess that Locke and Molyneux cannot
be blamed in pronouncing his doctrine unintelligible.

' Veitch’s note reads: ‘In a fragment of his satire Eumenides, preserved by Nonius Marcellus, De
Proprietate Sermonis, c. i. n. 275, v. Infans: ‘Postremo nemo aegrotus quicquam somniat / Tam infan-
dum quod non aliquis dicat philosophus’. But the words in the text occur more exactly in Cicero, De
divinatione, ii. 58: ‘Sed, nescio quomodo, nihil tam absurde dici potest, quod non dicatur ab aliquo
philosophorum’.—Ed’
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Following Reid, Hamilton used ‘nihil tam absurdum (...)” as a criterion of dis-
crimination: if an opponent’s view (say, idealism or atheism) led to something
absurd, that in itself was sufficient to dismiss it. Thus, on one side stood the ‘pri-
mary convictions’ of the human mind—the existence of matter, of self, of God’s
design—and beyond that line lay the nihilistically absurd doctrines of sceptics
and freethinkers. Nature or God impose some truths on us as irrevocable beliefs,
and any philosophy that compels us to deny those truths is, in effect, a form
of insanity, and absurdity becomes a red flag indicating a thought trespassing
against the very structure of reason.

John Stuart Mill, by contrast, approached Cicero’s maxim with a sceptical eye
and a penchant for turning it back against Hamilton. In his Examination of Sir
William Hamilton’s Philosophy (1865, Mill 1979), Mill systematically criticises
Hamilton’s appeals to common sense and to the inconceivable. Without explic-
itly referring to Cicero’s sentence, Mill points out, with historical evidence in
hand, that many propositions once derided as ‘absurd’—the motion of the Earth,
the existence of antipodes, the idea of action at a distance—were later proven
true. As Mill put it, the history of science ‘teems with inconceivabilities which
have been conquered’ (Mill 1979). The charge of absurdity, he argued, often re-
flects nothing more than the accident of our ignorance or habit. Thus, when
Hamilton cried ‘absurd’ at the notion that the order of nature might not re-
quire a divine architect, Mill saw this as begging the question; Hamilton was, in
effect, assuming what he needed to prove. Furthermore, Mill highlighted a prag-
matic irony: Hamilton extolled common human belief as a test of truth, yet the
history of science was a catalogue of common beliefs overturned. Who was to
say that Hamilton’s own certitudes—e.g. that mind cannot arise from matter, or
that something cannot come from nothing—would not one day appear quaint,
the relics of a less enlightened age? Mill cautions that invoking ‘absurdity’ or
‘inconceivability’ to halt inquiry is the real absurdity: it elevates intellectual
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laziness to a principle. The irony is that the appeal of Cicero’s maxim and of
its implicit accusation that others were being absurd was too strong even for
Mill. In other contexts, he is quick and earnest to use it to his own advantage,
repeatedly and flexibly. Before he ever invokes Cicero by name, the same anxi-
ety surfaces in his essay ‘Civilisation’ (1836, Mill 1977), where he diagnoses the
glut of print in an age of indiscriminate reading:

This is a reading age; and precisely because it is so reading an age, any book which is
the result of profound meditation is, perhaps, less likely to be duly and profitably read
than at a former period. The world reads too much and too quickly to read well. When
books were few, to get through one was a work of time and labour: what was written
with thought was read with thought, and with a desire to extract from it as much of
the materials of knowledge as possible. But when almost every person who can spell,
can and will write, what is to be done? It is difficult to know what to read, except by
reading everything; and so much of the world’s business is now transacted through the
press, that it is necessary to know what is printed, if we desire to know what is going
on. Opinion weighs with so vast a weight in the balance of events, that ideas of no value
in themselves are of importance from the mere circumstance that they are ideas, and
have a bona fide existence as such anywhere out of Bedlam. The world, in consequence,
gorges itself with intellectual food, and in order to swallow the more, bolts it. Nothing is
now read slowly, or twice over. Books are run through with no less rapidity, and scarcely
leave a more durable impression, than a newspaper article. It is for this, among other
causes, that so few books are produced of any value.

The argument is not Cicero’s, but its raw material is in place. The complaint
that worthless ideas none the less circulate, that anything counts as an idea
and claims a hearing provided only that its holder is not literally confined, is
the same observation Cicero compresses into his maxim, and Mill reaches for
the idiom of madness to make it: an idea has a genuine existence as an idea,
he says, ‘anywhere out of Bedlam’, the London byword for institutionalised
insanity. Sanity is the only threshold the most absurd opinion must clear in
order to find a defender. The thought is the Ciceronian one in embryo, and
it prepares the ground for the moment, eight years later, when Mill takes up
the sentence explicitly. Bertrand Russell stresses the same points (§10). In “The
Currency Question’ (1844, Mill 1967), Mill explicitly uses Cicero to develop a
similar argument:
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What was affirmed by Cicero of all things with which philosophy is conversant, may be
asserted without scruple of the subject of currency—that there is no opinion so absurd
as not to have been maintained by some person of reputation. There even appears to be
on this subject a peculiar tenacity of error—a perpetual principle of resuscitation in slain
absurdity.

This essay was a review of contemporary works on monetary policy, by
Thomas Tooke and Robert Torrens, amid debates over Britain’s currency and
Bank Charter Act. Mill relies on Cicero’s adage to lament that even the wildest
monetary fallacies find reputable defenders. In other words, in economic con-
troversies, ‘no opinion is too absurd’ to have its champion and long-refuted er-
rors keep returning, championed by respected figures. By invoking Cicero, Mill
prepares the reader for a critical examination of theories he deems resurrected
fallacies.

Finally, in ‘Auguste Comte and Positivism’ (1865, Mill 1969), Mill alludes
again to Cicero’s saying when reviewing the grand systems of philosophers
like Descartes, Leibniz, and Auguste Comte. While he does not quote the Latin
directly in the main text, he notes that these great thinkers, by rigidly following
their premises, sometimes reached wildly absurd conclusions:

Descartes and Leibniz (...) were of all great scientific thinkers the most consistent, and for
that reason often the most absurd, because they shrank from no consequences, however
contrary to common sense, to which their premises appeared to lead. Accordingly, their
names have come down to us (...) associated (...) with some of the most extravagantly
wild and ludicrously absurd conceptions ever solemnly propounded by thoughtful men.

Mill compares Comte’s intellectual boldness to that of earlier ‘system-builders’
like Descartes and Leibniz. His allusion to the ‘nothing so absurd (...)" idea rein-
forces his point that great philosophers often erred extravagantly. Just as Cicero
joked that every absurd notion finds a philosopher, Mill finds Comte’s later mys-
tical doctrines to exemplify this pattern, obvious absurdities that an otherwise
brilliant mind can earnestly advance.’

! By way of an anachronistic but irresistible analogy of my own, one might recall the maxim Co-
nan Doyle would later give Sherlock Holmes: ‘when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever
remains, however improbable, must be the truth’ (The Sign of the Four, 1890).

7:50 Luciano Floridi



10. Conclusion: into the twentieth century

The Mill-Hamilton exchange stands as a microcosm of Victorian intellectual
progress. Hamilton planted Cicero’s flag on the battlements of Common Sense,
but Mill showed that those battlements were only as secure as the current state
of knowledge. Several foundational crises in science—from non-Euclidean ge-
ometries to the new developments in mathematical logic and post-Newtonian
physics—will reinforce Mill’s position, a reminder that philosophy must be will-
ing to countenance even the seemingly absurd, lest it turn its back on truth
unawares.

The nineteenth century ends with a glimpse into the use of the sentence
in popular culture. As Gawlick already notes, Eucharius Ferdinand Christian
Oertel included it with a German translation in his 1842 anthology of Latin
maxims, adding the sardonic corollary: ‘Only a philosopher can say the most
foolish stuff’. Furthermore, Edward Vaughan Hyde Kenealy, the Irish barrister
and poet known for his defence in the Tichborne case,' quotes Cicero’s dictum
in his drama A New Pantomime (first published in 1850 as Goethe: a New Pan-
tomime, later collected in Poetical Works; Kenealy 1875). The character Charon,
ferrying Cicero across the Styx, recalls that

When Cicero was crossing here the fellow

Said one good thing while whining o’er his head
Which he brought with him in a greasy napkin
Nihil tam absurde dici potest

Quod non dicatur ab aliquo philosophorum.
Since such are wise men I will mate with fools.

Mephistopheles has just dismissed philosophers as ‘fools in very deed’, liken-
ing them to ‘noodle Anaxagoras’. Kenealy thus stages the dictum as infernal
common sense—even demons and boatmen recognise philosophical absurdity—
extending the topos into Victorian satirical verse.

By the close of the Victorian era, the Ciceronian dictum had become so thor-
oughly absorbed into educated discourse that its precise authorship could be

! He is not mentioned by Gawlick. On Kenealy and the Tichborne case, see the entry on Edward
Vaughan Hyde Kenealy in Matthew and Harrison 2004.
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forgotten without embarrassment. Michael B. Buckley, in his Sermons and Lec-
tures (Buckley 1874), illustrates this curious fate. In a lecture on “The Danger of
Superficial Knowledge’, Buckley warns against the errors of the solitary student
who, lacking the corrective of debate, ‘falls into fantastical errors which would
be exposed in the impartial warmth of debate’ (p. 425). He observes that ‘most
of those wild doctrines, whether in religion or politics, that have produced un-
usual agitation in countries, have been excogitated by some studious hermit,
such as a Monboddo or a Rousseau, and were never submitted to the test of
free and friendly debate’. In support, Buckley invokes ‘the saying of some Ro-
man author, whose name I forget, that “there is no opinion so absurd but has
some philosopher or other to produce in its support™ (p. 425). The lapse of
memory is itself significant: the dictum had migrated from learned citation to
vernacular wisdom, its classical pedigree now merely gestured at rather than
documented.

By contrast, Thomas Hill, the mathematician and Unitarian minister who
served as president of Harvard College, retained the classical attribution when
deploying the dictum in The Postulates of Revelation and of Ethics (published
posthumously; Hill 1895). In a chapter defending the possibility of genuine
knowledge against radical scepticism, Hill argues that

to deny that the human mind can come to any real knowledge of the universe is, then,
only to justify Cicero’s remark, that there is no opinion so absurd that is not held by
some philosopher as truth (p. 36).

Hill’s formulation subtly modifies the original: where Cicero emphasised the
manner of speaking (absurde dici), Hill’s paraphrase shifts attention to what
philosophers hold to be true, treating philosophical error as a matter of mis-
taken conviction rather than flawed argumentation. The deployment serves an
apologetic purpose continuous with the tradition traced above: extreme scepti-
cism is itself numbered among the philosophical absurdities that Cicero diag-
nosed, thereby clearing the ground for the ‘postulates’ of revelation and ethics
that Hill seeks to defend. Between Buckley’s forgotten Roman and Hill’s cor-
rectly attributed Cicero, we witness the dictum’s double life at century’s end:
a piece of common wisdom for the pulpit orator, a precise classical instrument
for the philosophical apologist.
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In the twentieth century, one finds a metamorphosed echo in Bertrand Rus-
sell, who returned to the thought repeatedly across his career. As early as The
Problems of Philosophy (1912, Russell 2001), he had observed that

This seems plainly absurd; but whoever wishes to become a philosopher must learn not
to be frightened by absurdities.

And in Marriage and Morals (1929, Russell 2009a), he sharpened the point:

The fact that an opinion has been widely held is no evidence whatever that it is not
utterly absurd; indeed in view of the silliness of the majority of mankind, a widespread
belief is more likely to be foolish than sensible.

And in An Outline of Intellectual Rubbish (1943, later collected in Unpopular
Essays, 1950; Russell 2009b), he gave it its sharpest form:

There is no nonsense so arrant that it cannot be made the creed of the vast majority by
adequate governmental action. [ (...)] I am persuaded that there is absolutely no limit to
the absurdities that can, by government action, come to be generally believed.

The target in this last is political propaganda rather than philosophical spec-
ulation, yet the structural kinship with Cicero’s formulation is clear, even if
the line of descent is not. Whether Russell is drawing on the Ciceronian tra-
dition or arriving at the thought independently cannot be settled from these
passages; what can be said is only that the structure of the sentiment is the
same. All these formulations, though distinctly Russellian in idiom, echo the
pattern set by De divinatione. To the best of my knowledge, Russell never cites
Cicero, and a stricter criterion would, on that ground, exclude him from the
reception proper; but the resemblance is close and the rhetorical gesture so ex-
actly Ciceronian that the lineage seems intriguing, best classed as a thematic
parallel, the weakest grade of contact in the typology used here, rather than
textual descent.?

At the end of this long reconstruction, it turns out that Cicero was too opti-
mistic in imagining that his own age had exhausted the possibilities of philo-

' An absence of citation is evidence neither for nor against a debt. I include Russell under the
weaker, explicitly stated criterion of participation in the pattern this article traces, while leaving
the question of any direct connection open.
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sophical absurdity. Two millennia have shown that the production of absurdi-
ties is not a finite but a renewable resource. The intervening centuries—and it
seems, especially the most recent—have added magnificently to the stock. Some
texts in German Idealism alone contributed propositions that would have left
Cicero speechless.

And what would he have made of the strain of twentieth-century philoso-
phy in which impenetrability became a mark of profundity, where the reader’s
inability to understand a work was taken as evidence of its depth rather than
its deficiency? Carnap and Cassirer kept faith with Cicero against this temp-
tation, and the Sokal hoax (Sokal 1996a, 1996b) showed how easily one strain
of fashionable obscurity could be exploited. Cicero wrote to convince his read-
ers rationally, not to disempower them. I list these not to convict any of them
unheard—each has its defenders and its reasons, and several have done real
work—but to mark how naturally the Ciceronian reflex still comes to a philoso-
pher surveying a school not his own. Nor should analytic philosophy escape
censure on grounds of its vaunted clarity and scientism. If the sin of the conti-
nentals is oracular obscurity, the sin of the analysts is often a lucid mannerism
mimicking science and pressed into the service of the preposterous. Modal re-
alists, mereological nihilists, the cottage industries of trolleyology and driver-
less cars a la MIT, philosophical zombies, the Swampman, brains in vats, or in
experience machines, or perhaps just sleeping like real beauties, teletransporta-
tion, possibly to a twin earth, mind transfer, but preferably not into Mary’s
body... in this case as well, philosophical imagination has proved no less fertile,
merely more regimented in its flights from reality.! That one can compile such
a list so easily is the warning, not the verdict: the temptation to pronounce a
rival’s whole enterprise absurd is exactly the one this article has been track-
ing, and naming it here is meant to resist it, not to indulge it once more un-
der my own name. Absurdities continue to be produced and taken seriously,
while Cicero’s (and Varro’s) sentence increasingly loses its identifiable classi-
cal genealogy, becoming a diffuse modern phrase about intellectual overreach,
detached from its original philological and historical context. Each era, con-
fronting the gap between its philosophical ambitions and its capacity for er-
ror, has found fresh uses for Cicero’s witticism, which has served as a subtle

! See for example Patton 1988 for an early trolley-problem satire.
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equaliser in intellectual discourse, policing the borders of reason or chastising
closed-mindedness.

The longevity of Cicero’s sentence and its journey from Rome to contem-
porary debates exemplifies how a classical fragment can be continually rein-
terpreted, pressed into service for new agendas while retaining its core insight:
that no idea—however absurd—is too far-fetched for someone, somewhere, with
sufficient learning or ingenuity to have entertained it. It has often served as a
favoured means of anticipatory devaluation, a way of diminishing the position
of one’s opponents before the argument had properly begun. The journey from
dici potest (‘can be said’) to ‘the books of philosophers’, and from absurde to
absurdum tracks the shift from an oral culture of debate to a textual culture of
authority. Louise M. Antony’s playful inversion—‘No truth so trivial that no
philosopher will deny it’ (Antony 2023)—captures the same insight from the
opposite direction: if philosophers can assert the absurd, they can equally deny
the obvious. Between these two poles, the space for good philosophy can be
perilously narrow.

Russell understood this. His lifelong insistence on clarity, his horror of ob-
fuscation, his dogged commitment to analysing propositions until they yielded
their meaning or collapsed into nonsense, may be read as a sustained response
to the Ciceronian challenge. If philosophers are peculiarly liable to absurdity
because they must entertain extreme possibilities, the improbable and the un-
likely, then the remedy lies in a method rigorous enough to expose it: philoso-
phy that is informed by the best available evidence, rational in its procedures,
reasonable in its ambitions, and genuinely open-minded to debate and revision;
it is, in short, conceptual design for intrinsically open questions (Floridi 2013).
What it must not be is obscure, dogmatic, oracular, poetic instead of argumen-
tative, religious in its certainties, wilfully nonsensical, metaphysically ridicu-
lous, or hostile to the scholarly and scientific efforts upon which our best un-
derstanding of the world depends. That Russell did not always succeed—that
even his own corpus contains claims later generations have found untenable—
merely confirms the difficulty of the enterprise. The production of absurdities
is easy; their detection is hard; and the line between a daring hypothesis and
an indefensible folly is often visible only in retrospect. As Quine famously
put it:
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Students of the heavens are separable into astronomers and astrologers as readily as the
minor domestic ruminants into sheep and goats, but the separation of philosophers into
sages and cranks seems to be more sensitive to frames of reference. (Quine 1981, 192)

In the end, Cicero’s sentence endures because it captures something essential
about the philosophical condition. Philosophers, far from being immune to silly
or nonsensical ideas, may be especially susceptible: trained to question any re-
ceived opinion, used to abstraction, open to extreme possibilities, and rewarded
for novelty, they operate in an environment where the ordinary constraints of
evidence and coherence can come to seem parochial limitations rather than salu-
tary disciplines. Small wonder, then, that the annals of philosophy contain so
much that is brilliant alongside so much that is utterly bizarre and sometimes
nonsensical, and that the two are not always easily distinguished.

The continued resonance of Cicero’s quip testifies to a paradox at the heart of
philosophy: our most profound attempts at understanding reality seem invari-
ably accompanied by the risk of absurdities and nonsense. Cicero saw this two
thousand years ago; Russell saw it in the last century; and anyone surveying
the philosophical scene of the present moment will find the observation no less
apt, on both sides of the Atlantic (as far as Western philosophy is concerned).
Recognising this fact is the first step towards avoiding them. Recognising that
one may be on the side of the absurde or absurdum, applying Cicero’s maxim
to oneself, is the second. The only honest approach is a robust vigilance and a
quiet resolution to practise philosophy as it ought to be practised: with rigour,
with humility, with respect for evidence and for the finest results of human
enquiry—scholarly, scientific, artistic, intellectual, and humanistic—rationally
and reasonably, and with the recognition that cleverness unmoored from real-
ity is not profundity but its counterfeit.
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Appendix. List of authors analysed in Gawlick’'s works and
in this article

Authors who use or cite Cicero’s dictum, Varro’s sentence, or Horace’s aegri somnia,
with those treated by Gawlick marked. Listed in chronological order of birth, ties bro-
ken alphabetically by surname. Type of contact: DC = direct citation (the Latin or a
translation given with attribution); AP = attributed paraphrase (the thought credited to
the source author without the words); UR = unattributed reminiscence (wording close
enough to make descent likely, but unattributed); PU = proverbial use (the sentence cir-
culating as a commonplace whose author has been forgotten); TP = thematic parallel.
An en-dash marks the source authors themselves (Cicero, Varro, Horace).

No.  Author Birth-Death ~ Type of contact ~ Gawlick  This article
Varro, Marcus Terentius 116-27 BCE - v
2 Cicero, Marcus Tullius 106-43 BCE - v v
3 Horace (Quintus Horatius  65-8 BCE - v
Flaccus)
4 Petrarch (Francesco Petrar-  1304-1374 DC v
ca)
5 Erasmus of Rotterdam 1466-1536 UR v
6 More, Thomas 1478-1535 DC v
7 Luther, Martin 1483-1546 UR v
8 Montaigne, Michel de 1533-1592 DC v v
9 Howard, Henry (Earl of 1540-1614 AP v
Northampton)
10 Charron, Pierre 1541-1603 AP v
11 Sanchez, Francisco 1551-1623 AP v v
12 Ussher, James 1581-1656 AP v
13 Hobbes, Thomas 1588-1679 DC v v
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No.  Author Birth-Death ~ Type of contact ~ Gawlick  This article
14  LaMothe Le Vayer, Francois ~ 1588-1672 DC v v
de
15 Descartes, René 1596-1650 DC v v
16 Naudé, Gabriel 1600-1653 DC v v
17 More, Henry 1614-1687 DC v
18  Rapin, René 1621-1687 AP v v
19 Pascal, Blaise 1623-1662 DC v v
20  Huet, Pierre Daniel 1630-1721 AP v v
21 Stillingfleet, Edward 1635-1699 AP v
22 Beckmann, Johann Chris- 1641-1717 AP v v
toph
23 Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm 1646-1716 DC v v
24  Bayle, Pierre 1647-1706 DC v v
25 Waple, Edward 1647-1712 AP v
26  Abbadie, Jacques 1654-1727 AP v v
27  Blount, Charles 1654-1693 AP v v
28  Frommann, Johann Ulrich 1669-1715 AP v v
29  Gibson, Edmund 1669-1748 UR v v
30  Moyle, Walter 1672-1721 AP v
31 Bolingbroke, Henry St John,  1678-1751 DC v v
Viscount
32 Pfaff, Christoph Matthaeus 1686-1760 AP v v
33  ‘d’Esperance’ (Swabian sch-  1693-1750 DC v v
olar; perhaps Georg Bern-
hard Bilfinger)
34  Voltaire (Francois-Marie A-  1694-1778 AP v
rouet)
35 Brucker, Johann Jakob 1696-1770 DC v v
36  Hollmann, Samuel Chris- 1696-1787 UR v v
tian
37  Bertram, Johann Friedrich 1699-1741 DC v v
38  d’Argens, Jean-Baptiste de  1703-1771 AP v
Boyer, Marquis
39 Newton, Thomas 1704-1782 DC v
40  Reid, Thomas 1710-1796 AP v
41 Nonnotte, Claude-Francois 1711-1793 DC v v
42 Vattel, Emer de 1714-1767 AP v
43  Meier, Georg Friedrich 1718-1777 AP v v
44 Smith, Adam 1723-1790 AP v
45 Gifford, Richard 1725-1807 AP v
46  Hamann, Johann Georg 1730-1788 AP v v
47  Wieland, Christoph Martin 1733-1813 UR v v
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No.  Author Birth-Death ~ Type of contact ~ Gawlick  This article

48  Adams, John 1735-1826 AP v
49 Beattie, James 1735-1803 UR v
50 Zabuesnig, Johann Chris- 1747-1827 DC v v
toph von
51 Rivarol, Antoine de 1753-1801 AP v v
52 Oertel, Eucharius Ferdinand  1765-1850 DC v v
Christian
53 Eichstadt, Heinrich Karl 1771-1848 DC v v
54  Lamennais, Félicité de 1782-1854 AP v
55 Hamilton, William 1788-1856 DC v
56  McCulloch, John Ramsay 1789-1864 AP v
57  Barnes, Albert 1798-1870 AP v
58  Mill, John Stuart 1806-1873 DC v
59 Hill, Thomas 1818-1891 AP v
60  Kenealy, Edward Vaughan  1819-1880 DC v
Hyde
61 Wharton, Francis 1820-1889 AP v
62  Buckley, Michael B. 1831-1872 PU v
63 Ward, Lester Frank 1841-1913 DC v
64  Russell, Bertrand 1872-1970 TP v
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