
Introduction

Nicholascusanus(1401–1464)wasaleadingfigureoftheintellectu-
almilieuofthelateMiddleAges,onewho“towersabovehiscentu-
ry,”asÉtienneGilsonputsit.1 Asaconsequence,cusanus’swritings
havecompelledustoundertakevariousinterpretativeeffortsinorder
tounderstandhisintellectuallegacyinlightofthevitalissuesofthis
period,includingitsmanifoldtensionsandconflicts.2 intheperiodiza-
tionthatisusuallyemployedbyhistoriansofphilosophy,cusanusis
placedattheendoftheMiddleAgesandmightbeeasilyseenassome-
onewho closes this period by going against the decliningmedieval
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scholasticism—one who is against the “schools,” “jargon,” “for-
malisms,”andespeciallyagainstAristotelianism.He ispresentedby
Gilson in his comprehensiveHistory of Christian Philosophy in the
Middle Ages inthefollowingmanner:

[...]thenewnotionofinfinityentailednothinglessthanarevolution.All
the mediaeval philosophies and theologies had been swayed by the
Aristotelian principle of contradiction. Anybody inviting thomas
Aquinas, Siger of Brabant, Duns Scotus, Ockham or Nicholas of
Autrecourt toargue from thisprinciple,or inconformitywith it,was
assuredofafavorableanswer.Nicholasofcuesseesinthisuniversal
agreementontheabsolutevalidityoftheprincipleofcontradictionthe
common illusion,notofnominalismonly,butofAristotleandallhis
followers.inhisApology for Learned Unknowing,heexpresslyprotests
againstthepresentpredominanceoftheAristoteliansect,whichconsid-
ersthecoincidenceofoppositesaheresy,whereasitsadmissionisthe
startingpointoftheascensiontomysticaltheology”.inshort,thenew
doctrine demanded the rejection of the dialectics of Aristotle. in
Nicholas’ownmind,therewasnothingnewaboutthisdemand.Hewas
invitinghiscontemporariestoreturntoHermestrismegistos,Asclepius
andDenistheAreopagite.3

Gilsonconcludes:

Yet,attheendofthefifteenthcentury,Aristotelianismitselfwasinturn
reachingthetermofitscourse.itwasgoingincircles.thenNicholas
wentbacktochartres.thecriticaleditionofhisLearned Unknowing
aboundsinreferencestothierryofchartres,toGilbertoflaPorree,to
clarenbaud ofArras, John of Salisbury and otherswhose inspiration
wasakintohisowndoctrine.Nicholaswentstillfartherbackintothe
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past, to the sources of these latter sources: chalcidius, Macrobius,
Asclepius,Hermestrismegistuswerenamesfamiliartohim,andsince
their Platonism agreed with the doctrine of Denis the Areopagite,
Nicholascouldnotdoubtthattheyweresubstantiallyright.Attheend
of an age which is commonly described as having been swayed by
Aristotle,thiscardinaloftheHolyromanchurchcalmlydecidedthat
thelogicofAristotle,inspiredbythepresentconditionofman,wasno
fittinginstrumenttoinvestigateauniversecreatedbytheinfiniteGodof
christianity.4

inthePolishtranslationofthebook,basedonitsGermanversion
(Christliche Philosophie [christian Philosophy], coauthored with
PhilotheusBöhner),thesameideascangenerallybefound,butwith
different themes emphasized. it seems that cusanus appears to be
muchmoreprudentintheenglishversion,andasclearlyhavingthe
goodofchristendominmind;areaderofthePolishtranslation,how-
ever,mightgetadifferentimpression.5 theanalysisinthePolishver-
sion is based on two treatises, De docta ignorantia [On learned
ignorance] (1440) and Apologia doctae ignorantiae [Apology of
learned ignorance] (1449), the latter being a response to John
Wenck’scritiqueoftheformer.Gilsonclaimsthatthisdocta ignoran-
tia (“learned ignorance”) has primarily three theoretical contexts
which are strictly connected to each other: Socratic, mystical, and
methodological. Socrates knew that he did not know anything, and
cusanusisinterestedinpreciselythiskindofignorance.Hissearch
forGod’svividrealitycannotmeetitsgoalbyuseoftheknowledge
affordedbyscholasticphilosophy;itcanonlybeaccomplishedwith
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anawarenessoftheignorancethatleadsusthroughnegativetheolo-
gyintomysticaldarkness.Ourknowledgeislimited,andournotions
aredull, therefore theonlywayavailable forus is towadestumble
blindlytowardsGodwho,nonetheless,wouldstillbe“gettinglostin
theinfinitedarkness.”6

Depictedinthismanner,cusanusmightbeseenasthedestroyerof
themedieval“architecture”ofknowledgewhoseconceptualsophisti-
cationmighthaveseemedtohimasalreadyossifiedandfarfromper-
sonalreligiousfervor,asleadingusonlytothe“confusionoftongues”
duetothelackofadirectapproachtothevividrealityofGod.idonot
claim that Gilson necessarily wants to say all this, nonetheless this
imagemightbeeasilyevokedinthereader’smind,giventheempha-
sisonmystical“darkness,”being“blindfolded,”etc.thispertainsfor
themostpart to thePolishversion;however, in theenglishone,we
alsofindastronganti-Aristotelian(orantilogical)trait:“theremedy
to the harm done byAristotle’sOrganon could not be found in the
Organon.everyattempttofindittherehadsimplyresultedinthecre-
ationofonemoreAristotelian sect eager to join in the fight carried
amongthemselvesbytheexistingAristotelianschools.iftherewasa
wayoutofBabel,Plotinusalonecouldprovideit.”7

Moreover, in the conclusion placed directly after the chapter on
cusanus (in the Polish version), Gilson tries to vindicate “the old”
MiddleAges,stressingthat thedecliningperioddoesnotburdenthe
entiremedievalphilosophywithitsdecadenttendencies(e.g.,ananti-
logical trait).Healsopositivelyassessesschoolaffiliationsasacul-
turalphenomenonwhich,inhisopinion,helpedtopreservetheloveof
truth.Asheconcludes,itsavedchristianphilosophyfromthekindof
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radicalismthat thinks it isbetter todestroyeverythingfirstandthen
buildsomethingcompletelynewontheseruins.8

thisparticulararrangementofcontentmightsuggestthatcusanus
is a radical, throwing knowledge away in exchange for ignorance,
scholastictraditionforthesakeofnovelties,and—asaconsequence—
givingupthelightoftruthinreturnforadim-witteddescentintomys-
tical darkness. this image might be evoked in particular, since
cusanusisperceivedinthisverywaybyhisaforementionedcontem-
porary, JohnWenck,who sees in the concept ofdocta ignorantia a
rejectionoftheentirelogicallysounddiscourseintheologyandphi-
losophy.Wenck has no doubt: cusanus’s sole purpose is to elevate
himself,toleadhisdisciplesastraybytakingapathoffoolishnessand
byensnaringtheminhishereticalignorance(“Fortheteachingsofthe
Waldensians, eckhartians, and Wycliffians have long shown from
whatspiritthislearnedignoranceproceeds”).9

However,Gilsondoesnotperceivecusanusassuch.ForGilson,he
isneitheraradical,noranintellectualapostate,butratherafigurewho
ismuchmorecomplexandalmost tragic.inthisview,cusanushar-
boursasinceredesiretopreservetheunityofthechurchinthefaceof
escalating and threatening philosophical and theological differences.
A dogmatic attitude and academic pretensions to having full and
exclusiveknowledgeofGodcanonly lead to“endlessdisputes, fol-
lowedbydoctrinalcondemnations,heresiesandschisms.”10 cusanus’s
messageissupposedtobeavoiceofresistancetothisintellectualfrag-

357
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mentationofthechurch,ratherthananattempttocauseanothersplit.
inGilson’s interpretation,cusanus’sproposal is thatwe should“rid
ourselvesof that truthobsession”byacknowledging thatour claims
remain in some relation to thetruth, however not having the truth
valueinthefullsenseoftheword“truth.”Aphilosopher’sgoalisto
gainawarenessofthenatureofknowledge,anditisessentiallyaneg-
ativegoal.11 inthisview,cusanustriestoshowthattheworldisulti-
matelyunknowable,asitisontologicallydependentonanunknowable
God, and only in this manner should it reveal God’s unknowable
nature.12

Gilson draws a dismal conclusion: “Such was the last word of
mediaevalphilosophy.”13 Althoughheacknowledgespositiveelements
of cusanus’s thought, he nonetheless states that it is a rejection of
a reason-basedphilosophy.thisshouldberegardedasitstruemean-
ingaspresentedagainstthebroadhorizonofthehistoryofeuropean
philosophy.14

Gilson,therefore,reducesthemeaningofcusanus’sphilosophical
messagetotheproblemofknowledgeoftruth,i.e.,tothemeaningof
docta ignorantia.indeed,itisthecenterofcusanus’sinvestigations.
Hestartswithitinhisfirstphilosophicaltreatise—De docta ignoran-
tia [Onlearnedignorance]—anditisthemaintheoreticalcontextof
allhissuccessiveworks.However,itisnotaclear-cutconcept,andits
meaning requires some interpretative effort. the difficulty arises
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11 Gilson,Unity, 114: “Basically, philosophy is but adocta ignorantia: a learned
ignorance,andthemorewelearnaboutourownignorance,themorewelearnalsoabout
philosophy.”

12 Ibid.,117.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid. cf.:“[...]mediaevalphilosophybrokedownwhen,havingmistakenphi-

losophyforrealityitself,thebestmindsweresurprisedtofindreasonemptyandbegan
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alreadywhenwe try to translate it into other languages.thePolish
translationof the termis“oświeconaniewiedza”(“illuminated igno-
rance”),whichsuggeststhatitisnotscientificknowledgethatcusanus
hasinmind,regardlessofthefactthathekeepsemployingthepartici-
ple“docta.”thetranslator,ireneuszKania,explainsthismodification
byreferringtotheGermantranslation(“belehrte,”not“gelehrte,”ashe
pointsout)andby identifying“suprarational”with“nonrational.” in
this view, the ignorance offered bycusanuswould be of an utterly
non-scientificnature.15

theaimofthispaperistoshowthattheconceptoflearned—not
illuminated, nor enlightened—ignorance is all about science and
learnednessandonlythismodeoftranslationiscorrect.theproblem
liesnotinthetranslationitself,whichisnotthetargetofmycritique,
butinthequiteprevalentandwidespreadimageofcusanus’sthought
assuggestedbyGilsonandwhichcanbeseenbehindKania’sdecision.
thepaperisnotacritiqueofGilson’sentireaccount,whichcontains
a gooddealofimportantremarksandjustassessments.Here,idelib-
erately emphasize only those thatmay obscure the truemeaning of
cusanus’sphilosophy.idosobecauseiwanttoshowthattheimage
ofcusanusasthedestroyerofmedievalphilosophyandtheoriginator
of irrationalphilosophy isunambiguouslyopposed tohis real inten-
tions. in this paper, i do not seek to analyze cusanus’s role in the
entirety of the history of philosophy, but to determine the correct
meaningofhis“learnedignorance,”themeaningofwhichcanserve
as thebasis fordrawing furtherhistorical-philosophical conclusions.
therefore, i bring forward what cusanus himself considers to be
“knowledge”andhowheperceivesitsinternalstructure,beforecon-
nectingitwithhisunderstandingofitssocialdimension.
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15 MikołajzKuzy,O oświeconej niewiedzy [Onilluminatedignorance],transl.by
i. Kania(Warszawa:Aletheia,2014),11,footnote1.
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The Structure of Knowledge

cusanus’s first philosophical treatise, De docta ignorantia [On
learnedignorance],beginswithaparadoxicalstatement:“knowingis
not-knowing” (scire est ignorare).16 the starting point ofcusanus’s
reasoningthatshouldleadtoanexplanationofthisparadoxisthepos-
siblysurprisingacknowledgmentof theadequacyandexpediencyof
thecognitiveprocessesofalllivingorganisms.17 theydonot“stumble
blindly”butproperlyrecognizewhatissuitableandnecessaryfortheir
survival.18

Nordohumanbeingsstumbleblindly.Allsensesandfaculties(i.e.,
reasonandintellect)havesomeproperobject,suitableforaparticular
facultytorecognize,unlessitispreventedinaparticularmomentby
an accident (e.g., some illness). Nevertheless, human cognitive
processesareessentiallycorrectandallowustoknowthingsthatare
unclearorhidden,i.e.,toknowsuchtruthsthatrequirechainsofrea-
soninginordertoberevealed.inthiscase,wecantrustourreasonings
insofar as we admit the general correctness of mental and sensory
operations.And“thatfromwhichnosoundmindcanwithholdassent
is,wehavenodoubt,mosttrue(verissimum).”19
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16 De docta ignorantia [Onlearnedignorance](hi),i,i,2.cf.Nicholasofcusa,
On Learned Ignorance, i, i, 2, transl. by J. Hopkins (Minneapolis: the Arthur J.
BanningPress,1981),4.inthispaper,iquoteallcusanus’slatinsourcesaccordingly
tothisedition:Nicolaidecusa,Opera omnia iussu et auctoritate Academiae Litterarum
Heidelbergensis ad codicum fidem edita (Felix Meiner: lipsia–Hamburgus, 1932),
available on http://www.cusanus-portal.de/without critical apparatus.Quoted for the
firsttime,thetitleisfollowedbyabracketcontainingthevolumenumberand,ifnec-
essary,thenumberofafascicle.

17 Nicholas,Ignorance,i,i,2,4.
18 cf.Compendium (hXi/3),Vi,16.
19 Ignorantia,i,i,2.Nicholas,Ignorance,i,i,2,5.
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thecognitiveprocessisbasedondesire,fromwhichallparticular
cognitiveactivities, fromthesenses to intellect,are“strung.”Desire
(appetitus, desiderium) supplies cognitive processes with teleology
andtiesthemindwithadesiredobject,sotheincreaseofknowledge
happens through “affectionate embrace (amorosus amplexus).”20

Followingtradition,wecandiscernthatthehumanmindcomprehends
twofaculties in thisway: reason(ratio,διάνοια)and intellect (intel-
lectus, ).theformerisresponsibleforlogicaloperations,discern-
ingrelationsbetweenobjectsandformingconcepts,whereasthelatter
isafacultyofintuitiveinsight.Bothfacultiesarerequiredforknowing
the truthabout thisworld,but theyservedifferentpurposes.reason
grasps“comparativerelation”(comparativa proportio),whileintellect
isable tograspnondiscursiveprinciples,uponwhich this relation is
built.21 We can grasp comparative relation because of the number,
since,asPythagoras,quotedbycusanus,claims,“everythingiscon-
stituted and understood (constitui et intelligi)” through numbers.22
Still,relationsbetweenthingsareso“precise”thattheyeludehuman
reasonand,saysAristotle,“inthingsmostobviousbynaturesuchdif-
ficultyoccursforusasforanightowlwhichistryingtolookatthe
sun.”23 Forthisreason,wefindnothingmoreperfectinsciencethanin
ignorance,whichissomething“mostlearned(doctissimum).”24

this iswhatwecan find at theverybeginningof the treatise. it
mightbestrikingthat thewholechapter isessentiallyarepetitionof
some threads from the first book ofAristotle’s Metaphysics. these
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20 Ignorantia,i,i,2.Nicholas,Ignorance,i,i,2,5.
21 Ignorantia,i,i,2–3.cf.richardParry,“epistemeandtechne,”inThe Stanford

Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter2021edition),ed.e.N.Zalta,accessedMarch19,
2023,https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2021/entries/episteme-techne/.

22 Ignorantia,i,i,3.Nicholas,Ignorance,i,i,3,5.
23 Ignorantia,i,i,4.Nicholas,Ignorance,i,i,4,6.
24 Ignorantia,i,i,4.Nicholas,Ignorance,i,i,4,6.
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threadsareevenpresentedinthesameorder,soweveryeasilygetthe
impressionthatcusanushasMetaphysics infrontofhimwhenwriting
thefirstchapterofhistreatise.Aristotleclaimsthathumannaturehas
adesire forknowledgeandevidenceof this is, for example, human
appreciationofthesenses.Heanalyzesthedifferencesbetweenliving
organisms inorder toestablishwhathumanknowledgeandwisdom
consistof,asopposedtosensoryperceptionandexperience,common
to all living organisms.We read that animals live by appearances,
memoryand—toalesserdegree—experience,whichis,forhumans,a
source of scientific knowledge and practical skills.Wisdom, on the
otherhand,isuniversalknowledgeofallthings,especiallythosethat
aredifficulttoknow(whilesenseperceptioniseasy),anditpertainsto
causesandprinciples.Principlesarethemostknowablethingsbecause
we know other things through principles.Aristotle also supplies us
withadoxographicoverviewofotherphilosophers,emphasizingthe
statementsofthePythagoreansandPlato,whoconsiderednumbersto
betheprincipleofexistingthings.25

Knowledgeoftruth—wereadfurtheron—isbotheasyanddifficult
atthesametimetoachieve,becausenophilosophercanbeutterlymis-
taken, nor canhegrasp the truth in its fullness.Althoughwecannot
achievegreat resultsas individuals,wecanachievesuch resultsasa
communityofthinkers.thedifficultyoftheknowledgeoftruthliesin
ourselves,“Forastheeyesofbatsaretothelightofdaysoistheunder-
standing(intellectus, )inoursoulstothethingsthatarebynature
most evident of all.”26 Further on,Aristotle explainswhy an infinite
chainofcausesisimpossibleandhestipulatesthenecessityoftheexis-
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25 Aristotle, Metaphysics, i, 1–10, 980a–993a, transl. by c.D.c. reeve (india-
napolis:HackettPublishingcompany,2016),2–26.

26 Aristotle,Metaphysics,ii,1,993b,27.Arystoteles,Metafizyka [Metaphysics],ii,
1,993b,t.i,transl.byt.Żeleźnik,ed.M. A.Krąpiec,A.Maryniarczyk(lublin:rW
KUl,1996),84–85.
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tenceofthefirstcause.leavingasidemetaphysicalarguments,whatis
importantforthispaperisanepistemologicalargument:iftherewere
an infinitechainofcauses,knowledgewouldbe impossible,because
knowledge,properlyunderstood,istheknowledgeofcausesandweare
notabletomentallygraspaninfinitechainofcauses.27

thelastissueisfundamentalforAristotle’stheoryofknowledge.
AccordingtoPosterior Analytics,scientificknowledgeistherecogni-
tionofanecessarycauseoftheexistenceofsomething,andwegain
knowledgeofcausesbymeansofsyllogisticreasoning.ifwewanta
syllogismtohaveavalueofproof,weneedtobaseitonpremisesthat
are“true,”28 “primary,”29 “immediate,”30 “betterknownthan,priorto,
and causative of the conclusion.”31 A scholarmust believe in these
principlesmorethanintheconclusionsderivedfromtheprinciples;for
him,nothingshouldbemorecertain,norknownbetter.32

itisnotaltogetherclearwhatAristotlehimselfconsiderstobethe
firstinthestructureofknowledge.inMetaphysics,hepointstowards
the principles of syllogistic reasoning (the law of non-contradiction
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27 Aristotle,Metaphysics,ii,2,994a–994b,28–30.
28 Aristotle,Posterior Analytics,i,2,71b,inAristotle,Posterior Analytics. Topica,

transl. byH.tredennick,e.S. Forster (cambridge:HarvardUniversity Press, 1960),
28–29.

29 Aristotle,Analytics,31:“theymustbeprimaryandindemonstrable,becauseoth-
erwiseweshallnotknowthemunlesswehaveproofofthem;fortoknow(otherwise
thanaccidentally)thatwhichiscapableofproofimpliesthatonehasproofofit.”

30 Ibid.,72a,33:“[...]animmediatepremissisonewhichhasnootherpremissprior
toit.”

31 Ibid., 71b, 31: “they must be causative, better known and prior: causative,
becauseweonlyhaveknowledgeofathingwhenweknowitscause;prior,inasmuch
astheyarecausative;andalreadyknown,notmerelyintheonesensethattheirmean-
ingisunderstood,butalsointhesensethattheyareknownasfacts.”

32Ibid.,72b,35–37.then,Aristotleopposestwoviews:“(1)thatscientificknowl-
edge is impossible, (2) that all truths are demonstrable by circular proof.”Aristotle,
Analytics,i,3,37.
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andthelawofexcluded-middle),33 butinPosterior Analytics,hegives
mathematical definitions as an example.34 in themedieval tradition,
theproblemof“what is the first” in thestructureofknowledgehad
beenundertakenandinterpretedinvariousways;insomecases,“the
first”inknowledgeisidentifiedwiththeso-called“firstconcepts”of
the humanmind, and in other cases—with transcendentals, or even
GodHimself.35

cusanus’sconceptof learned ignorance isaneffort toestablisha
theological meaning of this unprovable, intellectual foundation of
knowledge,basedontheaforementionedprincipalelementsofthethe-
oryofknowledgefromBookAlphaofMetaphysics andchapterOne
ofDe docta ignorantia [Onlearnedignorance]:

1. Knowledgeisbasedondesire.
2. thehighestformofknowledgeiswisdom:

2.1.Wisdomisdifficult,
2.2.Wisdomisknowledgeofcausesandprinciples,

2.2.1. theprinciplesarethebestknown(themostknowable
elementsoftheknowledgestructure).

3. insightoftruthiseasyanddifficultatthesametime:
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33 Aristotle,Metaphysics, iV, 3 ff., 1005a ff, 52 ff.Giovanni reale,Storia della
filosofia antica [HistoryofAncientPhilosophy],Vol.ii:Platone e Aristotele [Platoand
Aristotle](Milano:VitaePensiero,1988),561–566.

34 Aristotle,Analytics,i,10,76b,71.
35 cf. Owen Goldin, “two traditions in the Ancient Posterior Analytics

commentaries,” in Interpreting Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics in Late Antiquity and
Beyond,ed.F.A.J.DeHaas,M.leunissen,M.Martijn(leiden:Brill,2010),155–182.
Jan A. Aertsen, “What is First and Most Fundamental?—the Beginnings of
transcendentalPhilosophy,”Miscellanea Mediaevalia 26(1998),177–192.Acompre-
hensive work on the issue of transcendentals in mediaeval philosophy: Aertsen,
Medieval Philosophy as Transcendental Thought. From Philip the Chancellor (ca.
1225) to Francisco Suárez (leiden:Brill,2012).
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3.1. Wecannotcompletelyerrinallrespects,
3.2. Wecannotachievetruthinitsentirety,
3.3. Valuableresultsofknowledgeareachievedbycommunity,not

byindividuals,
3.4.Humanintellectisnotaccustomedtoknowingthefirstprinci-

ples.
4. there is something in the knowledge structure that is first and

unprovablewhichpreventstheinfiniteregressfromoccurring.

Asitrytodemonstratebelow,cusanusacceptsthisstructure,but
hebestowsanewmeaninguponit.Heclaimsthatthefirstplaceinthe
structureofknowledgeisoccupiedbyaninfiniteGod,becauseonlyin
this manner the infinite regress is to be avoided. Such a structure,
based on prop. 1 and supplemented by prop. 4, allows cusanus to
explain—butnot toerase—aparadox that lieswithinprop.2and3.
thereisnorejectionofAristotle’stheoryofknowledgebutanattempt
to ground it in theology and by the same token to bring scientific
knowledge into agreement with the christian doctrine. cusanus
demonstratesthathumanbeingshaveadesireforknowledgeandtruth
(prop.1),whichalsoappliestothefirstprinciple(prop.4),andthefirst
principleisboththemostknowablethinginthestructureofknowledge
andthemostdifficulttoknow(prop.2–3);nonetheless,allhumancog-
nitionisbaseduponthisprinciple(prop.4).cusanusidentifiesthefirst
principlewithGod and this identification is also endowedwith the
socialdimensionthatisimportantforGilsonandAristotle(prop.3.3).

God as the Principle of Knowledge and Science

theideathatGodistheprincipleofknowledge(Heisthefirstinthe
structure of knowledge) is expressed inmany places both explicitly
and implicitly. For example, in De docta ignorantia [On learned
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ignorance],cusanusstatesthat“Jesusistheoneinwhomallthetrea-
suresofwisdomandknowledgearehidden”(omnes thesauri sapienti-
ae et scientiarum);36 in De venatione sapientiae [On the Hunt for
Wisdom],hecallsGod“theDelimitation”ofallthingsandallsciences
(terminus omnium rerum et omnium scientiarum);37 inDe non aliud
[OntheNot-Other],hequotesDionysiustheAreopagiteclaimingthat
alllimitsofallsciencespre-existinGod(termini omnes omnium sci-
entiarum).38 inthiswork,heexplicitlystatesthatifwewanttoavoid
infiniteregress,wehavetoachieveinfinityinanondiscursiveway.39
inotherwritings,healsoclaimsthatGodisthemostknowablething
and—due to His sublime knowability—He cannot be known (conf.
prop.2.2.1and3.4).40 Moreover,despiteHisunknowabilitytothepar-
ticularhumanmind,Heistheobjectoffaithforthewholehumanity
andforallpeoples(conf.prop.3.1–3.4).41

Notwantingtomultiplyexamplesbeyondnecessity,iwouldliketo
highlightonepassagefromDe coniecturis [OnSurmises],inwhichthe
strategy employed bycusanus is laid out in a clear-cut and simple
manner:

every searching and investigatingmind inquires only in the light of
AbsoluteOneness.And therecanbenoquestionwhichdoesnotpre-
supposeAbsoluteOneness.Doesn’tthequestion whether  something
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36 Nicholas,Ignorance,iii,11,245,141.Ignorantia,iii,Xi,245.
37 De venatione sapientiae (hXii),XXVii,80.Nicholas,On the Pursuit of Wisdom,

XXVii,80,transl.byJ.Hopkins,inJasperHopkins,Nicholas of Cusa: Metaphysical
Speculations. Six Latin Texts Translated Into English (Minneapolis: the Arthur
J. BanningPress,1998),1329.

38 De non aliud (hXiii),XiV,59.
39 Ibid.,X,40.
40 Apologia doctae ignorantiae (hii),16.
41 Nicholas, Ignorance, i, ii, 5–8, 6–7; i,Vii, 18, 12–13. idem,The Layman on

Mind,i,51,transl.byJ.Hopkins,inJasperHopkins,Nicholas of Cusa on Wisdom and
Knowledge (Minneapolis:theArthurJ.BanningPress,1996),533.
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exists presuppose being, the question what  a thing is presuppose
quiddi ty,thequestion why itispresuppose cause,andthequestion
for what  purpose itispresupposea goal?therefore,thatwhichis
presupposed in every doubting must, necessarily, be most certain.
therefore, becauseAbsolute Oneness is the Being of all beings, the
Quiddityofallquiddities,thecauseofallcauses,theGoalofallgoals,
itcannotbecalledintodoubt.ButsubsequenttoAbsoluteOnenessthere
isapluralityofdoubts.42

God is then to be sought as being prior to any question and any
answer,i.e.,priortoanykindofdiscourse,becauseHeisacondition,
orthecondition,ofknowledgeanddiscourse.therefore,philosophers
must search for truthwithin theconditionsofknowledge.this truth,
however,isincomprehensible,butitisnotaltogetherhidden,sinceitis
alwayspresupposed.AlthoughGod is incomprehensible, emphasized
bycusanusbymeansoftheimaginativemetaphorofdarkness,thereis
alsoapersistenceinwritingaboutthesimplicity,orevenobviousness,
oftheknowledgeofGodincusanus’streatises.itisnotacoincidence
thatinthecitedpassagewereadaboutaninquiry“inthelightof”God
(in eius lumine),andthatatthebeginningofIdiota de sapientia [the
layman onWisdom], cusanus recalls two passages from the Bible
(Proverbs 1:20 and ecclesiasticus 24:7): “wisdom proclaims [itself]
openlyinthestreets;anditsproclamationisthatitdwellsinthehigh-
estplaces(in altissimis).”43 cusanusemploysametaphoroflightand
brightnessjustasoftenas theoneofdarkness,andit isnotacoinci-
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42 Nicholas,On Surmises,i,5,19,transl.byJ.Hopkins,inJasperHopkins,Nicholas
of Cusa: Metaphystical Speculations: Volume Two (Minneapolis:theArthurJ.Banning
Press,2000),171.

43 Nicholas, The Layman on Wisdom, i, 3–4, transl. by J. Hopkins, in Jasper
Hopkins, Nicholas of Cusa on Wisdom and Knowledge (Minneapolis: the Arthur
J. BanningPress,1996),497–498.Idiota de sapientia (hV),i,3–4.
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denceeither.44 Heexplicitlywritesaboutsimplicitywithregardtosuch
names of God as posse ipsum,45 non aliud,46 exemplar absolutum,47
maximum,48 bonitas andpraesuppositio absoluta.49

itisonlyinthiscontextthatweshouldconsiderignoranceasdoc-
tissimum andverissimum.theclaimisnotthathumanknowledgeof
theworldisfalseandthattheonlywaytoachievetruthisbymeansof
thenegationofknowledge.theclaimisthathumanknowledgeofthe
worldisbaseduponafoundationthatcannotbedeniedbyanysound
intellect(thefoundationisverissimum),butatthesametokenneither
canitbeascertained,norevenaskedabout,withoutpresupposingthis
mostcertainfoundationinsomeway.Onlyarecognitionofthiscog-
nitiveimpossibilityistobecalleddoctissimum.Alearnedmanisthus
someonewhounderstandswhatbeinglearnedmeansfromtheground
up,notsomeonewhoissimplyabletoengageinthisorthatscientific
dispute.Alearnedmanissomeonewhobelievesintheincomprehen-
siblefoundationmorethaninanycomprehensible—andthereforepos-
teriortothefoundation—statement.

Allofthishadatremendousimpactontheideaoftheorganizingof
theacquisitionandenhancementoftheknowledgeavailabletoacom-
munity.Shouldthefoundationofknowledgebeconsideredincompre-
hensible,itisnotatallthesameastherejectionofknowledgeinfavor
ofmysticism,noraslaunchinganattackon“schools”and“jargons”just
becausetheyareschoolsandjargons.cusanussimplydoesnotthinkthis
wayandhistriptychonthelaymanisgoodevidenceofthat.50
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44 cf.De visione Dei (hVi),iX,36.
45 De apice theoriae (hXii),4–5.
46 De non aliud,i,5.
47 Sapientia,ii,39.
48 Ignorantia,i,X,29.
49 Sapientia,ii,29–30.
50 thetriptychconsistsofthreedialogues:Idiota de sapientia,Idiota de mente,and

Idiota de staticis experimentis.Here,ireferonlytothefirsttwo.
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De sapientia [OnWisdom],thefirsttextofthetriptych,beginswith
anexpressionof thelayman’sastonishmentwith theattitudeof the
Orator,describedas“pride”—fastus.itisaspiritualconditioninwhich
thereisasenseofsuperiority,fastidiousness,andevendisgustandirri-
tation,assuggestedbythesemanticscopeofthederivedterms(“fas-
tidiosus,” “fastidium,” “fastidio”) with theirmodern counterparts in
english,italian,Frenchetc.itisamorallyrepellentstateofmind,but
alsosimplyunpleasant,beingaregrettableidiosyncrasy.inthispartic-
ularcase,itssourceisadesiretogoupwardinsocialhierarchy,while
“true knowledgemakes [one] humble” (vera scientia humiliat) and,
moreimportantly,givesjoy(laetitia),sinceitisthediscoveringofthe
desired.Beingsoaccused, theOratorbristles,asking thelaymanin
returnabouthisownpraesumptio thatmakesthelaymanbelittlesci-
ences,withoutwhichnoonemakesprogressorgainsanything(nemo
proficit). the noun “praesumptio” may signify presumption in the
senseofarroganceandstubbornness,i.e.,presumptuousness(andthis
iswhattheOratormeansbyit),butthelaymanchangesthismeaning
by referring to theoriginal senseof theword, i.e., “a takingbefore-
hand,”“inadvance”(‘prae’+‘sumo’, ‘-ere’).thelaymanresponds
thatwhatmakeshimspeakisnotpraesumptio (in thesenseofarro-
gance)butcaritas, love.51 thelaymanmeans that the thingpresup-
posedinhisactionsislove,notfastus.

inlightoftheaboveconsiderationsonthetheoryofknowledge,the
conversationbecomesmorelegible:anyinvestigationandanyknowl-
edge rest on love (since intellect learns in this way, by amorosus
amplexus),52 notonadesiretoobtainahighersocialstatusinacom-
munity of the learned. it is love thatmust be “presumed.”cusanus
doesnotmeanthatknowledge should bebasedonlove,becauseit
wouldbeimmoralotherwise.Hemeansthatknowledge does indeed
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restonlove,becauseotherwiseitisnoknowledgeatall.Forknowl-
edgemustrelyonthefirstprinciplethatistobeintellectuallydiscov-
eredbyamorosus amplexus, notby rationaldiscourse.Otherwise, it
wouldnotservethecommunityinitsstrivingtoincreaseknowledge,
whilebreakingupthecommunityitselfandcausingtheresultsgained
bythatcommunitytocrumble.cusanusalsopointstowardsthissense
oflearnedignoranceinhisApologia [Apology],inthecontextofthe
disputewithWenck.53

theOratorasksthelayman:ifthereisnowisdominthebooksof
thewise,thenwhereisit?thelaymanrespondsthathedoesnotclaim
thatthereisnowisdominthosebooks,butthekindofwisdomthatwe
maygetfromthesebooksisnot“anaturalnourishment”fortheintel-
lect(pabulum naturale).Asmentionedabove,thewisdomthatisthis
nourishment proclaims itself openly in the streets. if we regard the
authorityofthewiseasifitwereintellect’snaturalnourishment,the
wisewillleadusastray,passingonnothingofintellectualvalue.54 the
Oratorexpresses somedifficultieswithunderstanding this reasoning
andasksthelaymanforfurtherexplanation.thelaymanagrees,but
underonecondition:hehastobeaskedforitex affectu.Onlythendoes
heengageinhisactualinvestigations.55 thenaturalnourishmentmust
beadequateforintellect’snaturaldesirewhich,aswereadinDe vena-
tione sapientiae [On theHunt forWisdom], isadesire toknowthat
Godisinfinite(itisnotadesiretoknowwhatotherpeoplesay).56
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53 Apologia,10.Ofcourse, itwouldbe impossible todemonstratehowparticular
statementscouldbecomecoordinated.cusanusanalyzes the issue indifferentplaces,
mostlywithregardtotheproblemofuniversals.inThe Layman,heconductssuchan
analysisinthesecondchapter(Nicholas,Layman,ii,58–68,536–541).inthispaper,
i onlyfocusonthegeneralstructureofhisstrategy.

54 Sapientia,2–3.
55Ibid., 7.
56 Venatio,Xii,32.
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inthesecondpartofthetriptych,Idiota de mente [thelaymanon
Mind],theOratorintroducesthePhilosophertothelayman.Atfirst,
thePhilosopherisdepictedquitefacetiously,57 buthedoesnotdisplay
any pride (fastus), nor does the layman suspect him of that. even
beforehaving thePhilosopher introduced, theOratorpointsout that
thecrowdsflockingtoromeatthetime(“thecountlesspeople,from
nearlyall regionsof theworld”)haveone faith that lets themgrasp
more clearly what philosophers can adhere to by reason.58 the
Philosophercomestoromeinordertoobservethesceneandisledby
anadmirationfromwhich,accordingtotradition,philosophyarises.59
itisworthmentioningthatthePhilosopherisanAristotelian,andeven
“foremost among all those philosophers now alive” (so he does not
havetoproveanythingtoanyonebyactingoutfastus).Havingheard
thatthelaymanwasaworthysage,hedecidedtogettoknowhimas
soonaspossibleinordertodiscoverthevalueoftheunlearnedfaith.60
thePhilosopherisalsopolitetothelayman,comparinghimtoPlato
at thebeginningof theirconversation,andeven though thelayman
employsadifferentinvestigationstrategyfromtheoneemployedby
thePhilosopher(i.e.,thelaymandoesnotgroundhisinvestigationsin
books),thePhilosopherdoesnotopposethis,thereforeexpressingno
praesumptio.61

Havingheardthelayman’sargument,thePhilosophernoticesand
pointsouttohimthat,despitehisdeclarativeignorance,thelayman
essentiallysummarizesvariousopinionsofphilosophical schools. in
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57 Nicholas,Layman,i,51,533:“recognizinghimfromthepalenessofhisface,from
hislongtoga,andfromothermarksindicatingtheseriousdemeanorofathoughtfulman,
theoratorgreetedhimdeferentiallyandaskedwhyheremainedstandinginthatspot.”

58 Nicholas,Layman,i,51–52,533–534.cf.Idiota de mente (hV),i,51–52.
59 Nicholas,Layman,i,51,533.
60Ibid.,i,51–53,533–534.
61 Ibid.,i,54–55,534–535.
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return, thelaymanexplains that“all thesedifferentmodes—indeed,
howevermanydifferentmodesmightbeconceived—areveryeasily
reconciledandharmonizedwhenthemindelevatesitselfuntoinfini-
ty.”62 later in the conversation, the Philosopher agrees that the
laymanhas indeeddemonstrated a concordance among all philoso-
phers,because“noneofthemwereabletodenythatGodisinfinite—
inwhichexpressionalonethereiscontainedallthat[thelayman]stat-
ed.”63

the question arises as towhy any theological knowledge should
haveanyimpactonunderstandingtherelationbetweenallphilosoph-
icaltheories,anditsonlyansweristobefoundonthebasisofthethe-
oryofknowledgeoutlinedabove.Analignmentofthevariousresults
ofknowledgeisonlypossiblefromtheperspectiveoftheunityofthe
source fromwhich all knowledge flows.As a summary, it isworth
recallingthefourelementsofthetheoryofknowledge:(1)Knowledge
isbasedondesire,(2)Wisdomisthehighestformofknowledge,(3)
Knowledgeoftruthisbothdifficultandeasy,meaningthatitrequires
thecooperationofthelearned,(4)thereisanunprovable,intellectual
foundationofknowledge.

tosummarize,cusanusconsiderswisdom(2)tobeaconjunction
ofanintellectualdesire(1)withthefirstprinciple(4),whichistopre-
ventknowledge fromfragmentation,causedbycognitivedifficulties
anddisputes(3),i.e.,bytheaforementioned“pluralityofdoubts.”itis
notanattempttodestroythedomeofknowledgebutratherawarning
thatoneshouldnotapproachitwithouttheproperspiritualattitude—
a learned man must be driven by a sincere desire, he must be vir
admodum theoricus (a man utterly devoted to theoretical specula-
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62 Nicholas,Layman,ii,66–67,540–541.
63 Ibid.,iii,71,542–543.
64 De mente,XV,160.
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tion).64 Onlyinthiswayisitpossibletopreventthefragmentationof
community and to enable the aforementioned proficere, i.e., further
progress,toensue.

Conclusion

inthispaper,iintendedtodemonstratethepropermeaningoftheterm
“doctaignorantia.”BeginningwithanintroductionofGilson’soverall
interpretation ofcusanus’s thought—onewhich is, i suspect, repre-
sentativeformanyscholars,atleastwithregardtotheemphasisputon
an apophatic dimension of cusanus’s thought—i go in a different
directionbypointingtowards(1)theAristoteliansourceofcusanus’s
accountof the structureof knowledge, and (2) theprincipal goal of
cusanus’strainofthought,thegoalofwhichistounravelthechristian
meaningofpracticingscience.Bythesametoken,ipresenthisphi-
losophy as oriented towards the benefit of knowledge rather than
towardsitsrefutation.thepurposeoflearnedignoranceisnottorefute
scienceforthesakeofprivaterevelations,nortorejecttheauthorityof
acclaimedphilosophersforthesakeofnovelties,buttorevealthemys-
ticalfoundationofknowledge,beforewhichallscholarsshouldhum-
blethemselvesinordertofruitfullysearchforthetruth.

i do not knowwhether this interpretation of learned ignorance is
convincingor not, and there are certainly some shortcomings in this
paperduetoitsbrevity.Forexample,idonotelaborateontherelation
betweencognitivedesireandGod’sinfinity,arelationuponwhichthe
whole problem rests and might cause other interpretative problems.
OneoftheseproblemsistheneedfortheexistenceoftheMediator—
i.e.,christ—betweenfinitemindsandaninfiniteGod.inturn,thismay
haveanimpactonthepotentialforautonomousphilosophicalthinking.
Furthermore, the idea thatGod is theunprovableprincipleofknowl-
edgemayleadustoquestionthesolepossibilityofproofsofHisexis-
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tence,oratleastthevalueofsuchproofs,knownfromthephilosophi-
caltradition.inthiscontext,Wenckmightbecorrectinindicatingthat
cusanusisathreattoarguments“bywhichourfaithisseentobeinno
smallmeasureconfirmedagainst the infidels.”65 Furthermore, icom-
pletely omit the question of the plurality ofGod’s names, despite it
beingatthecoreofcusanus’swritings.Nordoirefertophilosophical
traditionsotherthantheAristotelian,althoughcusanuswasinfluenced
by other traditions aswell (the fact that the Philosopher-Aristotelian
comparesthelaymantoPlato,notAristotle,isnocoincidence).66

Yetitisnocoincidenceeitherthatbothofthemveryquicklycome
toagreement,whichshowscusanus’sattitude towardsphilosophical
schools.Ofcourse,hecanbequitehostiletothem,when,inhisopin-
ion, they refuse“to leaphigher,”67 buthe isnothostile justbecause
they exist. the stigma of fastus is quite foreign to his intellect,
althoughWenckandperhapssomemodernscholarsthinkthattheycan
discernitthere.theverystructureofthelaymandialoguesseemsto
confirmthat.theOrator,who isapersonificationof thisviceat the
beginning,isconvincedbythelaymantohisarguments(or,atleast,
hedevelopssomeinterestinthem)notfurtherthantheparagraph4of
the conversation. then, the Orator introduces the layman to the
Philosopher,whoneedsnoincentiveatalltoengageinafriendlydis-
pute,sinceheisledbythesamedesirefortruth.68 itisperhapsasign
ofcusanus’sinabilitytocreatesuspense,butithinkthatthereissome
theoreticaloptimismunderneath.cusanusseemstobeoptimisticabout
thepersistenceofanintellectualculturethatisbasedonhumannature
and the possibility of reaching an agreement among the pursuers of
truthif—andonlyif—they,infact,searchfortruth.thatkindoffaith
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68 Sapientia,i,4.De mente,i,51–52.
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maybenaive,butitisnotgroundless,ifAristotleisrightandpeople
desiretruthandknowledgebynature.

themetaphorofdarknessiscertainlyquitesuggestiveand,insome
contexts, adequate. On the other hand, it does not serve to help us
understand cusanus’s philosophical attitude in its entirety, since it
shouldnotbeportrayedashopelessandgloomywithregardtoknowl-
edgeavailabletopeople.thegoalofcusanusandhisphilosophyis,
infact,torevealtheinfinitesourceoffinitehumanknowledge,nomat-
terhowparadoxicalthismaysound.AnditisnotPlotinuswho“pro-
videsawayoutofBabel,”asGilsonclaims,69 butachristianfaiththat
alwaysseeksone,simpleand infinitesourceofall things,nomatter
howmanifold,tangledandconfusedtheymayseem.

NicholascusanusandtheProblemofignorance.
AMinorPolemicwiththeinterpretationofÉtienneGilson

SUMMArY
NicholascusanusisoftenseenasapivotalfigureinthehistoryofWesternphi-
losophy.Hiswritingsaresometimesviewedasanattempttorejectthetradi-
tionalscholarlyknowledge,troubledbymanifoldtensionsandcrises,inorder
topreventthecollapseofWesternchristianityundertheweightofitscomplex
architectureofknowledge.inthispaper,itrytorefutethismodeofinterpreta-
tionbyhighlightingtherootsandstructureofcusanus’stheoryofknowledge
thatserveasthebasisofhisconceptofdocta ignorantia.ipresenttheconcept
ofdocta ignorantia asbeingintendedtoservethepurposeofaunifyingframe-
workforacademicdiscourse.

Keywords:Nicholascusanus,ÉtienneGilson,Aristotle,wisdom, ignorance,
knowledge,mysticism,firstprinciples,naturaldesire,negativetheology
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