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"Boundless The Deep": Milton, Pascal, And The Theology Of Relative Space 

Catherine Gimelli Martin 



Despite the attempts of literary and intellectual historians like Christopher Hill, Dennis Danielson, and Stephen Fallon to reground Milton's thought in the currents of contemporary rather than "universal" history-of-ideas, many of the evaluations set forth by the older, Hegelianizing school of thought remain firmly in place. Notable among these is the conception that the poetic brilliance of Milton's epic achievement is undermined by the twin flaws of intellectual conservatism and mediocrity so often cited by Arthur Lovejoy and his followers. 1 From this perspective, simply to concur with Hill and his followers that Milton's natural philosophy and rational theology form a kind of via media amidst the contemporary extremes of legalism and antinomianism, spiritualism and materialism, or Calvinism and Arminianism, hardly exonerates him of these accusations. In discourses where originality remains a dominant criterion of merit, following the middle course may testify to the balance but scarcely to the synthetic brilliance or profundity of a poetic oeuvre. Yet in Milton's case as in that of his continental contemporary, Blaise Pascal, this profundity is obscured not by a true lack of originality, but by our as yet uncorrected misunderstanding of the contemporary scientific milieu. Even when freed from Lovejoy's anachronistic polarization of empirical and theological epistemologies, many intellectual historians still continue to confuse the attitudes of dissident Reformed theologians like Milton and Pascal with the anti-scientific biases of their Counter-Reformation counterparts. 2 This confusion becomes particularly inexcusable given that Richard Jones's pioneering work long ago demonstrated the virtual identity of the methods, aims, and ideology of the empiricists with those of the purportedly "other-worldly" Reformers. Further, like the English Puritans, French Jansenists like Pascal regarded freedom of thought and discussion as a means of "widening the limits of acquired truth, together with the faith that such expansion was possible." In essence, this expansion not only meant overturning the traditional "authority of the ancients," but replacing it with a standard of "clear proofs and demonstrations" that would both pragmatically and humanely contribute to the "public good." 3 [End Page 45] 

Although in post-Restoration England this common empirico-religious cause would later splinter into opposing political and religious ideologies, the seventeenth century never witnessed anything like the divorce between science and spirit that marked the Newtonian revolution fully underway only in the eighteenth century. 4 In the far from stable climate of the previous century, the new science continued to afford the promise of ever-expanding intellectual horizons calculated to appeal to a wide variety of revolutionary thinkers, and confining to none. Among these Milton and Pascal must be included on any number of well-documented grounds. One of Milton's earliest prose works was in fact commissioned by an early proponent of the Royal Society, a visionary if not himself a profound thinker who not only promoted the general agenda of Bacon's Advancement of Learning, but who particularly wanted to see it applied to more progressive forms of education. 5 Hence at Samuel Hartlib's request the young Milton would publicly condemn "the Scholastick grosness of barbarous ages" that presumed to value "meere words" above more useful things. 6 As opposed to mere "Grammar and Sophistry," his treatise Of Education thus urges that students be given an empirical education preparing them to read "any compendious method of naturall Philosophy" (CP, 2:374-79, 390), and to further this purpose included an enormously expanded component of mathematical instruction. 7 Milton's failure to depart from this ambitious agenda is signalled by the epic education afforded both "Grand Parents" of the human race in Paradise Lost. In addition to the moral education they will need to repel Satan's incursions, Adam and Eve are offered a broadly humanistic and empirical curriculum designed to acquaint them with their physical universe. In the prelapsarian world this includes an astonishing range of lectures on subjects ranging from horticulture and astronomy to gastronomy, and in postlapsarian Eden, an interdisciplinary program ranging from history and theology to politics and hermeneutics. Thus despite the obtuse objections to these "digressions" posed by early critics like Johnson and late ones like Lovejoy, material that occupies over half of Paradise Lost can scarcely be considered an afterthought. On the contrary, in fulfilling an educational philosophy which privileges "detached, provocative, agile, and intellectually stimulating" presentations like Raphael's objective discussion of the merits of the rival schools of astronomy, the poem models a pedagogical standard wholly unlike the glum angelic arguments for the traditional world picture found in such works as Marlowe's Doctor Faustus. 8 

Nor should Milton's departure from this picture seem surprising, given his awareness (one much earlier registered by Donne's "Anniversaries") [End Page 46] that the new science of the seventeenth century completely overturns the traditional order by conceptualizing space as a set of relatively indeterminate mathematical functions. Ernst Cassirer explains this spatial revolution as a complete departure from the earlier contiguous or aggregate "system of Aristotelian physics, [where] . . . a certain element naturally strives upwards, and another naturally strives downwards, . . . [and] 'up' and 'down' possess their own fixed constitutions, their own specific physis." 9 Instead, following Galileo, the new science of the seventeenth century for the first time conceived space as empty and objects as propelled by abstract forces, not fixed constitutions. The entire physical order of the universe thus enters the province of mathematical calculation; physics becomes the science of motions, not natural orientations. More problematically, however, this abstract science not only eliminates any allegorization of space as a naturally meaningful ladder or "language of God," but also both its old spatial center, man, and its apex, God. Hence as Edwin Burtt classically observed, in the new mechanics 

both God and man are threatened with banishment from the system as either uncaused First Cause or as secondary and in-efficient cause: the former becomes a quasi-mechanical principle, and the latter a mere "bundle of secondary qualities". . . Man [then] begins to appear for the first time in the history of thought as an irrelevant spectator and insignificant effect of the great mathematical system which is the substance of reality. 10 

Lucien Goldmann has persuasively argued that rather than merely a mystic or nostalgic, Pascal was among the first of his age fully to grasp the theo/logical dilemmas presented by the loss of an Aristotelian concept of space, one that resembles the "Thomistic idea of the community [in that] each thing had its own place in the order of nature and tended to return to it, . . . things were spoken to and judged by space, were told what do and where to go, in exactly the same way as men were judged and directed by the community, and the language of space was, basically, the language of God." 11 Yet in the face of these revised realities, Pascal confronts his dread of infinite spaces not (as generally supposed) by retreating from them, but, like Milton, by conserving within it (not, like Descartes, Hobbes, or even Boyle, mechanically beyond or beside it) a meaningful space for divine mystery and grace. Although Milton's confrontation with relative space is doubtless less mathematical and less morbid, he similarly exploits rather than rejects its potential in a number of analogous ways, including the exaltation of vacuous space common to both. Thus just as Pascal later adapts his pioneering scientific [End Page 47] demonstration of naturally occurring vacuums to the purposes of apologetic theology, so Milton turns to a modified Lucretian atomism to suggest the simultaneous freedom and fecundity of God's "one first matter." Supporting this freedom is the "vast vacuity" of his Chaos, 12 the pre-primal materiae mysteriously linked to the dispensation of his half-"hidden God": one of "the most incredible of all the paradoxes generated by Paradise Lost." 13 

However, due to the work of Paul de Man and others, Pascal's theological technique of coopting the concepts of empty space in general and of the néant, zero, or void in particular is much more widely acknowledged than Milton's. Both in the Pensées and elsewhere, Pascal can clearly be seen adapting these concepts to outline an analogous if ultimately metaphorical void at the center of both human logic and divine sense, the link between which he argues is at once paradoxically unmeasurable yet certain. Central to this argument is his demonstration of the implications surrounding the incomprehensibly great and small dimensions of the "double infinities" that stretch in either direction of the non-Aristotelian universe: their illustration of the void within its expanding and diminishing directions, which should but cannot yield the "equation" of the difference either between man and the material cosmos, or between matter and God. Thus the mathematician's very attempt to arrive at such a deduction merely magnifies his inductive awareness of the even greater distance between a divine mind that could comprehend infinity and a human one that can merely project it. Like Milton using the inventions of the telescope and microscope as dramatic props for foregrounding the immensity of this new metaphysical stage, Pascal then dwells on the disturbing fact that its receding dimensions remain both eternally and internally infinite. Yet finally, because Zeno's paradoxes lack physical confirmation--that is, because the universe does indeed cohere--he postulates that we can and indeed must project an integrative agency uniting the mathematical and real physical vacua of the universe: just as we can project infinity, we must/should project its God. Here it should be noted that in a period which has not yet formulated the laws of gravity, this identification of an immanent or "hidden" God as the invisible force providing the relative spatial center in an order no longer supplied with interlocking spheres is far more ingenious than regressive, far more mathematical than medievalizing. Such a postulate at once accepts and provides a positive logical corollary to the new discontinuities appearing at the heart of the spatial continuum, a profound solution to the problem of lost physical and [End Page 48] metaphysical cohesion in a universe where, as Donne lamented, the New Philosophy "calls all in doubt" ("The First Anniversary," 205). 

Milton's departure from the Ptolemaic model of the universe and his embrace of the infinite universe for much the same apologetic purposes is, at least on the surface, somewhat harder to demonstrate, but at least as central to his attempt to "justify the ways of God to man." Without precisely denying the divine capacity to generate the immense "speed almost spiritual" (PL, 8.110) which the Ptolemaic model of the universe requires, Milton has his spokesangel, Raphael, demonstrate the inconveniences of a system that must "contrive / To save appearances" by girding 

. . . the Sphere 
With Centric and Eccentric scribbled o'er, 
Cycle and Epicycle, Orb in Orb. 

(PL, 8.82-84) 14 

Contrasting this model's theoretical inelegance with the advantages of a "streamlined" system less conformable to Adam's physical sense, he then urges his pupil to ask himself why the sun may not 

Be Centre to the World, and other Stars 
By his attractive virtue and their own 
Incited, dance about him various rounds? 
Thir wandring course now high, now low, then hid, 
Progressive retrograde, or standing still, 
In six thou seest, and what if sev'nth to these 
The Planet Earth, so steadfast though she seem, 
Insensibly three different Motions Move? 
Which else to several Spheres thou must ascribe, 
Mov'd contrary with thwart obliquities, 
Or save the Sun his labor . . . 
. . . which needs not thy belief, 
If Earth industrious of herself fetch Day 

(PL, 8.123-33, 136-37) 

In commenting upon this scene, Lovejoy characteristically condemns Raphael for not dogmatically rejecting the "thwart obliquities" of a Ptolemaic system which had not yet been disproved. 15 Yet from a seventeenth-century perspective, this attitude would not represent responsible science any more that it would accurately reflect the continuing debate over Bishop Wilkin's Discourse that the Earth May be a Planet. Yet in the context of that debate, the poetic emphasis of Raphael's "simple, sensuous, and passionate" discourse (CP, 2:403) quite [End Page 49] clearly favors Wilkins's position, which echoes that of the Royal Society in general. Further, as John Carey and Alastair Fowler also observe, Raphael's initial if at first somewhat subtle preference for the elegant rationality of the Copernican (or Brachian) side of the argument is soon confirmed by his later affirmation of the merits of an astronomical system in which an "industrious" rather than a "sedentary Earth" (PL, 8.32) participates in the motions of its surrounding universe. 16 Distinctively Puritan as well as empirical, such a cosmology is clearly in harmony with Milton's characteristic poetic preference for "dancing stars" rather than static spheres, for "eccentric" angelic orbs that symbolically validate mankind's virtually unlimited spiritual and scientific capacity for knowledge in a newly mobile universe. As Raphael explains to his pupils in paradise, so long as "ye be found obedient" (PL, 5.501) these human capacities are virtually limitless. Nor are they later nullified by their subsequent exile; even after the human lapse, God continues to provide sufficient "prevenient grace" and angelic instruction to ensure that this prototypical pair can individually and/or socially (if also painfully) overcome most of the defects accruing to the fall through self-control and objective observation. 17 Far from the perversely backward-looking attitude of which Lovejoy accuses it, then, Milton's dialogue on astronomy thus reveals his deep regard for the role that both empirical and self-knowledge must play in exploring a materially expanding cosmos. 18 

If both Lovejoy and Kester Svendsen dismiss Milton as a traditionalist who rejects contemporary authorities on "Arithmetic, Geometry, Astronomy, and Geography" in favor of a regressive emphasis upon the learning of ancient languages and authors (Aristotle, Theophrastus, Vitruvius, Seneca, Mela, Celsus, Pliny and Solinus, CP, 2:390-91), 19 it is only by blatantly ignoring the larger polemical outlines of his poetry and prose, and particularly his epic contribution to the contemporary debate between the ancients and moderns. 20 As we have seen, like other members of his party, Milton characteristically rejects the "tyrannous aphorismes" of Scholastic law, science, and especially divinity, all of which he would replace with practical experts who could impart "a reall tincture of naturall knowledge" (CP, 2:394) to learning. 21 Metaphorically, he envisions these reforms as leading humankind to the top of a "strait . . . hill side" (CP, 2:376) of knowledge--a figure borrowed from George Hakewill's Apologie, but a hallmark of this faction as a whole. This metaphor pervades Milton's early prose and poetical works (as, for instance, Sonnet 9) to much the same extent that the scientifically charged images of the telescope and microscope pervade his mature epics. 22 Yet largely because Milton rejects the idea that either human or [End Page 50] scientific history affords a picture of inevitable ascent, his scientific critics have dismissed these metaphors as mere window-dressing even after most opposing myths of progress have lost all credibility; when nearly all recent historians of science describe its course as a pattern of shifting paradigms and outright errors, some progressive, some regressive, but never the result of an unbroken chain of empirical advance. 23 As these same studies amply document, to regard all attempts to fuse science with theology (and both with the mathematical implications of the expanding universe) as "missing links" that drop out of its unified "great chain" is no longer any more tenable than to label these synthetic theologies "superficial," "malicious," or "curious." 24 Yet because these anachronisms have prevailed longer in literary than in scientific historiography, many of these misconceptions still prevail. Pascal, a bona fide scientific and mathematical genius, is still often thought to have reductively "retreated" from the theological implications of his own findings, much as Milton is still accused of anti-positivist biases long after positivism itself has lost most of its epistemological credence. 25 

Yet ironically, even some of Lovejoy's errors can be put to useful heuristic purposes, and nowhere more so than in his comments upon the common concerns that link the theological projects of Milton and Pascal but confute his own. Significantly, his most strenuous objection is to the paradoxical compromise found in both: their equivocal refusal unambiguously "to accept the Copernican hypothesis," combined with their unequivocal assertion of the Brunonian concept of the "infinity of things, in extent, in number, and in diversity." His perplexity is thus only further compounded by Pascal's "perversely" unBrunonian attitude toward infinity, which he correctly traces to his rejection of the "optimistic" implications of materialism and plenitude (namely, empirical positivism), the "scandale" that for Lovejoy makes the mathematician an "embarrassment" in the progress of Western thought. 26 Yet this same sense of "scandale" underlies even the far more sophisticated approach adopted in Michel Foucault's archaeology of the classical "order of things." Although Foucault's networks may well afford a more adequate heuristic model than Lovejoy's chains, they ultimately rest upon a similar set of incomprehensions and exclusions. In substituting the work of the episteme for the dialectical, progressive, and generally Hegelian framework of previous intellectual history, Foucault's model nevertheless remains complicit with it. That is, replacing a theory of linear transmission with a theory of epistemic break does not fundamentally alter the fact that both systems deny the far more chaotic pattern of historical evolution that Bruno Latour has recently asserted: one in which "the [End Page 51] collective in permanent renewal that is organized around things in permanent renewal has never stopped evolving. We have never left the anthropological matrix--we are still in the Dark Ages or, if you prefer, we are still in the world's infancy." 27 

In contrast, Foucault argues that during the seventeenth century the ternary hermeneutics of the Renaissance which "opens" resemblance and analogy to the space of interpretation is suddenly and cataclysmically altered, replaced by the binary calculus that Descartes and his disciples perfect. By collapsing the earlier hermeneutics of similitude into the calculus of nominalism, "the relation of the sign to the signified [is represented] . . . in a space in which there is no longer any intermediary figure to connect them." Because language can no longer be conceived of as ambiguous realm "halfway between the visible forms of nature and the secret conveniences of esoteric discourse," names increase dramatically in power and importance: "The table of the signs will be the image of things." 28 To the extent that Foucault uncovers a primary engine of modernism, he also participates in its strategy, the quasi-positivist tactic of framing a demystifying archaeology in which to displace and "unmask . . . [becomes] our sacred task, the task of us moderns. To reveal the true calculations underlying the false consciousness, or the true interests underlying the false calculations." Yet as Latour convincingly demonstrates, such demystifications are themselves inherently mystifying, since they depend upon a practice of mediation that at once frames the grids or tables of the "modern constitution" and denies its existence; the existence, that is, of its foundational double bracketing out both of the work of interpretation and the spirit of its absent cause, Pascal's deus absconditus, the profound meditation in the very midst of the Classic Age. 29 In focusing exclusively on the "false calculations" that structure the "Classic Age," like Lovejoy, Foucault forgets the formulations that will restructure it, that will intervene in its history of rational progress by inventing a synthetic rationalism of displaced words, infinite spaces, and paradoxically dis- and re-unifying vacua--those incommensurable spaces in which Pascal's God confronts man, and Milton's human couple confronts God. At once disrupting the triumph of nominalism and its gradual "exile" of God from the material universe, this theology appropriates its very logic as the very means of its own undoing; not, as Lovejoy would have it, as a means of its forgetting. 

Although Milton unlike Pascal was never a practical scientist or mathematician, his early and continuing preoccupation with the problems and opportunities afforded by the New Science led him independently to "invent" a conception of the deity surprisingly similar to that of [End Page 52] his French contemporary: no longer a mere first mover in some Thomistic version of the big bang theory, but a central and functional force at work in the interstices of the infinite universe. Moreover, this theology draws upon the separate but related impulses of Protestant rhetoric and Jansenist logic, the necessity of maintaining a "space" for independent and even "wandr'ing" individual interpretation that is by definition divine. 30 

Yet as suggested above, if the fundamental obstacle to demonstrating either this parallel "creation" by two otherwise unrelated contemporaries has more to do with reception history than with their actual historical moment, related obstacles appear in the complex philosophical allegories which frame these innovative theologies of relative space. This allegorical matrix alone typically causes the ritual emblems of Paradise Lost to be read as if they were striving toward the eternal stasis of a Spenserian cosmos, just as it causes the paradoxes of the Pensées to seem as if they were preparing the groundwork for some neo-Augustinian, other-worldly retreat. Hence if it is relatively easy to demonstrate that both Puritanism and Jansenism support rather than oppose the empirical advances of the seventeenth century, it will be more difficult to divorce the late work of either Milton or Pascal from a form of skeptical Christian pessimism generally seen as justifying the rejection of the world. Nor is there much doubt that Milton's Baconian optimism wanes after the Restoration, just as Pascal's Jansenist gloom waxes in proportion to the persecution suffered by his movement. Nevertheless, despite or even because of the fact that their "tragic visions" stem from the belated disillusionment of both, each develops a revolutionary form of socio-religious critique that is at once deconstructive and also reconstructive. 

As Lucien Goldmann reminds us, although between 1654 and 1662 Pascal "moves from the centralist intellectualism of the Provinciales to the tragic extremism of the Pensées," and thus from the "world of social life and science" to the "most radical aspects of the Jansenist movement," his pessimism never becomes as absolute as that of his co-religionists. Rather than wholly rejecting the world and relying only upon "efficacious grace in man's state of fallen nature," 31 

Pascal frequently asserts not only that man cannot do without reason but that social privileges do have a real value in the expression which they give to the possession of wealth or power. In short, wherever Barcos says 'No', Pascal replies both 'Yes' and 'No', and it is this which leads us on to the most important and difficult problem for the student of Jansenism: that of the paradoxical being par excellence, the juste pêcheur (righteous sinner). 32 [End Page 53]
Not only does this "paradoxical being" bear an obvious resemblance both to Milton's Adam and Eve and his later, more tragic Samson, but it also reflects a similar attempt to recuperate a set of failed religio-political ideals through similar philosophical means: through a reorientation away from the apocalyptic "either/or" of "worldly" Calvinism's approach to sin, and toward the more moderate "free will" position of an Arminianism he had earlier rejected. 33 Due to the failure of God's Englishmen to realize their revolutionary hopes or his kingdom on earth, Paradise Lost thus records a view of human history sharply removed from the dream of a regularly rising "hill" of progress that would effortlessly exalt both divine Providence and the wisdom of his Elect. 34 

Nevertheless, like Pascal Milton neither completely deserts reason for faith, nor rejects a modified idea of rational progress. Although the final books of his epic depict the Nimrods and Pharaohs of the world as recurrent and redoubtable obstacles to social and spiritual reform, these tyrants are just as regularly resisted by a form of human reason assisted by divine grace. In fact, here as in his earlier and far more optimistic prolusion, Naturam non pati senium ("That Nature does not suffer from old age"), the most undeniably real effects of the fall are also the most reversible. Like the anti-scholastic Apologie that his prolusion had been written to defend, 35 his epic conclusion continues to affirm a circular if not linear schema of historical ascent. If its indirect and uncertain course seems too pessimistic for historical optimists like Bacon or later proponents of the myth of progress like Lovejoy, from a late twentieth century perspective this schema seems far less anti-progressive than proto-modern. 36 While refusing to endorse any inevitable march of civilization and enlightenment, it also avoids the despairing attitudes voiced by the true anti-progressives of the period, the classical humanists whom Hakewill accuses of finding such 

a fatall kinde of necessitie and course of times, . . . that notwithstanding all their striving and industrie, it is impossible they should rise to the pitch of their noble and renowned Predecessours, they begin to yeeld to the times and to necessity, being resolved that their endeavours are all in vaine, and that they strive against the streame. 37 

Thus like Pascal, Milton will advocate a form of skeptical rationalism capable of balancing the vast dimensions of an uncertain cosmos against the will of individual subjects trapped in time but not in necessity, in fact ironically "freed" from it by their own understanding of the necessary paradoxes inherent in the new rationality of relative time and space. [End Page 54] Each will use this expanding and uncertain cosmos to discover a new ground of certitude, an ambiguously decentered source of gravity "present" in the "boundless deep" of a logically calculable yet infinite and thereby absent God. Because this rigorously pragmatic faith is also neither cynical nor despairing, in either case it is oddly if ultimately more authentically optimistic than the myths of secular progress that have disappointed so many. As even Lovejoy reluctantly admits, in the end it may be "better to admit the world to be not at present entirely rational, and retain some hope of its amendment, than to conceive of it as perfectly rational--and hopeless." 38 From this perspective, Milton should be regarded as among the first of the "long line of thinkers" who like Pascal at once "go beyond--and integrate--both the Christian tradition and the achievements of rationalism and empiricism," in the process creating "a new moral attitude" that would become the very hallmark of what Goldmann hails as modernism, and Latour will later (with tongue partly in cheek) refers to as nonmodernism, the rejection of our fictive state of alienation from nature. 39 Repudiating Lovejoy's groundless confidence in the superiority of the seventeenth century rationalists who anticipate the empirical/evolutionary answer to the question of man's place in the universe, Goldmann proposes that the truly prophetic thinkers of this age anticipate a world in which neither a physical nor a temporal Chain of Being could be used to justify philosophical optimism. Rejecting both rationalism and skepticism, such thinkers place the human subject in a hermeneutic circle that touches without fully overlapping the circle of nature conceived neither as static aggregate-space (as in the Aristotelian world view), nor as a set of eternally reversible and verifiable physical equations entirely independent of his subjectivity (as in the Newtonian world view). 

Characteristically, Cassirer intuitively grasped Pascal's paradoxical place in the uneven advances of western intellectual history, even while his thought remained embedded in many of its linear paradigms. Placing Pascal at once "at the beginning of modern times" but also at the end "of the philosophical anthropology of the Middle Ages," he nevertheless acknowledges that the brilliant geometer was the first to understand "the true use, the extent, and the limits of geometry," which indicate that the human mind can never be reduced to a geometrical proposition. Instead, Pascal "nonmodernly" grasped that 

Contradiction is the very element of human existence. Man has no "nature"--no simple or homogenous being. He is a strange mixture of being and nonbeing. His place is between these two opposite poles. 40 [End Page 55]
Yet this position does not, as Cassirer assumes, reduce man to an absurdity comprehensible only by means of revealed religion; far more than earlier disciples of the Piconian or related Neoplatonic traditions, Pascal recognizes that revealed religion is not itself adequate to this task of definition. Hence for him, the only adequate understanding of man is as a homo absconditus, the only possible analogue of whom is the Deus absconditus, the "other" absence or void within a new cosmology "based on empirical observations and on general logical principles." His brilliance as a mathematician and pioneer of probability theory leads him to recognize that these principle can never account for the mathematical absence at their own center, the zero or "vanishing point" that grounds a newly "mute universe, . . . a world . . . silent to his religious feelings and to his deepest moral demands." Hence if like Lovejoy, Cassirer ultimately dismisses Pascal's "solution" to this new cosmological dilemma, and like Foucault rejects all but the Cartesian calculus as a means of regrounding empirical reality through a pseudo-geometric logic of "infinite" doubt, a nominalist approach that turns "the laws of nature . . . [into] nothing but special cases of the general laws of reason"--he also correctly guesses that the great geometer was among the first to foresee not only the limits of these laws, but also the human need to supplement them with a quite different kind of calculus, a logic commensurable with the paradoxical condition of the homo absconditus. 41 

Thus in a very important sense, it is actually Pascal's anti-Cartesianism that makes him one of the first modern men, among the first to grasp the full significance of the decentered spaces that man and God must occupy once the new science and its mathematics open not only infinitude, but its counterpart, nothingness, to the logic of the void. Yet the necessity of recentering the observer within these relative spaces is apparent not merely to mathematicians like Pascal, but also to the baroque artists experimenting with multiple vanishing points (a type of artist with whom Milton has often been instructively compared). All such experimenters of the epoch at once acknowledge and manipulate the absence of origin underlying the theory and practice of perspectival system space, as Brian Rotman has shown. Yet this awareness does not simply "erupt" during the seventeenth century, but begins much earlier, in fact with the very introduction of the zero once the Hindu numeral system replaces the Roman one (which has no sign for nothing), and culminates when algebraic equations replace Euclidean geometry. 42 In the process, the concept of zero is gradually transformed from a merely negative to a positive absence, from mere lack to a placeholder, the meta-sign grounding all the variables of a system of differential equations. Thus [End Page 56] ultimately, Rotman concludes that this new awareness is the result of a gradual evolutionary process, not, as Foucault supposes, of an epistemic break: 

The elaboration of the code of scientific discourse in the seventeenth century to accommodate the concepts and reality of 'vacuum' and 'empty space' was a question, not of historical causation to be traced through the supposed influence of Greek atomism, but the completion of an existing semiotic paradigm. Within this discourse the terms 'vacuum' or 'empty space' were obliged to signify the absence of what before them had been conceived as full, indivisible and all-pervasively present: the plenum of breathable air and the plenum of material (as opposed to divine) existence. 43 

As he also recognizes, Pascal's preoccupation with the void is not primarily the hallmark of his religious gloom, but of his understanding of the problematic aspects of a system that would necessarily reground all subject/object distinctions, including that most fundamental category of his entire philosophical tradition: the idea of the divine existence as a one, a "total unfractured omnipresence" stabilizing the entire network of subjective presences. Thus not only this unfractured unity, but the entire metaphor sustaining the idea of any fully present primary subject is called into question once algebra replaces the abacus, paper money replaces gold (which had long since replaced barter), and internal vanishing points begin to resist the stabilizing influence of external perspective. In altering external space these transformations gradually alter the way subjects occupy internal space, until finally, "in the codes of mathematics, vision, text, and money, it is the active constructing subject who, by taking part in a thought experiment, makes an abstraction[,] . . . is enabled to occupy a new semiotic space, one which relies essentially on a reference to the absence of signs that were previously . . . conceived in terms of a positive, always present, content." 44 In other words, by the seventeenth century, both the human observer and the divine "center" of the universe have essentially become zeroes, the null sets around which system space revolves. 

Thus precisely because they not only accept but exploit the subjective paradoxes lurking in the heart of this objective cosmology, a system of meta-signs that has completely replaced the concrete contents of aggregate space, antinomians like Pascal and Milton avoid the Cartesian/Newtonian temptation of redualizing subject/object relations. Prophetically, both regard the dichotomies that produce Foucault's "Classic Age" as untenable, as indeed they would eventually become when modern [End Page 57] science once again began to acknowledge the place of the observer in its calculations; that is, once the sciences of certitude were regrounded in those of relativity. 45 Far from merely "temporalizing" the Great Chain of Being, as Lovejoy proposed, the empirical science of the late nineteenth century was itself already beginning to bifurcate under the weight of these very dichotomies, which ultimately produce two methodologically but not teleologically compatible spatial and philosophical models of the universe: a mechanistic Newtonian cosmos in stasis, and a dynamic, Darwinian continuum in flux. At the root of these contradictory models lie the parallel assumptions of dualist mechanics and positive causality, the framework of a "billiard ball" universe that resolves the problem of the displaced human observer by treating him either as at worst a random consequence, at best a mathematical register of a self-sustaining spatio-temporal system. 46 By essentially equating God with either fate or chance, neither can heal but only progressively deepen the growing gap between man and God, the foundational subject/object constellation guiding all other binary oppositions that structure the mechanistic logic of the Classic Age. Fueled by what Blaise Pascal scornfully described as the Cartesian "Romance of Nature," 47 these supposedly insurmountable oppositions would thereafter guide philosophy's submission to science, its project of rendering a world thoroughly intelligible on the basis of mathematical or logical/linguistic rather than intuitively rational principles. And because in this world of subject/object dichotomies the emotional and spiritual man is "naturally" excluded, these aspects of human nature are relegated to the same nether world as Latour's hybrids: "objects" at once permitted but unable to be recognized by what he calls the "modern constitution." 48 

In resisting the consequences of this "romance," not only Pascal and Milton but English contemporary scientists like Robert Boyle drew upon Bacon's foundational resistance to complete systematization. In search of an alternate paradigm, they typically called in question both Ptolemaic and Copernican models of the universe in an attempt to conserve some unmechanistic role for its First Mover. 49 While assisting the empiricist project of promoting inductive over deductive method at the expense of Scholastic philosophy (especially the plenary doctrine that "nature abhors a vacuum," the anti-random physical principle necessarily attacked by both by Pascal and Milton, but reincorporated first in Cartesian theory and finally in Darwinian biology), these proponents of this via media also advocated rational skepticism and relativism rather than accept the atheistic implications of a mechanistic universe that leaves "no place for God." 50 Ironically, these neo-Epicurean supporters [End Page 58] of an atomic but still "god-filled" universe tended to reject Scholasticism at least in part because the Aristotelian basis of its cosmology was as proto-mechanistic in principle as the Newtonian revolution was to make the new science in fact. 51 By positing the eternity of the universe, the Aristotelian system seemed to exclude both the necessity or even the possibility of divine intervention as much as any Cartesian "concourse of atoms . . . obeying natural laws." 52 Yet few if any thinkers of the period were ingenious enough to combat these implications by at once granting them in principle and using their logic to overturn them in fact--a strategy that both Pascal and Milton effectively apply to Descartes' Meditations. By demonstrating the logical necessity of knowing God before either the existence of the self or of the natural laws of the universe can be understood, they at once invert the cogito and avoid the inconsistencies so apparent in Boyle. Far more adept as a chemist than a theologian, Boyle attempts to "save the appearance" of God only to fall into the Cartesian trap of making him into a "digression" in the natural scheme of things. By limiting the deity's role to the necessary yet automatic functions of creating and "imparting motion to matter," he grants God the entire "operation of the machine of the world" only to reduce him to the role of first atom rather than First Cause, a principle of motion rather than of knowledge. Thus like the eighteenth century deists inspired by Newton, Boyle's schema merely creates a clockmaker, not the personal God he had intended to conserve. 53 

As Boyle and other less spatially imaginative thinkers of the age failed to appreciate, this "solution" becomes spiritually unsatisfying as soon as the mechanistic expansion of the universe and its newly relative spaces destroy the cosmic bridges and ladders that had once linked Aristotle's First Mover to his creation. When a mathematics of relative space replaces a system of concentrically ordered spheres, there is no longer any celestial music but only the song that Pascal was among the first to hear: "Le silence de ces espaces infinis." Of course there were many other attempts to maintain the deity's immanent presence in his universe, and a number of these contribute to the later history of apologetic theology in ways that unfortunately blur the theoretical ingenuity of both Miltonic materialism and Pascalian skepticism by lending them the afterglow of romantic pantheism. Yet in terms of their contemporary milieu, the unique contribution of their relativist theology resides in the paradoxical "place" each ascribes to the Almighty, which both commonly conceive as having an infinite extension in and a vacuous absence from the material universe. This seemingly insignificant reordering of a priori physical necessity, which reverts from matter back to God, actually [End Page 59] creates an alternative spatial and ontological schema. Dialectically inverting not only the Cartesian subject/object dichotomy, but also the subject's capacity to deduce and/or produce the necessary existence of God, it at once restores the primacy of the human imagination and that of the divine being. Through a radical synthesis of oppositions, absences, and analogies, the certitude of the finite mind of the homo absconditus is ineradicably linked to the infinite mystery of the Deus absconditus, and both to the absent "center" of relative space. Then, whether through Pascal's "leap of faith" or Milton's radically prevenient grace, a complementary synthesis is set in motion: the humility of human induction not only inspires but enhances the human subject's capacity for authentic interpretation, which is defined as antinomianally and divinely free "to act or not" by becoming commensurable with the incommensurable freedom of its God, the zero-ground of the whole. Hence for the first time, divine freedom is no longer conceived as a sacred but as a numerological mystery inscribed in space: as the zero or vanishing point in which the infinite universe coheres, and the individual acts--or not. 

On these and related points Lovejoy is once again instructively wrong in arguing that these paradoxes are inconsistent with the Weberian model of rational Protestantism, and thus also with the empiricism it fostered. Here it will be useful to review precisely why he finds Pascal's theology opposed to the "ethical creed and moral temper" of radical Puritanism, which he incorrectly identifies only with the principle of plenitude. 54 Of course, in more normative forms of Puritanism, this principle does indeed promote a 

this-worldly type of religious feeling and moral temper; for it implied the genuine reality and metaphysical necessity of the sensible world; it found in the creation of such a world an actual enhancement of the divine perfection; and it served, for century after century, and the chief basis of the arguments for optimism. Yet since it seemed to make the world literally infinite, its consequences could . . . easily be turned to the service of other-worldliness; and it was upon this possibility of the astronomical application of the conception that Pascal seized. Again, the principle at bottom was . . . the manifestation of a kind of rationalism; it expressed the conviction that there is an essential reasonableness in the nature of reality, a sufficient ground . . . for everything that concretely exists. But when it was construed as implying the real existence of a quantitative or numerical infinite, it seemed rather to make reality essentially alien to man's reason, permeated throughout with paradoxes and contradictions. He who thus followed the principle of sufficient reason to what appeared to be [End Page 60] its ultimate consequence, found his conclusion destructive of the assumption from which it had been derived. He might thus be easily converted into such as pyrrhonien accompli as made, in Pascal's eyes, the most hopeful material for a chrétien soumis. 55 

Besides illustrating the psychological basis of Lovejoy's hostility to Pascal's "other-worldly" interference with his cherished program of "this-worldly" optimism, this passage also ironically suggests the positive underside of Pascal's Jansenist skepticism. By acknowledging, even embracing the limitations that the new cosmology imposed upon both Aristotelian and new scientific conceptions of God, Pascal is able to demonstrate how these notions of divine infinity actually limit the deity either to the fully mechanical functions envisioned by Boyle, or to the fully formal functions envisioned by Descartes. 

As both Milton and Pascal seem to have been aware, once Hobbes reworks the implications of Cartesian nominalism, God's functions thus become essentially unreal in relation to the material cosmos in which we actually live and breathe. Because God is by definition a final cause, and because Hobbes would exclude final causes from the scientific description of the universe, the deity is no longer allowed any formal or even much efficient reality. 56 Hence Pascal ingeniously takes the contradictions posed by the "new" cosmological principle of plenitude--that is, the revisionary form it takes once this "completion theorem" has been subjected to nominalist/empiricist logic--to demonstrate the necessity of a new "vacuum" underlying the supposed stabilities of this binary system. 57 By showing that the logic of infinity must confront the limits of the human mathematical and practical imagination if it is to remain accessible to the laws of its own calculus, he postulates the existence of an other-worldly and unknowable void at its very heart, an infinite space that can only be "filled" by the deity of Christian revelation, the "calculable" mystery that can alone coordinate, much less comprehend these inner and outer spaces. According to this Pascalian logic, an infinite/divine "supplement" becomes the necessary but overlooked element within the new cosmology of system-space, a relative continuum that the subject can no longer imagine as constituting anything like the "natural" or aggregate space of Aristotle--and which he must therefore imagine as centered on the radical "nothing" or zero-degree of God, the being whose existence is thereby probabilistically proved. 

Rather than separating him from his creator, then, a true assessment of man's "disproportion[ate]" place within the "two infinites which enclose and evade" him yields comfort as well as awe. 58 Although [End Page 61] "Anyone who considers himself . . . [supported] between these two abysses of infinity and nothingness, will tremble at these marvels" (P, 199), the same rational power that allows him to calculate the existence of the enormous absences lurking in the new dimensions of nature, now "an infinite sphere whose center is everywhere and circumference nowhere" (P, 199), also causes him to see that there are only two forces which can either apprehend or correlate both its internally collapsing and externally receding spaces. While profoundly dissimilar, finite human reason, which can project if not comprehend the Other, the infinite wisdom of the divine, must logically belong to the same set of inverse, incommensurable, yet inescapable analogues of infinity--if only as the sole "cogitans" that can self-evidently project its existence at all. Further, by showing that these conclusions derive from the relative logic of mathematical probability and its demonstration of the false certitudes of geometrical calculation, Pascal overcomes Cartesian deduction with its own device: mechanistic logic gives way to inductive inference, and mathematical to human proof. Ultimately, because the spatial laws of the universe revealed through number are shown to have an a priori dependence upon the no-number, the zero or place-holder, the infinite/divine equation of the infinite universe is at least relatively assured. 

Milton's theological response to the new scientific dilemmas announced by Donne exhibits some surprising parallels even with Pascal's most mathematical demonstrations. Although the epic form of Paradise Lost prevents anything like a literal representation of the dimensions of the expanded universe (dimensions which could only be fully exploited by the science fiction of a far more technological age), Milton uses the negative paradoxes of his cosmic framework to suggest the a priori existence of some of the positive paradoxes also observed by Pascal: the set of benign vacuities and "divine" dichotomies that appear once the great chain of being becomes "an infinite sphere whose center is everywhere and circumference nowhere." Equally resisting a "romance of nature" that seems destined to result only in a mechanistic universe, Milton thus parallels Pascal in embracing a form of relative space whose vacuities can be used to reveal new verities: the very inconsistencies of the Ptolemaic system he superficially adopts actually pay homage to the new expanses revealed by divine Providence. 59 By consistently deconstructing rather than "saving the appearances" of an antiquated epic cosmos, he similarly celebrates an infinite continuum recentered in the logical infinitude of an almost equally hidden God. 

Thus despite some of its superficial appearances, like Pascal's his technique is neither transcendentally mystical nor nostalgic. By setting [End Page 62] the older allegorical and the newer Copernican model of the universe against each other, he tests their empirical limits in order to locate their missing center, the divine source in which the whole coheres. Hence like his hell, most of his epic geography gradually evolves into almost wholly mental "spaces" (PL, 4.75-78, 10.597-98), regions that retain only relative physical properties. Both the poem's indeterminately "square or round" heaven (PL, 2.1047-48) and the "pendant world" suspended from it by "a golden Chain" typify this geography in borrowing traditional emblems only to expand them to the point of rupture. Thus even the conventional purity imaged by heaven's "Opal Tow'rs and Battlements adorn'd / Of living Sapphire" (PL, 2.1049-52) conceals an alternate allusion to the new physics, its indeterminate shape suggesting not merely the mystically squared circle of divine perfection, but also the optical intensification a celestial landscape would attain as it approaches the source of light. Although more conventional interpretations of these allusions are equally possible, as Stanley Fish has definitively demonstrated, they find themselves in constant conflict with the poem's larger panorama: not only with the vast distances suggested by Satan's fall and Raphael's interplanetary flight, but also with the poet's own reminder that these figures are not literally but "mysteriously . . . meant" (PL, 3.516). 60 Finally, as if to prevent less careful readers from missing the point, Raphael describes the remote earth's appearance from heaven not as a link in a golden chain, but as "a cloudy spot" such as "Galileo, less assur'd, observes" (PL, 5.266, 262). 

From these few examples alone, it would seem that even Milton's well known obsession with light imagery stems not merely from whatever sense of physical and historical blindness he may have suffered (the latter thought by his enemies to have caused the former), but from his peculiarly Pascalian "optimism": his confidence in the idea that by attempting yet also by failing to calculate the vast distances of the new cosmos and the vastly altered spaces of its hidden God, that God can immanently be made to materialize in a new light. Thus if his celestial signposts testify to the yearnings of a sightless poet whose eyes "toll in vain / To find thy piercing ray, and find no dawn" (PL, 3.23-24), they also suggest his awe at the "frightful" interstellar distances these light impulses must traverse from that infinite source. While light remains a natural force that can "tangibly" be communicated even to the blind (PL, 3.22), it still retains sufficient intangibility to suggest the common human distance from divine light, its vanishing point. And in fact, the enormity of the distances that Raphael must traverse "worlds and worlds" to cover (PL, 5.268) can only be adequately understood in the context of the [End Page 63] transformative power of all-powerful light, the measure of perception but also of distance, which here as in the famous invocation to book 3 suggests the vast expanses of a virtually boundless universe. Finally, then, as earlier readers have also acknowledged, the "golden Chain" connecting heaven and earth has no literal but only a metaphoric meaning, making it a cipher or symbol for the "divine design penetrating the entire universe." 61 Once this design has also been detached from the certitudes of aggregate space, the very stairs of Jacob's ladder (PL, 3.510) cease to serve as traditional emblems of divine revelation, but instead model an abstract calculation, a negotiation between creature and Creator, a ladder ambiguously lowered either "to dare / The Fiend by easy ascent, or aggravate / His sad exclusion from the doors of Bliss" (PL, 3.523-25). Milton's "either/or" here suggests that moral choices like physical dimensions have been reconceived as a kind of rational calculus which replaces the pseudoscience of innate dispositions or "humours" with a psychological exploration of the indeterminacies operating within the freedom of the will. In the process, the places and dimensions of the Ptolemaic universe begin to take on much the same allegorical shape as that previously assumed by the pagan gods: they become antiquated symbols or signposts converted to the service of a far more sophisticated mental and physical geometry. 

Thus while Milton's epic choices can still be conceived as allegorically "narrow" or "wide," it is only in relation to calculable physical consequences. Stressing the importance of grasping the outlines of this fateful geometry, Raphael shows that while Adam's "late" creation from the "vast vacuitie" of Chaos could cause him to "Dream . . . of other Worlds" (PL, 8.175), true "breadth" consists in focusing more narrowly on the world now before him. Much as Pascal turns a numerical grasp of negative infinitude into a positive sense of human finitude as the assured center of the expandable universe, Adam learns that the double infinities of his universe--those stretching from the inner reaches of Chaos into the outer reaches of unknown planets--may be his to apprehend, but not actually to inhabit. Yet if grasped correctly, they reveal a far more reassuring reality within these expanses: the immensity of a divine power, bounty, and grace in which Adam ultimately shares. Because this reality exists not merely to limit but also to reward human apprehension, "discursive" understanding is designed to prosper to the extent that it accepts humanly inductive and avoids satanically deductive methods. In following this humbler course, it will thus attain to ever greater heights of "intuitive" understanding (PL, 5.488-90): the understanding of angels, but most certainly not of Descartes. Significantly, when Eve falls into [End Page 64] Satan's trap, it is by using deductive logic disguised as adequate induction: reasoning from the pseudo-evidence of a speaking serpent, rather than from her own careful observation and assessment. Hence for both Adam and Eve, properly to understand their creator as he benignly intends they should is to accept the nature of creaturely limitations within the limitlessness sphere of divine providence, an understanding which can ultimately if not immediately confer godlike abilities upon observers aware of the disproportion of man. This seeming paradox is in fact the basis of all human knowledge: like Raphael, the other angels and even the animals, human creatures can only thrive by understanding that reason at once separates them from and unites them to an invisible creator who at once "deifies" them with his rational "spirit within thee free," yet also frees them from the burdens of a purely mechanical calculus (PL, 8.430-31). 

Yet Milton's use of number and distance as a means of humanly tracing "the track Divine" (PL, 11.354) resonates not merely with Pascal's demonstration of the inevitable "disproportion of man," but also with the latter's repositioning of God in the newly infinite universe. Both understand that once the new mechanics reconceptualizes "space as a function" in place of "space as a substratum," a new kind of theodicy--or for Paul de Man, an "allegory of persuasion"--becomes necessary. 62 According to de Man, the Pensées address this task through a corollary of the logic of infinity, the humanly inaccessible yet theoretically calculable reaches of the number system. The very center of this system opens on to the ultimate void, not merely the vacuum within nature or even between man and nature, the source of all human disproportion, but the meta-sign that signifies all of these absences, the zero. Nevertheless, just as the zero resides both at the center of the new number line of negative and positive numbers and also outside it, as an unquantifiable, incalculable "nothing" forever multiplying itself, so the universe itself can be seen generating endless infinities that can only be filled by the mysterious power inside/outside it, the calculable "nothing" of Pascal's hidden God. Mathematically speaking, God is thus the void par excellence, the mysteriously empty yet "full" power that parallels the properties of the number zero. 

De Man traces the foundations of this theological analogy to Pascal's Refléxions, which replace scholastic affirmation with a form of disjunction that "is not to be thought of as a negation," but as the reinscription of a heterogenous, "unnameable," yet also functionally ineradicable element. 63 As elsewhere, Pascal here sets scholasticism and nominalism against each other, the latter defeating the former and itself with its own [End Page 65] device. By departing from the Euclidean number line centered on the number one, Pascal demonstrates that its true center, the zero, has the properties both of a non-number (in its unique indivisibility) and a number (in its additive function). This demonstration then allows him to distinguish between what according to Euclid is a nominally but not really indivisible number, the one, and the actually indivisible point, the zero. Thus by analogy, zero becomes the new center not only of the number-system but also of the universe, the meta-sign uniquely capable of signifying the absence/presence of a God who can no longer be conceived as a one. In the same way that infinity (of which the vacuum supplies an inner-worldly exemplum, an endlessly empty set) has become the absent physical center of nature, its logical sine qua non, "nothing" has become its inner-worldly "presence"--but also by definition, always already its absence. Nevertheless, just as these "nothings" disappear into a vanishing point beyond the reach of the finite observer, they also approach him as an analogy of his center, the arche of his number line and of his absent self, his paradoxically free will. Ingeniously, the human being continues to be imagined in the image of his God, even while it has been radically reinscribed in a meta-sign: as the logical variable which alone among sublunar creation can calculate, let alone divide from or add itself on to the absent yet undeniably real force of divine power. As the place-holder of being and number, motion and time, in the Pensées the zero is thus inductively made to figure both the cosmic infinity of God and the rational freedom of man. 64 

The theodical or persuasive aspect of this analogy is particularly apparent in Pascal's famous fragment on "The Wager," his very un-Cartesian demonstration of the intellectual necessity of assuming the divine existence. Since God can no longer be conceived as a One (as the Meditations conventionally assume him to be--a form of Anselmian perfection that would be incomplete without an actual existence, essence, or "oneness"), he is also not an integer capable of addition or subtraction, but the unnameable infinity that makes both possible, a Zero. By extrapolation, then, even though the distances between this Infinitude, his extended universe, and ourselves are each separably incalculable, together they yield an "indivisible" certitude: 

We know that the infinite exists without knowing its nature, just as we know that it is untrue that numbers are finite. Thus it is true that there is an infinite number, but we do not know what it is . . . Therefore we may well know that God exists without knowing what he is. (P, 418) [End Page 66]
Pascal's next step is to relate this "knowledge" to that of the human condition; to show that despite our finitude or singleness, our wager is relatively assured by the analogous and "equally" infinite disjunction between man and nature, the parallel point at which man most nearly approaches God. If only in this sense, "l'homme surpasse infiniment l'homme" (P, 515). 65 Yet as we shall see, not only this reputedly "unique" theodical device but also the conception of deity that it demands are not without parallels in Paradise Lost, where the narrative voice uses a startling similar strategy of rational calculation and distancing to isolate the point of rupture/suture that unites the "double infinities" of man and God. 66 

In Miltonic form the strategy first appears as a way of representing God only as a source of energy inevitably prior to light, and light itself as a theoretical vanishing point, a "Bright effluence of bright essence increate" (PL, 3.6). Thus by "discovering" God only through the infinite degrees of light that separates him from creation, like Pascal, Milton maintains both the divine analogy with and distance from man. Yet if this inapproachable power "dark with excessive bright" (PL, 3.380) cannot be seen, it can be shadowed by a dialectical "process of speech" he shares with his rational creatures; a process oddly resembling Pascalian persuasion even in mathematical terms. As Raphael explains to Adam and Eve, although God's Word exists in an eternity remote from them all, the nature of its effects if not of his essential, infinite reality, can be perceived by them all in the relative dimensions of time and space: "Immediate are the Acts of God, more swift / Than time or motion, but to human ears / Cannot without process of speech be told, / So told as earthly notion can receive" (PL, 7.176-79). Thus due to the gap between God's immediacy and his Word's accommodated reception, a gap that mirrors that between himself and his Son, the "Word" who gives temporal "effect" to his divine intentions (PL, 7.174-75), a positive lapse is inserted in this universe. Although what he wills "is Fate" (PL, 7.173), by withdrawing his will in time, his creatures are left free to use their reason "without least impulse or shadow of Fate, / Or aught by me immutably foreseen" (PL, 3.120-21). Either by negating or neutralizing his foreknowledge so that Son, angels, and man may be "Authors to themselves in all," he allows them to calculate his will in their own relative dimensions, by accommodating or analogizing his functions with their own, a process that cannot limit but only expand the essential freedom and hence likeness that unites them. Because this balancing act takes place in the empty space of the will, not the aggregate space of an antiquated chain of being, Milton's God will acquire many of the [End Page 67] mathematical properties reminiscent of Pascal's still more hidden deity: he will appear and act essentially like a Zero. 

Though not so fully hidden as the Deus absconditus, the acts of this epic God are revealed through a negative analogy of number which resembles the zero-function in being the real, present, yet also abstract and "empty" basis of cosmic order. Because his decrees can be transacted and "read" only in the relative spatial dimensions of function or system space, as Fish also shows, they can image only relatively calculable, never concrete or stable distances. If one of these decrees places hell as far from heaven "As from the center thrice to the utmost pole" (PL, 1.74), the reader must perform some kind of numerical wager adequately to imagine a physical orientation that can measured only by the motion and speed of their triply binding descent. Far removed from the certain centers around which the concrete architectonics of Dante's cosmos revolves, this narratively and spatially expanding cosmos precludes any literal means of measuring Satan's distance from God--a degree deducible only in the discursive distances of their speech, and the intuitive distances of their wills. Nevertheless, the relative distance of this gap may be known as certainly as the odds of the wager the reader must make to find it: it can be described as the inverse of an infinite parallel, the infinite absence of a heavenly perfection that is by definition indeterminate--unlike the close recesses of Pandaemonium. 

Thus in contrast with Satan's spurious oneness, his adversarial "union, of "firm Faith, and firm accord" (PL, 2.36), the God of Paradise Lost ultimately represents a zero-function, a variable mathematical sign, a vanishing point everywhere and nowhere in the universe. If his infinitude makes him at once a "boundless Deep," the "I am" who "fill[s] /Infinitude, he is also a self-emptying retraction of energy into which he can "uncircumscrib'd . . . retire" (PL, 7.168-70). Completely "free / To act or not" (PL, 7.171-72), he is no longer strictly speaking a "he" at all but what Andrew Milner describes as at once the "particular personage who stands by merit at the top of the cosmological hierarchy," but also the "abstract principle which transcends that hierarchy altogether." 67 Released from a Neoplatonic "necessity" to create, he becomes accessible to his creatures chiefly through a quasi-Pascalian system of analogies. 68 As Adam's perfection allows him to grasp, God remains in a sense a mysterious unity, "who am alone / From all Eternity, for none I know / Second to mee or like, equal much less" (PL, 8.405-7), yet is also its cancellation, the mysteriously absent placeholder of a temporal creation external both to his eternity and his infinity. Wholly unlike this being except in his mutual sense of disparity, Adam acknowledges that their [End Page 68] differences far exceed their similarities. While Adam needs a mate to complement his solitary existence, for his creator there can be 

. . . No need that thou 
Shouldst propagate, already infinite; 
And through all numbers absolute, though One; 
. . . Thou in thy secrecy although alone, 
Best with thyself accompanied, seek'st not 
Social communion, yet so pleas'd, 
Canst raise thy Creature to what highth thou wilt 
Of Union or Communion, deifi'd. 

(PL, 8.419-21; 427-31) 

Yet if in one sense no true equality or parallelism with God is possible, even on the part of his "only begotten Son," Adam also understands that his very infinity permits him to "deify" his creatures in the medium of rational intercourse. Mathematically, this paradoxical ability is implicit in God's dual nature as both infinite and One, "through all numbers absolute," but in his "secrecy . . . alone." A power like that of Pascal's zero alternately expanding and contracting his numerical reach everywhere and nowhere in the universe, he becomes the still point of the number line as well as of the turning world. Adam can accurately refer to him as a "One" when he contrasts God's self-sufficiency with his own, which is in "unity defective" (PL, 8.425), but in his propagation "through all numbers absolute," God remains the beginning and end of an infinite number line hypothetically but not statically contained in him; the generative center of an unbounded progression fixed neither in being nor time, and intersected only by the intangible yet real free agency bestowed on his creatures. The problem of saving the appearances of the divine being is thus again ingeniously resolved by reimagining him as the same kind of symbolic completion that Rotman finds the semiotic subject achieving by linking the algebraic variable with the zero: "by ranging over all number signs . . . [this] algebraic subject performs an operation of closure on the infinite proliferation of number signs that come into being with zero." 69 

Yet as with Pascal's, this deity's intersection with his universe is also more than nominal: his role far exceeds that of a merely abstract First Cause, a blank set to be filled by the human imagination, a Cartesian cipher guaranteeing the knowability of the physical world. The temporal functions of both conceptions of God mediate not only the divine and paradisal exchanges of the imaginative cosmos, but also his human subject's ability to escape the irrational "darkness visible" of hell. Hence [End Page 69] in both the Pensées and Paradise Lost the narrator's role is vitally persuasive, a model of the life-giving wager he urges upon his reader. In either case, he demonstrates both the task of "calculating" the place and function of the divine principle, and the necessity of coming to terms with his anti-heroic counterpart, which, whether embodied in Satan or in his own human capacity for failure and doubt, constantly threatens him with a second fall--"on th' Aleian Field . . . / Erroneous there to wander and forlorn" (PL, 7.19-20). Confronting the equally dark night of the depraved will, Pascal exhibits an equally acute awareness of the danger of intellectual presumption conveyed in Milton's invocation (especially PL, 7.13), which in the philosopher's case is similarly linked to a sense of nature's inherent limitation as the sole guide to God. Just as in Milton's epic the "Book of Knowledge fair" is both legible and "obscured," 70 so in Pascal's meditations "There are perfections in nature to show that she is the image of God and imperfections to show that she is no more than his image" (934). 

Due to the altered size and spatial composition of this natural continuum, the seeker's traditional pilgrimage or quest must be placed upon a completely different course, one which lies wholly outside the traditional chain of being, if most certainly not outside the classic "disposition and temper" associated with the Protestant ethic. Lacking the symbols and analogies offered by the hierarchies of substratum or aggregate space, the subject here becomes a largely self-guided, virtually if not actually "blind" seeker whose path has no clearly definable means or ends. In these sophisticated allegories so philosophically if not ethically remote from the Calvinist journey of Bunyan's Christian, truth is understood less as a positive attainment than an exercise, and its heroes less the vehicles than the victims of their quest. Hence the philosopher/poet must, among other things, assume the role of saintly scapegoat, a role evident not only in Milton's frequent disquisitions on his blindness, but also in Pascal's plea that, 

If my words please you and seem cogent, you must know that they come from a man who went down upon his knees before and after to pray this infinite and indivisible being, to whom he submits his own, that he might bring your being also to submit to him for your own good and for his glory: and that strength might thus be reconciled with lowliness. (P, 233) 

At once embodying and warding off the threat of failure always hovering in the wings of this project, Satan and his demons now take [End Page 70] center stage (a role unimaginable in Dante's epic) for much the same reason that Pascal's wager is central to his allegory of persuasion: in a spatially relative universe, only a heroic "leap of faith" can dispel the darkness of a fall that has not only driven "Oblique the centric globe" (PL, 10.671), but has even further displaced man from the almost unimaginable infinity of his God. Thus it is important that, like Adam, Satan and his demons at once proportionally participate in and illumine the deity's otherwise incommensurable powers of expansion and contraction, the one constant in its system space. First glimpsed as an enormous, indefinable shape "floating many a rood" (PL, 1.196), Satan's shape, like that of his universe, is mysteriously able to contract first to the size of tiny insects, and then grow to the "bigness" of dwarfs and elves: 

Behold a wonder! they but now who seem'd 
In bigness to surpass Earth's Giant Sons 
Now less than smallest Dwarfs, in narrow room 
Throng numberless, like that Pigmean Race 
Beyond the Indian Mount, or Faery Elves . . . 

(PL, 1.777-81) 

Yet if not caught unawares like "some belated Peasant," the alert reader can still calculate the true proportions of these half-mythical, half-historical enchanters who transfix their victims only insofar as these believe in fixity. 

Less confined than defined by their function in time, like the rest of Milton's epic universe, Pandaemonium and all its inhabitants have sizes and shapes determined by motion. In conformity with the new physics, their spatial coordinates are fully comprehensible, but only within their complex pattern of mutation, the common denominator of which can be used to approximate their "true" dimension, their accurate "number" in relation to their "darkness visible": 

Thus incorporeal Spirits to smallest forms 
Reduc'd thir shapes immense, and were at large, 
Though without number still amidst the Hall 
Of that infernal Court. But far within 
And in thir own dimensions like themselves 
The great Seraphic Lords and Cherubim 
In close recess and secret conclave sat 
A thousand Demi-Gods on golden seats, 
Frequent and full . . . 

(PL, 1.789-97) 

[End Page 71] 

Even though these spirits can use enchantment either to appear innocuously small by moonlight and or to conceal their actual power "in close recess and secret conclave," like man, God, and his faithful angels, they still have their "own dimensions like themselves." By perceiving that while their legions are "without number," their Lords and Cherubim total a thousand, the wary wayfaring reader can construct a typological calculus locating their form within the numberless historical repetition of error, yet also limiting it sub specie aeternitatis: although one thousand is a number which may be appropriated by demons, it belongs ultimately to the multiple infinitude of God, its zero-function. Thus although their shapes will expand and contract throughout history through "the will / And high permission of all-ruling Heaven," (PL, 1.211-12), Christ's thousand year reign will finally limit them in space and time. This knowledge of God's revealed word, which for both Milton and Pascal is confirmed by his free Grace, can also be assigned an approximate physical expression: not the expansive and uplifting space wherein God "deifies" his creatures, but the contracting and diminishing depths of "that infernal Court," "secret" and "close." 

Finally, then, for both Milton and Pascal, God can be approached only by inventing a new and ironic allegory of absent presence based on the analogy of the new absences discovered in his spatial universe. Like the new science, their allegories of persuasion are bound to material facts and consequences, but unlike it, are ultimately grounded in the "wandr'ing" yet certain processes of calculation that connect man to God in the very process of distancing him from the divine certitudes of aggregate space. Both thinkers thus accept the death of the Peripatetic cosmos and its stable hierarchies or "great chain" of being, yet both introduce into the very interstices of the new cosmos a fundamental, non-mechanical, and at least relatively reliable spiritual calculus, an extension of the logical paradoxes generated by its immanently real no-thing, all-thing, the zero or boundless deep that is God. Their parallel "invention" is predicated upon the problematic implications of the skeptical nominalism that Milton inherited along with his Baconianism, a legacy of both the Puritan and metaphysical poetic traditions; and that Pascal even more clearly derived from Descartes, the alternately unspoken or plainly named adversary of much of the Pensées. 

While all these influences are ultimately rooted in the nominalism of that first "poet" of infinity, Nicholas of Cusa, unlike either Nicholas or even a late disciple like John Donne, the solutions that Milton and Pascal apply to this problem are distinctly modern rather than medieval. 71 Their reliance on an overt rather than an implicit logic of mathematical [End Page 72] paradox, their refusal of dualism, and their proto-Kantian mastery of synthetic dialectics mark each as striking exceptions to the Foucauldian rule: that of the total triumph of neo-dualist nominalism in the "Classic Age." Thus like that accomplished by Leibnitz and Newton in the next century, their parallel invention of a new calculus has direct implications for solving the problem that God came to present in the largely mechanistic universe inherited by the descendants of Descartes--including, most notably, Newton himself, the problem of the ghost in/of the clockwork universe. At once accepting the basic tenets of Cartesian nominalism and rejecting its prevailing tendency to fracture in the directions of atheism or pantheism, for both the "boundless deep" becomes a new yet also concretely demonstrable mystery, the assured theo/logical corollary of its relative space--the paradoxically empty set which now grounds and "fills" its human/god functions. 
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