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Title 
Cosmological Issues in Early-Modern Philosophy from Descartes to Kant 
 
Course Description 
 
In early-modern cosmology the intersection between natural philosophy and metaphysics is 
systematic and complex. This connection is well known, but what is interesting is that in early-
modern authors connection and distinction work together. Mathematical knowledge, inchoate 
physical theories, traditional or innovative metaphysical views, theological and religious 
backgrounds, methodological procedures and assumptions, all contribute to shape cosmological 
theories in the 17th and 18th centuries. At the same time, these elements are not confusedly merged, 
but interact in a complex manner. The critical awareness of their cognitive and logical differences 
varies according to authors, periods and even within texts by the same author.  
Taking into account this complex picture, I intend to explore two related issues: the reaction to the 
Cartesian evolutionary hypothesis of the formation of the universe and the question of the origin of 
motion. After an introductory exposition of Descartes’ texts in which his cosmogenesis is outlined 
(see The World, chaps. 6-9 and Principles of Philosophy, III 43-55), the Newtonian criticism of 
Descartes’ theory of vortices together with Newton’s argument from design will be examined. 
Finally, I will address the revival of the Cartesian evolutionary theory within the frame of Newtonian 
science in Kant’s General Natural History and Theory of the Heavens (1755). In relation to this topic 
the issue of the origin of motion will be discussed, with particular reference to Berkeley’s De Motu 
(1721). The persistence of the traditional metaphysical assumption of the incorporeal origin of motion 
as well as its gradual demise in the 18th century will be investigated. 
  
Course organization 
The seminar consists of a series of six lectures (each of two hours, including discussion). 
 
Teacher: Brunello Lotti (University of Udine).  
 
Duration and Credits 
12 hours (6 Credits) 
 
Teaching period 
January 14-24-28-31; February 7-14 
 
Requirements 
No requirement 
 
Details Details will be provided on the page of the History of Philosophy curriculum: 
https://www.finophd.eu/?page_id=2166. 
 


