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ABSTRACT

We are so used to think by ourselves that we almost forget how rare and strange this psychological feat
actually is. The ability to retract ‘within’ oneself is a recent and culturally determined phaenomenon which
was hardly available throughout the major part of human history.[9] To think is to think aloud. Even in
our own Antiquity to think and to speak did largely coincide [7]. If we look at the traditional definition of
rhetoric as the ars bene dicendi [4] with this in mind, then the equally traditional viewpoint that moores
rhetoric so firmly to the correct ways to think, i.e. the ars inveniendi, the method for discovering truths by
which the mind “finds” new ideas, becomes something less of a surprise. Rhetoric implies much more than
mere eloquence. Up to early modernity it was common to label Rhetorica treatises on eloquence, but also
those on matters spiritual or metaphysical. Descartes devoted a book to Regulae at directionem ingenii
[2], rules for guiding the mind. Arnauld and Nicole, authors of the famous Port Royal Logic, call it L’Art
de Penser [1], and, although they describe in Part I of their book a new method based on mathematics
to deduce new ideas, they proceed in Part III to a critical discussion of the “lieux”, the traditional loci or
common places that were in use to structure rhetorical memory. Newton, finally, starts Book III of the
Principles by a set of Regulae Philosophandi [6]. Our present disdain for rhetoric is the exception, and
one that becomes comprehensible only in the context of the history of rhetoric itself. In this contribution
we will show how rhetorical conceptions feeding on metaphysical and even theological premisses continue
to inform present-day mathematical thought. We will focus on the notion of the sublime [8], a concept
central to early modern controversies on the origin of rhetorical creativity [3]. The sublime stands beyond
the rule-governed inventio, as if it were a divine breath that infuses inspiration into the mind. Acceptance
or rejection of the sublime in rhetoric rests on theological grounds, and cuts through the frontlines of the
notorious “querelle des Anciens et Modernes”; it bears upon precise conceptions of the relation between
language, existence and (literally) imagination. The Sublime paves the way to the acceptance or rejection
of the notion of infinity. This intellectual connection is straightforward and can be shown to shape.
e.g., explicit oppositions between Descartes and Pascal, but it remains operative well into the twentieth
century, where it explains the different approaches developed to the actual infinite in the foundations
of mathematics by the French rational - heir to Descartes and Port Royal - school (Poincar, Lebesgue,
Hadamard, Baire, Borel), and by the Moscow school of mathematics (Egorov, Luzin, Florenskii, Suslin),
feeded by a strand of orthodox mysticism called the “Name-worshippers”, who shared a central tenet of
the defenders of the Sublime, c.q., that , at least to a certain extend, ‘to name’ and ‘to exist’ coincide [5].
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