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A Science of Causality and Hypothesis 

The appearance of the first English 
translation of this ground-breaking 

work by the father of modern astrono
my is  cause for re jo ic ing .  As Kepler  
says,  "the occas ions by which people 
come to unders tand ce le s t i a l  th ings  
seem to  me not  much les s  marvellous 
than the nature of the celestial things 
itself." 

The New Astronomy, or ,  a s  i t  was 
actually titled, On the Motions of the Star 
Mars, is the work, published in 1 609, in 
which Kepler announced his discovery 
that the orbits of the planets are ellipses, 
rather than various compoundings of 
circular motions, and that the rate at 
which a given planet travels is inversely 
proportional to its distance from the sun 
(a law which later became, because of 
the approximation used by Kepler for 
calculation, the law of equal areas). 

T h e  e n t i r e  w o r k  a s s e r t s  t h a t  
a s t ronomy ha s  to be  c o n s i d e r e d  a s  
Celestial Physics. Kepler described his  
new as t ronomy a s  "aitiologetos " or 
"based upon causes," and this  book is  a 
triumphant vindication of the theoret
ical method expressed by Kepler in his 
fi rst work, that the causes of created 
things, especial ly in astronomy, must 
be searched for in the Creator 's  wont 
for producing the most beautiful cre
ation. 

Kepler is here engaged in a polemic 
with the professional astronomers of his 
day, using the incomparable accuracy 
which his new insights allowed, to force 
them to a c k n o w ledge  h i s  r a d i c a l  
method and conclusions a s  inescapable. 
The requirements of this task, howev
er, mean that the book is not easy read
ing for those unfamiliar with the terms 
and operations of observational astron
omy. 

One is struck by Kepler 's  working 
through of the observations in terms of 
three geometrical images, the earth-cen
tered or Ptolemaic, that of Tycho Brahe, 
with the earth stationary and the sun 
revolv ing around it, whi le  the other 

planets move around the sun, and the 
Copernican. Kepler was using the trea
sure-house of data which B rahe had 
amassed,  and was involved in  battles 
with his heirs,  so he had no choice but to 
r e fe r  to the B r a h e a n  h y pothe s i s .  
H o w e v e r ,  t h e  nece s s i t y  of  t h i s  w a s  
turned by Kepler into a crucial part of 
his pedagogy. He uses the equivalence 
of the results to show the scientists of his 
day that merely fitting data to a model 
cannot prove that the model is correct, 
but instead the causes which are implicit 
in the model must be assessed. 

Throughout the first sections of the 
work, he accustoms the reader to com
pare the possible physical processes by 
which each of the geometrical models 
could be expressed,  at the same time 
that he d i sproves the charges of rash 
innovation by painstakingly working
through each poss ib i l i ty ,  and test ing 
each against the data which Brahe had 
spen t  h i s  l i fe a m a s s i n g .  The  i m age 
which is created is that of the investiga
tor at the mercy of the data, but this is 
merely the image. In  his wonderfully 
playful dedication, Kepler makes clear 
that it  i s  he who has conquered Mars, 
and not the reverse. 

The Platonic Impulse 

This is only the second complete English 
t rans lat ion of  any of Keple r ' s  book
length writings, none of which are avail
able in other languages except German 
and the original Latin .  The translator 
and the publ isher are therefore to be 
thanked for making this complete ver
s ion  of  a m a j o r  work  a v a i l a b l e .  
However, the reader must be wary o f  the 
attempts, embedded in this edition, to 
explain Kepler ' s  achievements as  the 
result of his abandonment of his previous 
commitment to the outlook of Christian 
Platonism in favor of an Ar istote l ian 
adherence to data and the reduction of 
the reasons for things to the mere physical 
causes by which they occur. 

In fact, the publication of this monu-
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menta l  work may have been in  part  
prompted by the idea that here, Kepler 
could be portrayed as he is described in 
the  Foreword , as h a v i ng " p a s s e d  
through t h e  refiner ' s  fi re , "  w i t h  the 
"youthful speculations of his Mysterium 
Cosmographicum . . . behind him."  It is 
true that, because of the task he has set 
h i m s e l f, K e p l e r  does  not spec i fy as 
much  a s  e l sewhere  the hypothet ica l  
foundations of his  analysis .  However, 
the m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g  i n d i ca ted by 
describing this work as "a foundation 
for the development of c lass ical  ( i . e . ,  
N e w t o n i a n )  p h y s i c s "  i s  r e futed  by 
Kepler 's  own words throughout.  For 
example, Kepler places an attack on the 
p ro to-Newton i a n  R a m u s ,  a n d  h i s  
demand for "an astronomy constructed 
without hypotheses" d irectly after the 
tit le page, which the translator refer
ence s  a s  a n  e n d o r s e m e n t  in h i s  
I n troduct ion .  Th roughout the book,  
footnotes detail the errors which Kepler 
made in computation, and often reflect 
the translator's amazed incomprehen
s ion  that  Kep ler  cou ld  never the le s s  
a r r ive  at accurate conclusions despite 
them. 
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A bet ter  s en se  o f  Kep l e r ' s  own 
approach is given by  the complete ver
sion of his  renowned statement when 
the circular orbit which he had calculat
ed turned out to d iffer from Brahe ' s  
data by eight minutes (one minute of arc 
is one-sixtieth of a degree) : "these eight 
minutes alone will have led the way to 
the reformation of all of astronomy."  

The fi rs t  sentence of the same para
graph ,  convenient ly  ignored by the 
Aristotel ians ,  reads  "S ince the  div ine 
benevolence has vouchsafed us Tycho 
Brahe, a most d i l igent observer, from 
whose observations the 8'  error in this 
Ptolemaic computation i s  shown, i t  i s  
fitting that we with thankful mind both 
acknowledge and honor this benefit of 

Plato 's Method Versus Neoplatonism 

John M. Dillon is to be commended for 
com plet ing th i s  fi r s t -ever  Engl i sh  

translation of Proclus' Commentary on 
Plato's Parmenides after Glenn Morrow, 
who had translated nearly half of it, died 
in 1973. The only previous translation of 
this work into any modern language was 
published in 1 900 in German. Therefore, 
this translation is extremely valuable; not 
because Proclus (A.D. 4 1 0-485) provides 
us with a valid interpretation of Plato's 
d ia logue-which  he does  not-but 
rather for two other reasons. 

First, it has historical value, particu
lar ly  in l ight of the fact  that  Plato ' s  
Parmenides dialogue, l ike most of Plato's 
w r i t ings  w i th  the  except ion  of the  
Timaeus, was not itself available in the 
Latin West even during the l ifetime of 
Cardinal Nicolaus of Cusa ( 1 4 0 1 -64) .  
Therefore, Proclus '  work, which was 
probably translated into Latin in  the 
1 280's, was the sole means by which this 
critical dialogue by Plato was available 
to the Renaissance thinkers, including 
Cusanus. 

Second ,  e v e n  though the  "neo 
Platonic" method employed by  Proclus 
leads him to a erroneous interpretation 
of P la to ' s  d i a l ogue as a who le ,  i t  
nonetheless  serves  a usefu l  negative 
function. Proclus' attempt to derive a 
positive philosophical system from the 
Parmenides i s  clearly not the intent of 
P la to ' s  d i a l ogue n o r  does  it r efl ec t  
Plato's own method, and Proclus' com
mentary is  therefore a useful  contrast 
from a methodological standpoint to the 
approach taken to Plato's Parmenides in 
the recent period by Lyndon LaRouche 
in such locations as  h i s  In Defense of 
Common Sense and Project A. 
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The  i m m e d ia te  t h i n g  tha t  one  
notices about Proclus' commentary i s ,  
that despite its length it extends only to 
the end of the dialogue's first hypothe
s i s ,  or less than half the extent of the 
w h o l e .  F r o m  t h i s  fi r s t  hypothe s i s  
Proclus constructs a Neoplatonic meta
physical system. 

The fi r s t  hypothe s i s  o f  the  
Parmenides is "if there is a one, the one 
will not be many." From this hypothesis 
Proclus derives the idea of a transcen
dent  God,  who i s  beyond being and 
therefore  pr io r  to anyth ing created . 
A l though he does  not  comment  a t  
length o n  the second hypothesis, h e  does 
m a k e  r e fe rence  to i t .  The second 
hypothesis is " i f  a one is, it cannot be  and 
yet not have being." The "one which is" 
is therefore both a one and a many. 

W h i l e  n o t  e n d o r s i n g  P r o c l u s '  
method n o r  h i s  interpretation of the 
Parmenides per se, to which he had no 
d irect access, Nicolaus of Cusa, refer
r ing explicitly to Proclus' commentary 
in such locations as On the Origin ( 1 459) 
and On the Not-Other ( 1462), argued on 
behalf of a notion of God, the Absolute 
One, as Not-other, i .e . ,  as not many, in 
contradistinction to the universe it tran
scends,  which,  being created (having 
being) is both one-in l ikeness of the 
Absolute One-and also other or many. 

There  is a fa sc inat ing passage i n  
Proclus' Commentary which i s  coherent 
wi th  Cusanus '  not ion that  the Not
other or God is "the other of the other," 
i . e . ,  i s  not only transcendent but also 
i m m a n e n t  in H i s  c r e a t i o n .  C i t ing  
Plato's letters, Proclus writes: " . . .  a 
d iv ine l ight i s  k indled in us through 
which there comes about-in such a 

God . "  Here, and throughout his  l ife's 
work, Kepler understood that the key to 
science is the understanding that "it nei
ther was nor is right" (as he quotes from 
Plato's Timaeus at the start of his youth
ful Mysterium Cosmographicum) "that he 
who is the best should make anything 
except the most beautiful ." 

-Sylvia Brewda 
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way a s  is possible to  us-a glimpse of  it, 
wh i ch  makes  us par t i c ipate  in it i n  
respect of  that part of  ourselves that i s  
most divine. But the most divine thing 
in us i s  the One in us, which Socrates 
called the illumination of the soul, just 
as he called the truth itself light. This 
illumination is our individual light, and 
so, if it is not impious to say this, here 
also like is apprehensible by like: as the 
sensible is by sensation, the opinable by 
opinion, the knowable by science, so by 
the One in ourselves do we apprehend 
the One, which by the brightness of its 
l ight is the cause of all beings, by which 
all participate in the One." 

On the other hand, Cusanus crit i
c ized Proclus for his  attempt to con
struct a rational defense of the existence 
of a multitude of pagan gods through 
his doctrine of henads. Cusanus' concept 


