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Introduction

Ev e  G r ac e

Colorado College

egrace@coloradocollege.edu

Christopher Kelly, widely acknowledged as one of the world’s most promi-
nent Rousseau scholars, is retiring this year after a long and illustrious career. 
We—some of his colleagues, friends, and former students—offer this fest-
schrift in his honor. With this collection of essays we hope to pay tribute to 
Chris’s superlative contributions to the study of Rousseau, as well as to mark 
the love of political philosophy and literature he has inspired in his students 
and shared in memorable conversations with colleagues and friends.

Chris’s career began when he first encountered Rousseau’s writings as 
a philosophy major at Yale. After receiving his PhD from the University of 
Toronto in 1979, he joined the professoriate of the University of Maryland 
that same year. He subsequently joined the Political Science Department at 
Boston College in 1998, where he continued to teach until his retirement this 
year. Chris’s activity as a teacher was not, however, confined solely to the east-
ern seaboard: he has also held a number of visiting positions at distinguished 
institutions, among them that of maître d’études at the École des hautes études 
en sciences sociales in 2005, and of guest professor at the Charles University in 
Prague in 2017. Former and current students speak of Chris as an exemplary 
teacher and model scholar, as someone who inspired them in the classroom 
with the clarity, precision, and depth of his interpretations, the breadth of 
his knowledge, the thoughtful and fair treatment he gave to every position, 
and the way he made thinkers of the past seem always vital to the concerns 
of the present. They praise his great kindness and generosity as a mentor, and 
recount affectionate memories of postseminar lunches and animated conver-
sations at his home about everything from baseball to Shakespeare. They are, 
needless to say, sorry to see him leave his classroom.
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Chris as author has been markedly prolific and influential. Along with 
dozens of articles and chapters in edited volumes, Chris wrote two persua-
sive—and convincing!—books illuminating hitherto underexplored areas of 
Rousseau’s works and activity: Rousseau as Author: Consecrating One’s Life to 
the Truth (University of Chicago Press, 2003) and Rousseau’s Exemplary Life: 
The “Confessions” as Political Philosophy (Cornell University Press, 1987, with 
a Chinese translation published in 2010). He translated and edited several vol-
umes of Rousseau’s writings, Rousseau on Philosophy, Morality, and Religion 
(University Press of New England, 2007) and (along with Eve Grace) Rousseau 
on Women, Love, and the Family (University Press of New England, 2009). In 
addition, he coedited The Challenge of Rousseau (Cambridge University Press, 
2013) and, more recently, The Rousseauian Mind (Routledge, 2019). Last, but 
hardly least, Chris Kelly was the series editor, along with Roger D. Masters, 
of the magisterial English edition of The Collected Writings of Rousseau. This 
collection, the first complete set of English translations of Rousseau’s works, 
represents a monumental achievement of meticulously researched and edited 
translations, one which may well be equaled, but will surely not be surpassed. 

To read Christopher Kelly’s work is to encounter a scholar of the first 
water. Chris has gained the worldwide respect of scholars of Rousseau—of all 
stripes and widely diverging approaches—by the exhaustively rigorous schol-
arship with which he has compelled renewed reflection on what were thought 
to be settled aspects of Rousseau’s thought. Painting, as it were, with a very 
fine brush on a bit of ivory (to paraphrase a famous novelist), by the seemingly 
simple expedient of leading the reader to pay careful attention to Rousseau’s 
words precisely as he uses them, Chris reveals this philosopher’s thought to 
be richer, more challenging, and more radical than is often imagined. For 
those who have not yet read some of his work, one notable example of how 
scrupulous care with texts can lead to profound illumination is “Rousseau’s 
‘Peut-être’: Reflections on the Status of the State of Nature” (2006). In short, as 
one well-known French scholar remarks, Chris is “a virtuoso of Rousseauism.” 

It would be remiss not to speak, however briefly, of the respect and fond 
friendship he inspires. One cannot fail to be struck by his good humor, his 
wit, and not least among his many virtues, by his unfailingly, genuinely con-
siderate kindness. 

We join in wishing him a long, peaceful, and fruitful retirement, though 
he will not readily retire from our thoughts.
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The Case Against (and For) Gulliver:  
An Introduction to Gulliver’s Travels*

Ti mo t h y  B r e n na n

University of Texas at Austin

timothy.brennan@austin.utexas.edu

Gulliver’s Travels was published as the work of the bluff Captain Lemuel 
Gulliver, whose portrait was included in the original (1726) frontispiece.1 A 
basic puzzle of the book is this: Is Captain Gulliver as simple as he seems? In 
other words, is he an honest but ridiculous gull? Or is he the guller?2 

Gulliver comes on stage, in a prefatory letter to his publisher Sympson, 
as a humorless reformer—someone who thinks that humankind can be 
radically improved, given the proper education, but who has been appalled to 
discover that in seven long months since the publication of his work, a “full 
stop” has not been put to “abuses and corruptions” (255–56).3 He also com-
plains that he is routinely accused of dishonesty: many of his fellow Yahoos 
“are so bold as to think my book of travels a mere fiction out of mine own 
brain” (256). To be sure, he says, most Yahoos are inveterate dissemblers; but 
he has managed to remove “that infernal habit of lying, shuffling, deceiving,  
 

1 See Swift, Gulliver’s Travels, ed. Albert J. Rivero, Norton Critical Editions (New York: Norton, 
2002), 2. I have cited page numbers in that edition and updated capitalization, spelling, italics, and 
punctuation.
2 According to the OED, though the word “gull” means “a dupe, simpleton, fool,” it can also mean  
“a trickster, cheat, impostor.” But the word “guller” denotes simply “one who dupes or befools.” 
3 And yet, he also says, he had “often” remarked “that the Yahoos were a species of animals utterly 
incapable of amendment by precepts or examples” (254). It is hard to see how both could be true. 

*Christopher Kelly has made the comparison of ancient and modern thought a theme of both his 
teaching and his scholarship and has been an ardent proponent of Swift’s “Discourse to Prove the 
Antiquity of the English Tongue.” In his characteristically balanced style, he has also written essays 
laying out Rousseau’s cases “for and against” the arts, censorship, heroes, and cosmopolitan humani-
tarianism. I offer this essay as a tribute to him. 
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and equivocating” (257). And this is backed up by Sympson himself. “There 
is,” the publisher insists, “an air of truth apparent through the whole”; and 
besides, the author “was so distinguished for his veracity that it became a sort 
of proverb among his neighbors at Redriff, when anyone affirmed a thing, to 
say it was as true as if Mr. Gulliver had spoke it” (5). Against this, however, are 
the following facts: Gulliver claims to have visited a land of six-inch humans, a 
land of sixty-foot humans, a land of ghosts, and a land of talking horses; by his 
own account the people who meet him not infrequently regard him as insane 
(65, 123, 241); and he is apparently given to trotting and whinnying (235). 

Before sifting the evidence for and against the captain further, let me 
review the preliminaries. Gulliver is a booklover—someone who spends 
much of his free time “reading the best authors ancient and modern.” But 
having been forced to quit his studies at Cambridge, for lack of funds, and 
then having served as an apprentice surgeon under a Master James Bates, he 
learns navigation and mathematics. He then studies medicine in Leiden (the 
city of Descartes and Spinoza). Afterwards, he spends several years as sur-
geon on a ship called the Swallow, on which he makes “a voyage or two into 
the Levant” under the captaincy of a man named Abraham, before getting 
married and moving to the Old Jewry district of London. Then, having done 
six more years at sea, he removes from Old Jewry to Fetter Lane (the old home 
of Hobbes), and then to Wapping, before he is forced to go to sea yet again, on 
what turns out to be the voyage to Lilliput (15–16). 

Lilliput

No great perspicacity is required to see that the tiny Lilliputians look a lot 
like Englishmen. They have a certain mathematical and scientific genius. 
They have a monarchical government, filled with sycophantic courtiers, and 
underpinned by a doctrine of divine right.4 They have an unbelievably petty 
factional divide that evokes the divide between Tories and Whigs. And they 
have a long-standing but equally petty theological dispute with a country 
just across the channel, Blefuscu, that evokes the rivalry between Protestant 
England and Catholic France. They also hold certain beliefs about bodily 
resurrection that Gulliver presents as absurd (48).

4  Gulliver reports that, according to the original laws of Lilliput, “the disbelief of a divine providence 
renders a man uncapable of holding any public station; for since kings avow themselves to be the 
deputies of providence, the Lilliputians think nothing can be more absurd than for a prince to employ 
such men as disown the authority under which he acts” (49–50). It is not entirely clear that Gulliver 
himself believes in God; he often refers to the effects of “fortune,” “chance,” and “luck” in his travels, 
but never to the effects of providence. 
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The physical smallness of the Lilliputians obviously reflects a certain 
smallness of soul, at least relative to Gulliver. Accordingly, whereas the 
revered emperor-king of Lilliput is unabashedly tyrannical, Gulliver seems to 
be a morally decent man—declining for reasons of “conscience” to “imitate 
the bad practice” of his contemporaries in the medical profession (16), show-
ing great clemency toward the hostile Lilliputians (26), absolutely refusing to 
help enslave the Blefuscudians (44), and declining to resort to violence even 
in self-defense, out of respect for his “past obligations” (61).

Notwithstanding their smallness, however, the Lilliputians are in some 
ways superior to Gulliver’s English contemporaries. After all, the Lilliputian 
monarch’s “prudent” and “generous” decision not to try to kill the sleeping 
Gulliver with spears and arrows “would not be imitated by any prince in 
Europe on the like occasion” (21). Moreover, the traditional laws and customs 
of Lilliput seem to be superior to those of England. Thus, for example, the 
Lilliputians understand that because of parents’ natural “tenderness toward 
their young,” they are “the last of all others to be trusted with the education 
of their own children” (50).  

To be sure, Gulliver claims that he would be “tempted to say a little” in 
justification of Lilliput’s traditional laws and customs only if they were not 
“so directly contrary to those of my own dear country”; that is, he presents 
himself as someone so fervently patriotic as not even to be able to consider 
the advantages of foreign ways. But, if that were true, presumably he would 
not even be tempted to say something in their justification. Besides, there are 
in fact some Lilliputian laws that he does incontestably regard as superior, 
such as their treating fraud as a greater crime than theft (48–49). 

There are two other indications in part 1 that Gulliver is not as simple as 
he seems. First, although he allows himself to be searched by two Lilliputian 
officers, in obeisance to the laws of the kingdom, he does not tell them about 
a “secret pocket” (28). And second, having been accused of carrying on an 
affair with a great lady in Lilliput, he indignantly denies the accusation, defy-
ing any of his accusers (and he names names) “to prove that any person ever 
came to me incognito.” Yet in the very next chapter he recounts the story of 
an incognito visitor who did come to his house in Lilliput, totally undetected 
(54–55). As Allan Bloom says, “We can only suppose the worst.”5  

5  Allan Bloom, “Giants and Dwarfs: An Outline of Gulliver’s Travels,” in Giants and Dwarfs: Essays 
1960–1990 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1990), 35.
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Brobdingnag

If the Lilliputians’ physical smallness reflects their pettiness of soul, relative 
to Gulliver, it seems safe to assume the Brobdingnagians’ physical immen-
sity reflects their greatness. Accordingly, whereas Gulliver’s sense of shame 
dwindles rapidly in Lilliput, he feels it acutely and persistently in Brobding-
nag, where he cannot even bear to look at himself in the mirror (123).6 

The king of Brobdingnag—mild, educated, generous—is clearly superior 
to that of Lilliput. His reaction to Gulliver’s offer to teach him the secrets of 
modern weaponry is illustrative: 

The king was struck with horror at the description I had given of those 
terrible engines, and the proposal I had made. He was amazed how 
so impotent and groveling an insect as I (these were his expressions) 
could entertain such inhuman ideas, and in so familiar a manner 
as to appear wholly unmoved by all the scenes of blood and desola-
tion, which I had painted as the common effects of those destructive 
machines, whereof he said, some evil genius, enemy to mankind, 
must have been the first contriver. As for himself, he protested, that 
although few things delighted him so much as new discoveries in art 
or in nature, yet he would rather lose half his kingdom than be privy 
to such a secret, which he commanded me, as I valued my life, never to 
mention anymore. (112–13)  

As Gulliver goes on to note, professing himself scandalized by the Brobdingnag-
ian king’s “narrow principles and short views,” in Europe a ruler would never 
“let slip an opportunity put into his hands that would have made him absolute 
master of the lives, the liberties, and the fortunes of his people” (113).

Unlike the emperor of Lilliput, moreover, the king of Brobdingnag turns 
out to be curious about the government of England. And so Gulliver gives 
him a series of lectures in which he tries (he assures us) to present his native 
country in the best possible light. The king listens attentively, taking detailed 
notes, and then proceeds to lay out a thoroughgoing critique of the whole 
regime, culminating in the judgment that the English must be “the most per-
nicious race of little odious vermin that nature ever suffered to crawl upon 
the surface of the earth” (111). 

To be sure, Brobdingnag itself is far from perfect. A number of Brobding-
nagians seem fairly nasty (80, 82, 90). The country has serious crimes (99). 

6 Compare Gulliver’s “bashfulness” in Brobdingnag with his “most signal service” in Lilliput (78, 46). 
Bloom, “Giants and Dwarfs,” 39: “In Brobdingnag, where they could not care less, he is full of shame.” 
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It has a history of civil wars (116). And, unlike even Lilliput, it has beggars, 
whose diseased bodies Gulliver describes in lurid detail (93–94; cf. 52). Still, 
the difference in size does mean that, from the Brobdingnagian perspective, 
Gulliver’s world is contemptible, at best. 

Gulliver is constantly being laughed at in Brobdingnag (75, 89, 90, 102, 
103, 109), and the more he insists on his dignity the more ridiculous he 
becomes (102–3). He is, after all, picked up in the mouth of a small white 
spaniel (97); ensnared in a mole-hill (97); bullied by a linnet (98); exposed to a 
test of strength with a frog (101); abducted by a monkey (101–2); almost killed 
by a hazelnut tossed at his head by a schoolboy (82), and later by apples shaken 
from a dwarf tree (by a dwarf: 96); almost physically shattered by a day’s labor 
(82); almost knocked out by hailstones (96–97); almost drowned in a bowl of 
cream (90); and subjected to a mortifying discussion among Brobdingnagian 
scholars about whether he is really an abortive birth (86–87). 

Is there a point to all this humiliation, other than our entertainment? A 
clue is provided by a book Gulliver happens to read during his stay, one that 
is “in little esteem except among the women and the vulgar,”7 and whose 
substance is strikingly familiar:  

This writer went through all the usual topics of European moral-
ists, showing how diminutive, contemptible, and helpless an animal 
was man in his own nature; how unable to defend himself from the 
inclemencies of the air, or the fury of wild beasts. How much he was 
excelled by one creature in strength, by another in speed, by a third in 
foresight, by a fourth in industry. He added that nature was degener-
ated in these latter declining ages of the world, and could now produce 
only small abortive births in comparison of those in ancient times. He 
said it was very reasonable to think not only that the species of men 
were originally much larger, but also that there must have been giants 
in former ages, which, as it is asserted by history and tradition, so it 
hath been confirmed by huge bones and skulls casually dug up in sev-
eral parts of the kingdom, far exceeding the common dwindled race 
of man in our days. He argued that the very laws of nature absolutely 
required we should have been made in the beginning of a size more 
large and robust, not so liable to destruction from every little accident 
of a tile falling from an house, or a stone cast from the hand of a boy, 
or of being drowned in a little brook. From this way of reasoning the 

7 Women seem to be the primary readers (other than Gulliver) in Gulliver’s Travels: a fire in the Lil-
liputian queen’s apartment is “caused by the carelessness of a maid of honour, who fell asleep while  
she was reading a romance” (46; see also 83–84). 
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author drew several moral applications useful in the conduct of life, 
but needless here to repeat. (114–15) 

In Brobdingnag, Gulliver is one of those “small abortive births” transported 
somehow to antiquity, where he is comically out of his depth.8

Although Brobdingnag does not seem to be a stand-in for any one ancient 
community, it is “a sort of cross between Sparta and republican Rome.”9 It 
has no foreign commerce (92). It is a religious community, but the religion is 
polytheistic rather than monotheistic (95). Its education is focused above all on 
morality (113). Its laws are models of brevity and simplicity (113–14). Its govern-
ment is republican or quasi-republican, with a citizens’ militia and a balance 
of power between the nobility, the people, and the monarch (115–16). And 
the presence of so many ailing beggars may reflect the fact that all the ancient 
republics depended on slavery, slavery that was especially brutal in Sparta.10  

That Gulliver should feel repugnance at the sight of these beggars, with 
their open wounds, is understandable (93–94). But that he feels repugnance 
in the presence of healthy Brobdingnagians is more surprising, especially 
because (as he admits) they are “a comely race of people” (77). Whereas the 
Lilliputians seemed to have flawless complexions, Gulliver sees all the Brob-
dingnagians’ blemishes with extreme sharpness, precisely because they are 
so much greater than he is (76–77, 98–99). Perhaps he even takes a certain 
satisfaction in detailing their flaws, given his humiliating situation.  

In any case, Gulliver claims to be outraged by the Brobdingnagian king’s 
disparagement of England, his “noble and most beloved country.” And yet, 
although he insists upon his own “extreme love of truth,” he gives us hardly 
any reason to think that he seriously regards the king’s contemptuous view of 
England as misguided (111). On the contrary, he says it would not be “prudent 
or convenient” for him to repeat all the king’s inquiries about English politics 
(108), and he boasts that he “artfully eluded many of his questions, and gave 
to every point a more favourable turn by many degrees than the strictness of 
truth would allow for” (111). 

8  On moral applications that might be drawn from Gulliver’s Travels, see Ryan Patrick Hanley, “Swift 
Sailing,” in Enlightening Revolutions: Essays in Honor of Ralph Lerner, ed. Stéphane Douard and Sveto-
zar Minkov (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2006), 145–59. 
9  Bloom, “Giants and Dwarfs,” 47.
10  In part 3, on the magic-infused island of Glubbdubdrib, Gulliver meets “a helot of Agesilaus” who 
“made us a dish of Spartan broth”; “but,” Gulliver says, “I was not able to get down a second spoonful” 
(162). He vomits in Brobdingnag too, when a monkey kidnaps him and stuffs his mouth with food 
(102). And so there may be a particularly close connection between Brobdingnag and Sparta.  
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In fact, as in the voyage to Lilliput, there are clear indications of Gulliver’s 
duplicity in the voyage to Brobdingnag. He admits, for example, that he mis-
led his overprotective guardian, the nine-year-old girl Glumdalclitch, after 
having fallen into the mole-hill: “I…coined some lie not worth remembering 
to excuse myself for spoiling my clothes” (97). And later, he recalls, “I had 
gotten a small cold, but the poor girl was so ill as to be confined to her cham-
ber. I longed to see the ocean, which must be the only scene of my escape, if 
ever it should happen. I pretended to be worse than I really was, and I desired 
leave to take the fresh air of the sea” (117). 

Laputa, Balnibarbi, Glubbdubdrib, Luggnagg

Impelled by his thirst for “seeing the world” (129), Gulliver’s next trip takes 
him to the flying island of Laputa, where modern scientists—men versed in 
“modern philosophy and astronomy” (140)—rule over the hapless rabble on 
Balnibarbi, the continent below. Like the king of Lilliput, and unlike the king 
of Brobdingnag, the king of Laputa has no interest in the “laws, government, 
history, religion, or manners” of Europe (140). 

Like the king of Lilliput, and unlike the king of Brobdingnag, moreover, 
he turns out to be a tyrant. He has two main methods of subjugation: keeping 
the island floating directly above rebellious towns, depriving them of sun 
and rain; or simply crushing them from above. Thus he would be “the most 
absolute prince in the universe” if his ministers would consent to enslave 
Balnibarbi (144–45). And the ministers refuse to consent not because of any 
moral scruples but because they have their own houses on the continent and 
cannot be sure of always remaining in the king’s good graces. Indeed, there 
seems to be something tyrannical in the very psyches of these subordinate 
scientists, who believe that their mathematical knowledge gives them some 
special insight into broader political questions. Despite being “very bad rea-
soners,” they cannot bear opposition (137–38).

Inasmuch as they are “wholly strangers” to “imagination, fancy, and 
invention” (138), the Laputan rulers are Gulliver’s opposites. Accordingly, 
almost all of them regard him as a great fool. And the one exception—a lord 
who has “performed many eminent services for the Crown,” who has “great 
natural and acquired parts, adorned with integrity and honour,” but who 
lacks all mathematical ability—is “universally reckoned the most ignorant 
and stupid person among them” (146–47). 
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Repelled, Gulliver goes down to the city of Lagado on the continent 
below. But this turns out to be a miserable place: the houses are crumbling; 
the people seem desperate; no crops are being grown. When Gulliver gives 
“free censure of the country and its inhabitants,” his generous host, the lord 
Munodi, makes “no further answer than by telling me that I had not been 
long enough among them to form a judgment, and that the different nations 
of the world had different customs, with other common topics to the same 
purpose” (148, italics added). Gulliver himself had retreated behind the same 
feeble relativism in Lilliput, when the emperor had censured the English 
practice of punishing theft more heavily than fraud: “and truly I had little 
to say in return, farther than the common answer that different nations had 
different customs; for, I confess, I was heartily ashamed” (49, italics added). 

Apparently the lord cannot speak freely in the city. It is only after he has 
ventured out to the countryside that he explains to Gulliver how Lagado’s 
troubles began forty years ago, when 

certain persons went up to Laputa either upon business or 
diversion, and after five months’ continuance came back with 
a very little smattering in mathematics, but full of volatile spir-
its acquired in that airy region; that these persons upon their 
return began to dislike the management of everything below, 
and fell into schemes of putting all arts, sciences, languages, and 
mechanics upon a new foot. To this end they procured a royal 
patent for erecting an Academy of Projectors in Lagado; and the 
humour prevailed so strongly among the people that there is 
not a town of any consequence in the kingdom without such an 
academy….The only inconvenience is that none of these projects 
are yet brought to perfection, and in the meantime the whole 
country lies miserably waste, the houses in ruins, and the people 
without food or clothes. By all which, instead of being discour-
aged, they are fifty times more violently bent upon prosecuting 
their schemes, driven equally on by hope and despair. (149–50). 

Munodi is a kind of conservative, doggedly attached to the “ancient” 
ways, surrounded by reformers who regard him as a perverse enemy of sci-
ence. “He told me with a very melancholy air,” says Gulliver, “that he doubted 
[i.e., feared] he must throw down his houses in town and country, to rebuild 
them after the present mode, destroy all his plantations, and cast others in 
such a form as modern usage required, and give the same directions to all 
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his tenants, unless he would submit to incur the censure of pride, singularity, 
affectation, ignorance, caprice” (149). 

Given his reputation as a reactionary, Munodi himself is not welcome at 
the Academy of Projectors. But he gladly introduces Gulliver there, under the 
guise of a “great admirer of projects” (151).11 And so Gulliver is able to give us 
a sketch of the academy, one that is not entirely flattering to the projectors. 
Not only do all of them beg for money, but their projects are uniformly waste-
ful. Many of them are simply useless (learning how to build houses from the 
roof down, for instance). Others are well intentioned but hopeless (extracting 
sunbeams out of cucumbers in order to warm the air on cool days). At least 
some of them are both cruel and dangerous (a proposed method of curing 
colic ends up torturing and then killing a dog). And the political projects 
(among which is a scheme for solving the problem of partisanship by splicing 
together the brains of rival party leaders) are the most extravagant of all. 

Next Gulliver goes to the island of Glubbdubdrib, the land of ghosts, 
where he is given the chance to call up the dead. He first convenes a number 
of great political figures, including Alexander and Hannibal, asking them 
questions that test the reliability of the histories given by Plutarch and Livy. 
Then he calls up a Roman Senate alongside a modern house of representa-
tives, observing that whereas the latter seems little more than a “a knot of 
peddlers, pick-pockets, highway men, and bullies,” the Senate appears to be 
“an assembly of heroes and demi-gods” (166). Of all the political figures he 
meets, however, he is most impressed by Brutus, the slayer of Caesar, and by 
Brutus’s coterie in the afterlife: “his ancestor Junius, Socrates, Epaminondas, 
Cato the Younger, Sir Thomas More, and himself [Marcus Brutus],” a group 
Gulliver calls “a sextumvirate to which all the ages of the world cannot add 
a seventh.”12 

In addition, Gulliver sets aside a day for seeing “those ancients who were 
most renowned for wit and learning.” He begins by summoning Homer 
and Aristotle. They appear at the head of their innumerable commentators, 
with whom they are “perfect strangers” (167). Apparently the commentators 
choose to keep their distance in the afterlife, “through a consciousness of 

11 Gulliver claims that this description “was not without truth,” since “I had myself been a sort of a 
projector in my younger days” (151). This is a bit like saying that to introduce Henry VIII as a loyal 
Catholic would be “not without truth.” 
12 Only one Christian is included in this sextumvirate, and he is identified as a knight (“Sir”) rather than 
a religious figure. Gulliver reports that he called up many other “illustrious persons,” especially “the 
destroyers of tyrants and usurpers, and the restorers of liberty to oppressed and injured nations” (167).  
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shame and guilt, because they had so horribly misrepresented the meaning 
of those authors to posterity” (168). 

Then Gulliver calls up two modern philosophers, Descartes and Gas-
sendi, who explain their systems to Aristotle. The latter “freely” acknowledges 
the mistakes he has made in his books of natural philosophy, mistakes which 
he says were owing to his having “proceeded in many things upon conjecture, 
as all men must do.” But Aristotle also suggests that modern philosophers 
are overconfident, observing that the systems of Descartes and Gassendi are 
“equally exploded,” and predicting that Newton’s system will meet the same 
end, despite its present popularity among the learned. In fact, Gulliver’s Aris-
totle maintains that all comprehensive “systems of nature” are misguided: 
they are “but new fashions” (168). 

Gulliver says that he was “chiefly disgusted with modern history” (169). 
And he was especially dismayed to discover that those who had done the 
greatest deeds of public service had been either forgotten entirely or “rep-
resented as the vilest rogues and traitors.” To be sure, the story he uses to 
illustrate this point is one from Roman history; but the injustice he describes 
takes place under Augustus, not under the republic (171–72), and the cause 
of Rome’s corruption, he notes, was the spread of luxury, “which made me 
less wonder at many parallel cases in other countries, where vices of all kinds 
have reigned so much longer.” He adds: 

As every person called up made exactly the same appearance he had 
done in the world, it gave me melancholy reflections to observe how 
much the race of humankind was degenerate among us, within these 
hundred years past. How the pox under all its consequences and 
denominations had altered every lineament of an English counte-
nance, shortened the size of bodies, unbraced the nerves, relaxed the 
sinews and muscles, introduced a sallow complexion, and rendered 
the flesh loose and rancid. (172) 

Compared with our ancestors, Gulliver suggests again, we moderns are midgets. 

Eventually, though, he leaves Glubbdubdrib to visit the island of Lugg- 
nagg, home of the immortal Struldbruggs. On hearing about this race of 
immortals, Gulliver is “struck with inexpressible delight.” He is initially 
delighted by the idea that one might learn from them, as “so many examples 
of ancient virtue” filled with “the wisdom of all former ages”; in fact he thinks 
that he would like to “pass my life here in the conversation of those superior 
beings the Struldbruggs, if they would please to admit me.” But he is delighted 
also by the idea of the immortals in themselves, since they are free from the 
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great obstacle to happiness, our anticipation of death, “that universal calam-
ity of human nature” (176).    

In this context Gulliver offers an account of how he would live if he 
were immortal. And, as with his selections among the ghosts of Glubbdub-
drib, his account is quite impressive. He would begin, he says, by getting 
rich—surely the correct decision for someone whose time is limitless. But he 
would then devote himself to learning (including science), to the education 
of others (especially moral education), and to friendship, using his riches to 
provide “convenient lodges round my own estate” for friends who “wanted 
fortunes” (178). 

But Gulliver has made a mistake. He has assumed that the immortality 
of the Struldbruggs goes together with perpetual health and vigor. In fact the 
Struldbruggs never die, but they do keep getting weaker and more decrepit. 
No one who has actually seen the Struldbruggs would envy them. Thus, once 
again, we are encouraged to laugh at Gulliver, as the mortal Luggnagians do. 
But of course Gulliver has not yet seen a Struldbrugg. And so, as his Luggnag-
gian interpreter suggests, he should be excused for falling into error through 
“the common imbecility of human nature.” Indeed, the interpreter says, he 
has “observed long life to be the universal desire and wish of mankind”; even 
“the oldest,” evidently, “had still hopes of living one day longer, and looked 
on death as the greatest evil, from which nature always prompted him to 
retreat.” In Luggnagg alone is the appetite for living “not so eager,” given “the 
continual example of the Struldbruggs” (179). What humans want most of all, 
on this account, is not necessarily immortality but “long life,” or the ability to 
put off death indefinitely. But perhaps even that wish is misguided; death may 
not be “the greatest evil” to which we are ordinarily exposed. 

Gulliver’s description of the Struldbruggs thus corrects an impression 
that might have been left by his description of the Academy of Projectors—the 
impression that he has simply failed to anticipate the greatest philanthropic 
success of modern natural science, namely modern medicine.13 Our medicine 
is assuredly very good at keeping people alive (though perhaps not as good as 
Swift anticipated); it is not so good at keeping people healthy and vigorous. 
And the better we get at warding off death, Gulliver’s account suggests, the 
more we consign ourselves to the fate of the Struldbruggs:

13 Bloom, “Giants and Dwarfs,” 49: “Here Gulliver’s critique, although funny, impresses us less than it does 
elsewhere. He seems to have seriously underestimated the possible success of the projects.” That Gulliver 
anticipates the success of modern physics is (as Bloom stresses) shown by his description of Laputa.   
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At ninety they lose their teeth and hair; they have at that age no dis-
tinction of taste but eat and drink whatever they can get, without 
relish or appetite. The diseases they were subject to still continue 
without increasing or diminishing. In talking they forget the common 
appellation of things, and the names of persons, even of those who are 
their nearest friends and relations. For the same reason they never can 
amuse themselves with reading, because their memory will not serve 
to carry them from the beginning of a sentence to the end; and by this 
defect they are deprived of the only entertainment whereof they might 
otherwise by capable. (180) 

Gulliver’s appraisal of the modern scientific project concludes on an 
extremely sensitive point. In Laputa he saw the tyrannical potential of mod-
ern science. In Lagado and the Academy of Projectors he saw its wasteful, 
cruel, and ridiculous aspects. Now in Luggnagg he sees the morbid side of its 
greatest triumph.14 The fact that Gulliver began this part of his travels on a 
ship called the Hope-well—a ship that ended up being hijacked by pirates—is 
grimly fitting. 

Houyhnhnm-land

The voyage to Houyhnhnm-land, the land of talking horses, is the peak of 
Gulliver’s travels. It is the country where, he says, he wanted to spend his life 
and “never return to humankind” (218). While he was there, he enjoyed “per-
fect health of body and tranquility of mind” (233). In a word, what Gulliver 
experienced among the Houyhnhnms was “happiness,” albeit a short-lived 
happiness (235).15 

Part of what Gulliver likes about Houyhnhnm-land is the absence of all 
the worst features of English society: 

I did not find the treachery or inconstancy of a friend, nor the injuries 
of a secret or open enemy. I had no occasion of bribing, flattering, or 
pimping, to procure the favour of any great man, or of his minion. I 
wanted no fence against fraud or oppression. Here was neither physi-
cian to destroy my body, nor lawyer to ruin my fortune; no informer to 
watch my words and actions, or forge accusations against me for hire. 
Here were no gibers, censurers, backbiters, pickpockets, highwaymen, 
housebreakers, attorneys, bawds, buffoons, gamesters, politicians, 

14  Cf. Bloom, “Giants and Dwarfs,” 50: “One might suggest that [in the description of the Struld-
bruggs] he was reflecting on the only example in our world of an institution that claims immortality, 
namely, the Church.” 
15  The paragraph in which Gulliver speaks of his “happiness” in Houyhnhnm-land also begins the 
story of his exile from it (235).
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wits, splenetics, tedious talkers, controvertists, ravishers, murder-
ers, robbers, virtuosos; no leaders or followers of party and faction; 
no encouragers to vice, by seducement or examples; no dungeon, 
axes, gibbets, whipping-posts, or pillories; no cheating shopkeep-
ers or mechanics; no pride, vanity, or affectation; no fops, bullies, 
drunkards, strolling whores, or poxes; no ranting, lewd, expensive 
wives; no stupid, proud pedants; no importunate, overbearing, quar-
relsome, noisy, roaring, empty, conceited, swearing companions; no 
scoundrels, raised from the dust for the sake of their vices, or nobility 
thrown into it on account of their virtues; no lords, fiddlers, judges, or 
dancing-masters. (233)

But the chief benefit of life among the Houyhnhnms is the opportunity to 
listen to their conversation, which is valuable both for its utility and for its 
intrinsic pleasures (233–34). 

The Houyhnhnms are beings “wholly governed by reason” (230). This 
does not mean that they lack all emotions.16 Their “wants and passions” may 
be “fewer than among us,” but they do have wants and passions (204). Indeed, 
Gulliver says that their language conveys the passions “very well” and that 
they “excel all other mortals” in poetry (192, 230). They certainly exhibit fear 
(200, 235), indignation (203–4, 206), amazement (206), friendship and benev-
olence (226–27), hatred (229), and love (238). They laugh, albeit not as much 
as the Brobdingnagians (226). And there are indications that they experience 
grief, although they refrain from venting it publicly. Dying Houyhnhnms are 
“much visited by their friends” and then “return those visits” in order to “take 
a solemn leave of their friends, as if they were going to some remote part of 
the country, where they designed to pass the rest of their lives” (231–32). They 
have a “strongly expressive” euphemism for death (231). And they “are buried 
in the obscurest places that can be found, their friends and relations express-
ing neither joy nor grief at their departure; nor does the dying person discover 
[i.e., disclose] the least regret that he is leaving the world” (231, italics added; 
see also the account of the Houyhnhnm who “died about three months after” 
her husband, at 231).

But their emotions never overcome their reason. Hence, for example, the 
Houyhnhnms with the naturally weakest minds willingly defer to those with 
the naturally strongest minds; they do not pretend to be more capable than 
they really are out of a sense of wounded pride. Among the Houyhnhnms, 
then, there exists a perfect correspondence between the inequality of their 

16  Cf. George Orwell, “Politics vs. Literature,” in Discussions of Jonathan Swift, ed. John Traugott 
(Boston: Heath, 1962), 88; Bloom, “Giants and Dwarfs,” 51. 
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natures and the inequality of their social arrangements. This extends, of 
course, to their relations with the irrational Yahoos, whose function in 
Houyhnhnm-land is merely to carry heavy loads, like donkeys (229).17 For 
their part, the Yahoos of Houyhnhnm-land obey the most deformed and 
mischievous among them. It is not just that these Yahoos are less reasonable 
than Houyhnhnms, then; they are also less reasonable than other animals. 
As Gulliver points out, even dogs obey “the ablest dog in the pack, without 
being ever mistaken” (222).  

And yet the “savage” Yahoos of Houyhnhnm-land are not the worst of 
the worst. On the very lowest rung are modern civilized Yahoos, including 
Gulliver’s fellow Englishmen, as well as the Lilliputians, the Laputans, and so 
on. These Yahoos are the softest and frailest (204, 219), the most destructive 
(209), the most covetous (218–19), and the most vicious (234, 257). Several 
rungs up are the “savage” Yahoos. And at the top of the ladder are the Brob-
dingnagians, the “least corrupted” of Yahoos, but Yahoos nonetheless (246).18  

In fact there are a number of similarities between Brobdingnag and 
Houyhnhnm-land. Both countries are cut off from commerce with the rest 
of the world (92, 230). Gulliver’s inferiority in relation to the Houyhnhnms 
is comparable to his inferiority in relation to the Brobdingnagians (89, 201). 
The conversations he has with his master in Houyhnhnm-land echo those he 
has with the king of Brobdingnag (105–13, 203–23). And in both countries he 
feels a keen sense of shame or “mortification” (72, 90, 97, 194, 225); in neither 
one can he bear to look at his reflection (123, 234–35).19  

But even more salient are the differences between the two countries. 
Whereas there are vices in Brobdingnag, the Houyhnhnms are free from all 
vice (80, 206). Whereas there is money in Brobdingnag, the Houyhnhnms 
have no money (84–85, 212). Whereas there are criminals in Brobdingnag, 
there are none among the Houyhnhnms (99, 206). Whereas Brobdingnag has 
a history of civil wars, the Houyhnhnms lack even the concept (116, 207–9). 
Whereas there are terrible diseases in Brobdingnag, the Houyhnhnms die 

17 So there is a connection between Yahoos and donkeys. Gulliver is by his own admission a donkey-
like Yahoo (194, 257), but there are also signs that he is halfway between a Yahoo and a Houyhnhnm. 
The Brobdingnagians, who are certainly humans/Yahoos (80, 89, 112, 114–15, 246), have considerable 
difficulty classifying him, concluding lamely that he is lusus naturæ, a freak of nature (86–87). More-
over, whereas Yahoos are observed by the rational horses “to be the most unteachable of all brutes” 
(199), Gulliver does seem to be teachable to some extent. Hence his first name, Lemuel. 
18 Cf. Bloom, “Giants and Dwarfs,” 52: “the Yahoos.…[are] peculiarly modern man.”
19 See also Bloom, “Giants and Dwarfs,” 38–39.
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only of physical injuries or old age (93–94, 231). Whereas there are ordinary 
luxuries in Brobdingnag, the Houyhnhnms have neither salt nor liquor (75, 
89, 197, 213). Whereas there is iron (hence also agriculture and a relatively 
advanced division of labor) in Brobdingnag, the Houyhnhnms have none 
(72–73, 94, 230). Whereas there are natural philosophers in Brobdingnag, the 
Houyhnhnms have no systems of natural philosophy (86–87, 226).20 Whereas 
there are “statues of gods” in Brobdingnag, Gulliver says nothing about the 
religious beliefs of the Houyhnhnms, even when he discusses the subjects of 
their poetry (95, 230). 

So while the Brobdingnagians and the Houyhnhnms are linked, they 
are nonetheless very different. Brobdingnag could be a real community; 
Houyhnhnm-land is a utopia in the strict sense—in this case, a land popu-
lated by (metamorphosed) ancient philosophers. Indeed, Gulliver explicitly 
compares his master among the Houyhnhnms to Plato’s version of Socrates, 
“the prince of philosophers” (226).21 

But, to repeat, Houyhnhnm-land is a utopia. Unlike Socrates, the 
Houyhnhnms have no knowledge of crime, vice, war, government, law, or 
punishment (206, 233). They have no concept of lying—they do not deliber-
ately say “the thing which is not” (209).22 They are never deceived by “passion 
and interest” (225). And they have no experience with opinionated disputes: 
“because reason taught us to affirm or deny only where we are certain; and 
beyond our knowledge we cannot do either” (225).23 Thus Houyhnhnm-land 
represents a world of purified (i.e., superhuman) philosophers as they might 
be if they were surrounded by other purified philosophers, and free from the 
necessities of political life. 

Or almost free: every four years the Houyhnhnms have “a representa-
tive council of the whole nation” (227).24 Generally there are no debates at 

20 They do, however, have enough astronomy to understand the motion of the sun and the moon, and 
the nature of eclipses (230). They are not superstitious (compare 138: the Laputans “have great faith in 
judicial astrology, although they are ashamed to own it publicly”). And, although they have no doc-
tors, they do have “excellent medicines” to treat injuries (230). 
21 When Gulliver first comes across Houyhnhnms, he says that they make gestures “not unlike those 
of a philosopher” (191). Later he says that the “grand maxim” of the Houyhnhnms is to “cultivate 
reason, and to be wholly governed by it” (225). 
22 This is not to say that they never err (see, e.g., 198, 199, 200, 219). 
23 Gulliver says that doubting is “little known in this country,” but not totally unknown (202). Hence, for 
example, one of the Houyhnhnms says that “there seemed to be much truth” in a certain “tradition” about 
the origins of the Yahoos in Houyhnhnm-land; that is, he goes no further than calling it plausible (229).  
24 This is not exactly a government, since it does not compel obedience through force (236).
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these assemblies. But there is one great debate that comes up: “whether the 
Yahoos should be exterminated from the face of the earth” (228). They are, 
after all, an invasive species, and they pose a grave threat to the indigenous 
Houyhnhnms’ food supply (228–29).25 Unfortunately for Gulliver, because 
of this threat, he is eventually ordered to leave Houyhnhnm-land, the 
Houyhnhnms being fearful that he might lead the other Yahoos to attack 
their cattle. And he himself admits that he “could not blame” the council. In 
fact he says that he resolved, if he ever returned to England, to propose the 
virtues of the Houyhnhnms “to the imitation of mankind” (236). 

But so impressed is Gulliver with the Houyhnhnms that he can no longer 
stomach daily life among his fellow Yahoos. Like many other readers, he has 
developed “an antipathy to humankind” (242). And this antipathy extends 
to himself—as was the case after his trip to Brobdingnag, he finds it hard 
to look in the mirror (249). To be sure, there are indications that he has not 
completely written off humanity. Thus, for example, he mentions that he has 
“friends” who speak “in a blunt way” to him (235); he describes a certain 
Portuguese ship captain, Pedro de Mendez, as “courteous,” “generous,” and 
even “wise” (241–42); and he suggests that he is gradually reconciling himself 
to his family, to his neighbors, and to the sight of himself (249). 

Still, rather disconcertingly, what he most loves to do is to talk with two 
stallions he has purchased: “My horses understand me tolerably well; I con-
verse with them at least four hours every day. They are strangers to bridle or 
saddle, they live in great amity with me, and friendship to each other” (244). 
And so we are brought back to the question raised by the prefatory letter to 
Sympson: Is Gulliver as simple (not to say moronic) as he sometimes seems?

Conclusion

If Gulliver does spend his time talking earnestly to stallions, then the case 
is closed. But by this stage we have seen him lie repeatedly about himself 
throughout the book—in Lilliput (28, 54–55), in Brobdingnag (97, 117), in 
Balnibarbi (151), in Luggnagg (173), and in Houyhnhnm-land itself (200–
201, 219).26 Indeed, he says that on the last leg of his journey back from 

25 Many commentators argue that the Houyhnhnms’ attitude toward the Yahoos indicates a moral 
failure, akin to the failure of eighteenth-century Englishmen to respect the humanity of Swift’s fellow 
Irishmen. But whereas the Yahoos pose a serious threat to Houyhnhnm-land, the Irish posed none to 
England—and were of course indigenous to Ireland, and members of the same species, unlike the Yahoos.
26 To this list might perhaps be added Gulliver’s appeal to a Dutch pirate for lenience “in consider-
ation of our being Christians and Protestants” (130). Gulliver’s subsequent behavior in Japan, which 
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Houyhnhnm-land, “I had no commerce with the master or any of his men, 
but pretending I was sick kept close in my cabin” (244; compare 117: “I pre-
tended to be worse than I really was”).27 

To be sure, in insisting on his own truthfulness throughout his Travels, 
Gulliver waxes poetic:

Nec si miserum Fortuna Sinonem
Finxit, vanum etiam, mendacemque improba finget. 

The quote, “Although cruel Fortune has made Sinon miserable, she will 
not make him false and a liar,” is taken from the Aeneid. As the editor of 
the Norton Critical Edition writes, “In Aeneas’s heart-rending account of 
the last days of Troy, the Greek Sinon offers this impassioned defense of his 
veracity while attempting to persuade the Trojans to accept his gift of a giant 
wooden horse.” Thus, the editor concludes, the simpleton Gulliver “unwit-
tingly identifies himself with the teller of one of the tallest horse stories ever 
told” (246n1). 

But perhaps the invocation of Sinon is meant to indicate a more self-aware 
Gulliver than this editor allows. After all, as Bloom points out, Gulliver’s 
own book is another vessel “filled with Greeks.”28 In accordance with this 
interpretation, the 1735 edition frontispiece portrait of the author is adorned 
with the words “Splendide Mendax [Magnificent Liar]. Hor.” Implicitly, then, 
Gulliver is likened to the magnificently deceitful Hypermnestra depicted by 
Horace.29 And shortly after appropriating Sinon’s words, Gulliver reminds 
us again of his “small reading” of “modern as well as ancient authors” (248). 

he visits on his return from Luggnagg, does at least allow it to be “suspected,” as he says, that he “must 
be a Christian” (183). But in Japan he was, by his own admission, misrepresenting himself (184). 
27 “Lord Bolingbroke who knew him [Swift] well, in two words summed up his character in this 
respect, by saying that Swift was a hypocrite reversed,” someone who tried to appear worse than he 
really was (Thomas Sheridan, introduction to The Life of Jonathan Swift, 2nd ed. [London: Rivington, 
1787], n.p.).  
28 Bloom, “Giants and Dwarfs,” 36. According to Gulliver, the Houyhnhnms “have not the least 
idea of books or literature” (199). As he says later, then, they are strangers to “missive weapons.” But 
he adds, “I could never give my advice for invading them.…I rather wish they were in a capacity or 
disposition to send a sufficient number of their inhabitants for civilizing Europe” (247). In Swift’s 
Battle of the Books, where ink is called “the great missive weapon in all battles of the learned,” the final 
outcome of the moderns’ assault on the ancients is left unclear.     
29 See Howard D. Weinbrot, “Swift, Horace, and Virgil: Brave Lies, Dangerous Horses, and Truth,”  
in Gulliver’s Travels, ed. Rivero, 501–3. Also note the surname of the “wise” Pedro de Mendez. 
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I conclude that the case against Gulliver is also the case for him. He lies 
repeatedly; his travels, like his stallions, are “a mere fiction” (256).30 But he lies 
not for the sake of his own power or prestige. On the contrary, he makes him-
self seem much worse—narrower, sicker, more ridiculous—than he really is. 
He lies in order to spare the pride of his readers, who can comfortably laugh 
at him as an entertaining gull, and who tolerate or even welcome his book for 
that very reason. 

Pride, Gulliver stresses, is the besetting Yahoo vice (249–50). And here 
his insight outstrips even that of the Houyhnhnms, who “have no name for 
this vice in their language, which hath no terms to express anything that 
is evil, except those whereby they describe the detestable qualities of their 
Yahoos, among which they were not able to distinguish this of pride, for want 
of thoroughly understanding human nature” (250).31 In Houyhnhnm-land, 
then, speech is regarded simply as a tool “to make us understand one another, 
and to receive information or facts” (202). Among perfectly reasonable 
beings, to lie would indeed be to frustrate wantonly the ends of learning and 
mutual comprehension. Among unreasonable beings who are both powerful 
and proud, however, this sort of unwavering candor would be self-defeating. 
By presenting himself as a humorless fool (and thus yet again saying the thing 
which is not), Gulliver proves himself both funny and wise. 

30 Having claimed that his horses understand him “tolerably well,” Gulliver refers to “the brutality”—
that is, the mere animality—of “the Houyhnhnms in my own country” (244, 249). His claim about 
the four daily hours he spends conversing with his stallions, I would suggest, is a more self-effacing 
version of Machiavelli’s claim that he converses directly with “ancient men” each night: “for the space 
of four hours I feel no boredom, I forget every pain, I do not fear poverty, death does not frighten me” 
(letter to Vettori, in The Prince, trans. Harvey C. Mansfield, 2nd ed. [Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1998], 109–10; Mansfield notes that Machiavelli’s letter “has been called the most celebrated in 
all of Italian literature” [ibid, 107]). Compare Gulliver’s description of Houyhnhnm-land as the place 
in which he enjoyed “perfect health of body and tranquility of mind” (233).
31 For evidence that Swift shared Gulliver’s misanthropic tendencies, see his letters to Sheridan 
(September 11, 1725) and Pope (September 29 and November 26, 1725) in the Norton critical edition 
(261–63); and the letter to Ford (January 19, 1724) quoted in Leo Damrosch, Jonathan Swift: His Life 
and His World (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013), 378.
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau believed that he was an egalitarian feminist. Men, 
he says, have always treated women as either their slaves or their masters, 
but must treat them as their equals before either sex can ever be happy.1 
He argues that true equality between the sexes requires a balance of power 
between them. A wife must “maintain herself as [her husband’s] equal and 
govern him while obeying him” (712).2 

Apparently in the service of this egalitarian end, Rousseau advocated a 
number of social arrangements that most egalitarian feminists after him have 
not appreciated. In book 5 of Emile, describing the education of the fictional 
Sophie, Emile’s intended companion, Rousseau explains how she ought to 
learn to be pleasing to men (702–3). In this way she will gain affection and 
commitment from her future husband, which Rousseau says is necessary for 
her material well-being, the cultivation of her character, and her domestic 
happiness (697–98, 713). Women are pleasing to men, he argues, insofar as 
they are dependent on men, they are beautiful, they are respectable, and they 
use feminine wiles and coquetry to enhance their attractiveness (701, 716–18, 
731–32). Sophie ought to learn how to flatter her husband’s pride by proving 

1  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Le Levite d’Éphraïm, in Œuvres complètes, ed. Bernard Gagnebin and Mar-
cel Raymond, 5 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1959–95), 2:1221. All translations are our own.
2  Parenthetical citations in this introductory section refer to Rousseau, Émile; ou de l’Éducation, in 
Œuvres complètes, vol. 4. 
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his strength to him through her relative weakness, and how to spark his 
imagination by her charms (746, 806–7). All this comes somewhat naturally 
to women, Rousseau argues, for they are predisposed to use concealment and 
false impressions to gain power over their physically stronger mates (695–97, 
712–13). Given the physical differences between men and women and their 
psychological, moral, and social consequences, the truly egalitarian arrange-
ment between the sexes will have to combine men’s outward power over 
women with women’s psychological power over men (720, 766–67).

This article will examine two early feminist critics of this Rousseauian 
understanding: Mary Wollstonecraft and John Stuart Mill. The two offer dis-
tinct, but in many ways quite similar, criticisms of the aspect of Rousseau’s 
thought that we might call “the subjection of men.” After exploring those 
criticisms, we will close with some suggestions as to why Rousseau would not 
have accepted them.

1. Wollstonecraft
Rousseau is the single opponent whom Mary Wollstonecraft most discusses in 
her chief work on feminism, A Vindication of the Rights of Women. A lengthy 
chapter of the book is taken up mostly with a series of block quotations from 
book 5 of Emile, interlaced with Wollstonecraft’s rebuttals and criticisms. In 
her view, Rousseau’s better judgment—as evinced by his condemnations of 
modern society and oppression, encomia to virtue, and theological apologies 
for God and the afterlife—is overwhelmed by “transient effusions of over-
weening sensibility” (94, 171–72).3 He is pathologically attracted to a certain 
feminine type (271), and his proposed plan for female education serves his 
own voluptuousness, rather than the attainment of human virtue that he 
admits to be the ultimate purpose of both sexes (93–94, 165). Wollstonecraft’s 
real opponent is the feverish, intoxicated side of Rousseau, whenever it gets 
the better of his more moderate, rational, virtue-loving, pious side.4

3  In this section, parenthetical citations refer to Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of 
Woman, in A Vindication of the Rights of Man and A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, ed. Sylvana 
Tomaselli (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995).
4  Wollstonecraft does read Rousseau one-sidedly by continually supposing that making women 
pleasing to men is, for him, the sole goal of female education (rather than one, admittedly important, 
goal). She does not address, for example, Rousseau’s distinction between illicit coquetry and the good 
coquetry of a decent woman (Émile, 734–35); his preference, shared with Wollstonecraft, for cleanli-
ness and simplicity over adornments (ibid., 713); or his argument that women should not simply 
follow others’ opinions but must judge those opinions by their own “inner sentiment” (ibid., 730). Cf. 
Wollstonecraft, Vindication, 96, 90n.
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Wollstonecraft is not, after all, engaged in an academic exercise of even-
handed theoretical critique of a fellow author. Her fervent rhetoric is employed 
in an attempt to change the real circumstances of women. Rousseau is her 
principal opponent because, in Emile, he offers a powerful justification for 
certain contemporary practices and mores that Wollstonecraft finds abhor-
rent (111). She thinks that, put into practice, Rousseau’s ideas take on their 
most extreme and voluptuous form, for his argument that it is right and good 
for women to be pleasing to men in order to extract what they want from 
them predicably has more currency than, say, his arguments that girls should 
be trained to confront mortality and have deference to the rights of human-
ity over their selfish interests (165).5 What she most objects to, and intends 
to rebut, is Rousseau’s contribution to the degradation of “one half of the 
human species,” and to rendering women “pleasing at the expense of every 
solid virtue” (90). 

A. Female Tyranny, Female Degradation

Wollstonecraft does not dispute Rousseau’s claim that women gain a great 
deal of indirect power over men by flattering male pride. She is fully con-
vinced of Rousseau’s assessment that the master is a slave to his slaves, and 
that a woman can exercise control over men when she is in a position of 
dependence on him (e.g., 170n). Wollstonecraft likens this feminine power 
over men to the power of monarchs, describing it as “royal” (83, 130), “tyran-
nical” (107, 117), “unjust” (117), “sinister” (88), “illegitimate,” “arbitrary” (90), 
and “despotic” (78, 129). She describes how women teach their daughters 
“that a little knowledge of human weakness, justly termed cunning, softness 
of temper, outward obedience, and a scrupulous attention to a puerile kind 
of propriety, will obtain for them the protection of man” (87). The ubiquitous 
female obsession with physical appearances, Wollstonecraft notes, “arises, 
like false ambition in men, from a love of power” (97). Women from time 
immemorial have used deceit and wiles to “indirectly…gain too much power” 
over men (262), so as to secure from them “food and raiment” (130), “protec-
tion” (87), and “adoration” itself (75). She writes that “history brings forward 
a fearful catalogue of the crimes which [women’s] cunning has produced, 
when the weak slaves have had sufficient address to over-reach their master” 
(262). Wollstonecraft clearly concedes to Rousseau that he has described (and 
also attempted to justify) a feminine power already well known to women. 

5  See Rousseau, Émile, 722–28, 810–13.
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Wollstonecraft’s disagreement with Rousseau is not over whether this 
power of women exists, but over whether female education should discour-
age its use. In her view, contemporary female education, which shares some 
characteristics with the education of Sophie described in Emile, is degrading 
to women. For one thing, it omits the cultivation of women’s independent 
reasoning and moral judgment. Without this cultivation, women cannot be 
truly virtuous, since “it is a farce to call any being virtuous whose virtues do 
not result from the exercise of its own reason” (90). Women lack the freedom 
to experience life and learn from their own mistakes (193). They lack gainful 
employment, which might broaden their understanding of the world (135). 
They lack an education in sciences, which could teach them to “compare what 
has been individually observed with the results of experience generalized by 
speculation” (90; see also 128). Instead of having their own reason cultivated, 
they have been inculcated with virtues that are “incompatible with any vig-
orous exertion of intellect”: “patience, docility, good-humor, and flexibility” 
(133). Wollstonecraft doubts that a woman can possess even these virtues (or 
apparent virtues) if they do not result from the exercise of her own reason 
(163). But even if she could, this would only mean that her good conduct 
would be owed to the arbitrary fortune of her happening to have depended 
on good authorities. It could not bring her the merit that, according to Woll-
stonecraft, wins eternal blessedness (126–27).  

Even this massive omission in contemporary women’s education, though, 
is not as insidious as the education they do receive: an education in coquetry. 
The coquette learns to flatter men’s pride and spark their imagination by refin-
ing her senses and by giving into, or even by merely appearing to give into, 
her sensual pleasures. Contemporary women’s education thus makes them 
slaves to pleasure and thereby weakened by their “over exercised sensibility, 
[which] not only renders them uncomfortable themselves, but troublesome…
to others” (136). Because of this education in sensibility, women become anx-
ious, frivolous, insipid, selfish, and whimsical. They are also taught to pay 
too much attention to their appearance, which does further damage to their 
bodies and souls. The desire to be beautiful and delicate makes them ugly and 
weak (91). The desire to be well dressed makes them spend too much time 
indoors over their needlework and confines their minds to their finery (136, 
153). Although they are continually assessing whether things are tasteful, 
even their aesthetic judgment is corrupted by their lack of understanding and 
by their dependence on the opinions of others (204). In the name of delicacy 
and “refined taste,” women are taught to be slaves to their own sensuality and 
to male voluptuousness. 
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Rousseau had said that attention to the appearances of propriety is a 
major part of female duty.6 But for Wollstonecraft, such attention, like the 
duplicity involved in coquetry, is incompatible with “greatness of mind” 
(165). Honesty and sincerity are the foundation of morality (101). Women, 
like men, should have decency of mind and heart, and so women should 
not be taught to concern themselves with the appearance of propriety, or 
else they will mistakenly learn that the appearance of propriety is all that 
is required of them (176). Likewise, sincerity is undermined when women 
are forced continually to act in a manner contrary to their own reason and 
desires, and are constantly dependent on the authority of others. Rousseau 
advises women to be docile so that their husbands will not abuse them.7 But 
even if we suppose that such docility has the desired effect on husbands, the 
moral effects of caressing one’s abuser are supremely degrading (263), and 
leave women confused about right and wrong (162). By adopting the role of 
the weak in order to control the strong, and by paying consummate atten-
tion to the appearance of propriety, women lose their moral compass and the 
simple sincerity necessary for moral improvement. 

Although women do gain power and authority over men by degrading 
themselves and placing themselves in the weaker position, even that power 
is itself degrading. It is only the “reason of an individual” that “demands…
homage” and submission, and even then, “the submission is to reason” itself 
and “not to man” (107). When women receive irrational homage and submis-
sion from men, it is not to be celebrated, for “every external advantage that 
exalts man above his fellows, without any mental exertion, sinks him in real-
ity below them” (116). Women then “lose the rank which reason would assign 
them” (117). Like an “absolute monarch” who must practice “servility” to the 
irrational passions of the people he rules in order to maintain his power and 
rule, so too must women slavishly serve the irrational desires of men in order 
to maintain their power over them. When kings enjoy unjust rule through 
the arbitrary quality of inheritance, it harms their souls; when women enjoy 
unjust rule through the arbitrary qualities of beauty and charm, it harms 
theirs (107).

Besides degrading its possessors, this illegitimate feminine power does 
not even accomplish enough. Coquetry is a means of controlling lovers or 
potential lovers, but under the current economic arrangements, unmarried 

6  See Rousseau, Émile, 702–3.
7  See ibid., 710–11.
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women have no independent means of supporting themselves and so are 
often dependent on the support and goodwill of brothers. Wollstonecraft is 
likewise concerned about widows. The material dependence of a wife on her 
husband might shore up his desire to protect her, but what is to happen to her 
when he dies (141)? And in any case, coquetry is a much more powerful tool in 
the hands of a young beautiful maiden than it is in the hands of a matron. An 
older wife who has lost her mystique through familiarity loses this power to 
control her husband. Wollstonecraft quotes Anna Aikin’s saying that woman 
“is quickly scorn’d when not ador’d” (131). Finally, a weak and docile woman 
might make men gallant, but gallantry is always mixed with contempt and 
can easily be drowned out by it. Romantic love, even when it is continually 
enlivened by feminine wiles, is not constant enough to keep marriages happy 
and stable, and therefore causes instability throughout society (101). Like 
the tyrant whom she resembles, the coquette wields an intoxicating amount 
of immediate power over her subjects, but that power remains incomplete, 
superficial, precarious, and eventually destructive to tyrant and subject alike. 

B. Rational Education and Equality

The most fundamental premise of Wollstonecraft’s critique of contemporary 
society is that women are first and foremost human beings and fellow crea-
tures, and the aim of their lives is the same as that of every other human 
being, namely, to obtain rational virtue that can merit eternal blessedness 
(82).8 She argues that “the first object of laudable ambition is to obtain a 
character as a human being, regardless of the distinction of sex;…secondary 
views should be brought to this simple touchstone” (76–77). All social and 
political arrangements ought to be judged by whether they encourage the 
use and perfection of individual reason, and no one ought to be forced to 
obey arbitrary authority (i.e., authority other than reason) (see again 107). 
A Vindication of the Rights of Women is the sequel to A Vindication of the 
Rights of Man, in which Wollstonecraft defends the French Revolution from 
Edmund Burke’s criticisms. At least at the time when she writes these works, 
she displays a fervor for equal democratic citizenship and disgust with the 
arbitrary hierarchies that undermine the divine end of each individual.9 

8  See Eileen Hunt Botting, Family Feuds: Wollstonecraft, Burke, and Rousseau on the Transformation 
of the Family (New York: State University of New York Press, 2006), 168–69, 173; Botting, Wollstone-
craft, Mill, and Women’s Human Rights (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2016), 70–115.
9  Wollstonecraft may have later moderated these views after seeing the results of the French Revolu-
tion. See Sylvia Tomaselli, introduction to Vindication, xxviii–xxix; Botting, Family Feuds, 136, 
155–56.
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Against those who would consider her political principles “utopian” 
(107), Wollstonecraft does discuss the more fair and rational society that 
could realistically be constructed on those principles, and offers suggestions 
about women’s role in that society. Her most concrete prescription is a plan 
for coeducational day schools, in which boys and girls together will learn 
largely the same subjects (except that some students will receive sex-specific 
vocational education in the afternoons after age nine) (263–64). She outlines a 
curriculum for these schools, defending them first as good for women simply, 
and then also as a necessary preparation for fulfilling the duties of mother-
hood well and for finding pleasure in the domestic sphere (262, 265). She 
does not intend this equal education to prepare women and men for identical 
roles in the economy. Although she wants more occupations to be opened 
to women, she predicts that only a few exceptional women will forgo family 
life for the sake of these newly available careers, and that once a woman is 
married, her duties will be largely or exclusively inside the home, depend-
ing on her social class (139–40). Most women will choose to have families 
and so will have a domestic career. Their education should therefore have 
the improvement of domestic life as its goal. Wollstonecraft even boasts that 
keeping male and female teenagers together in the same class will lead to 
earlier marriages (264). 

Wollstonecraft does hope that allowing women into more occupations 
will make them less materially dependent on men. But she sees this as help-
ing women to fulfill their duties within (primarily) the domestic sphere, not 
as pulling them out of that sphere. She believes women ought to be more 
materially independent because having a gainful occupation outside the 
home improves their understanding (155) and makes them more satisfied 
with domestic life and better capable of fulfilling its duties (270). She also 
thinks that women ought to be able to practice generosity with their own 
resources (236), and wants single women and widows to have better means 
of supporting themselves (141–42). But in general, she is less concerned with 
changing the material circumstances of women’s lives than with changing 
their manners and thereby their souls. 

When Wollstonecraft speaks of female independence, she often means 
independence of thought and moral agency, not necessarily material inde-
pendence (see 230). Women should no longer be expected to defer to the 
opinions and judgment of their husbands. They should be recognized as inde-
pendent moral agents, and they should be judged by the universal standard 
of rational, unsexed virtue. Women should endeavor to be as capable, strong, 
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and virtuous as men, and men should no longer have gallant contempt for 
women by judging them merely by how docile and pleasing they are. Instead 
of attempting to be pleasing to men through their wiles and charms, women 
should give up all forms of dishonesty (101, 181, 183). Instead of seeking 
beauty, they should seek health and cleanliness (215). Instead of frivolity, they 
should seek “serious employments” and wholesome work through the fulfill-
ment of their duties (153). Wollstonecraft employs some of her most powerful 
rhetoric in her attempt to persuade women to stop degrading themselves by 
seeking to please men above all else.  

In light of these new and egalitarian aspirations, men and women ought to 
change their expectations about marriage. Wollstonecraft argues that mutual 
respect and friendship between the sexes will have to be recognized as more 
important than romantic love and fondness. Women should endeavor to win 
a man’s respect for their capabilities and virtue, instead of flattering his pride 
by always appearing to be his inferior and sparking his imagination. Women 
should gain those qualities of character that any good man cannot fail to 
respect, instead of trying to manipulate men’s emotions. The force binding 
marriages together should not be unstable and fleeting romantic love fed by 
coquetry. Wollstonecraft goes so far as to say that friendship is incompat-
ible with romantic love. Friendship is “a serious affection; the most sublime 
of all affections, because it is founded on principle, and cemented by time,” 
whereas “vain fears and fond jealousies, the winds which fan the flame of 
love, when judiciously or artfully tempered, are both incompatible with the 
tender confidence and sincere respect of friendship” (151; see also 100–101). 
Although a friendship can form on the basis of affection between the sexes, it 
will ultimately require rational mutual respect, an eschewal of all dishonesty 
and reserve, and intellectual equality. Commenting on Rousseau’s depiction 
of the pleasure Emile will take in tutoring his wife Sophie on subjects of which 
her prior education left her ignorant, Wollstonecraft demands to know “how 
friendship can subsist when love expires, between the master and his pupil” 
(122n). If women are to cease degrading themselves by their unjust exercise of 
power over men, then they will need to be satisfied with being respected for 
their virtue, and with the cooler affection of a husband’s friendship. 

C. Female Happiness

Wollstonecraft predicts that women will be reluctant, until “the manners 
of the times are changed, and formed on more reasonable principles,” to 
relinquish their power and “return to nature and equality” (90). As long as 
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men hold arbitrary power, it seems likely women will attempt to retain their 
own unjust authority over them. Even once their society does comes around 
to “more reasonable principles,” Wollstonecraft worries that women might 
not give up their “illegitimate power”; they would thereby “prove that they 
have less mind than man” (90, emphasis original). But at least, Wollstonecraft 
argues, they would then have been proved inferior to men through a fair con-
test (106–7). Such a contest can only be had in a reasonable society in which 
women are given the same education as men, held to the same standard of 
virtue, and not handicapped by social forces encouraging their degradation. 
Wollstonecraft admits she cannot be certain, but having traced so many 
existing feminine vices directly to women’s subordination, she believes she 
has good evidence to think that women will fare well enough in any fair 
contest over virtue.

But Wollstonecraft also does not think that women ought to wait to stop 
degrading themselves until society has been reconstructed. She acknowledges 
that men will tend to prefer a woman who suits their own voluptuousness over 
“a fine woman, who inspires more sublime emotions by displaying intellectual 
beauty.” Some will therefore conclude that “the [female] sex is degraded by a 
physical, if not by a moral necessity.” But she retorts that women ought nev-
ertheless to “be pure as your heavenly Father is pure,” and that they ought not 
to be “restrained by mechanical laws.” If they “co-operat[e] with the Father 
of Spirits” and enact the revolution in female manners that Wollstonecraft 
calls for, then they will “contribute to, instead of disturbing, the order of cre-
ation” (120).10 Wollstonecraft states in a number of places that men ought to 
be more chaste (e.g., 91, 229), but it is clear that she did not mean for women’s 
moral improvement to wait until men ceased preferring pretty and charming 
women to virtuous ones, and all social authority was granted to reason alone. 
Women, she says, must give up their power over men in order to have power 
over themselves (170).

For Wollstonecraft, “virtue…should have an appearance of seriousness, 
if not of austerity.” She concedes that “virtue and pleasure are not, in fact, 
so nearly allied in this life as some eloquent writers have laboured to prove.” 
She even hopes that fortunate “circumstances” may help to set limits to the 
passionate romance of newlyweds so that their affections can subside into 
friendship (although she does at times allow that some degree of romance 
is compatible with egalitarian marriage) (151). She wants women to be given 

10  For an account of Wollstonecraft’s theological optimism in the Vindication, see Botting, Family 
Feuds, 164–67.
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more independence to think for themselves and freedom to learn from their 
mistakes, but she realizes that they may then need a great deal of self-control 
and virtue in order to keep to the steep and thorny way to heaven rather than 
the primrose path of dalliance. Nonetheless, she resolutely calls for a revolu-
tion in manners that must begin with women making the initial sacrifice: 
they must quit the coquette’s gambit and relinquish their feminine power 
over men. 

2. Mill
In contrast to Wollstonecraft, Mill never responds directly to Rousseau’s 
views on the relations between the sexes—not even when those views reap-
pear in the writings of Tocqueville, Mill’s friend and correspondent.11 Facing 
a widespread and deeply entrenched prejudice against a view that had always 
seemed obvious to him, yet also aware that his own view might soon come 
to dominate social and political life (thanks in part to his own considerable 
efforts), Mill is much more concerned to attack and tear down the prejudices 
that oppose his political project than to reconstruct and engage sympatheti-
cally with the strongest arguments that could be offered in defense of those 
prejudices (261–63).12 

Because Mill’s primary opponents in the project of women’s emancipa-
tion are Victorian Englishmen and Englishwomen, many of the prejudices 
he attacks are almost as anti-Rousseauian as they are anti-Millian. Some of 
his Victorian opponents believed that women are, as such, morally superior 
to men (292). Some believed that the “ideal” of “feminine character” is one 
of utter self-abnegation and sacrifice, or “that it is [women’s] nature, to live 
for others” (293, 272). Some credited modern industrial civilization and/or 
Christianity for having already fully liberated women from the barbaric sub-
jection in which prior Christian or pagan ages had held them.13 In the interest 

11  See John Stuart Mill, Collected Works, ed. John M. Robson (New York: Routledge, 1963–1991), esp. 
the indexes in vol. 33, s.v. “Rousseau, Jean-Jacques” and “Tocqueville, Alexis de.”
12  In this section, parenthetical citations refer to John Stuart Mill, The Subjection of Women, in Col-
lected Works, vol. 21. On the major role played by Mill in the fledgling women’s suffrage movement, 
see Richard Reeves, John Stuart Mill: Victorian Firebrand (London: Atlantic Books, 2007), 413–48.
13  Subjection, 283–84; J. S. Mill, “Enfranchisement of Women,” in Collected Works, 21:412. When 
Mill published this latter essay after the death of his wife Harriet, he claimed in an introductory note 
(393–94) that she had written it while he merely transcribed it. Gertrude Himmelfarb, On Liberty and 
Liberalism: The Case of John Stuart Mill (New York: Knopf, 1974), 183–86, shows that this claim is 
likely exaggerated. Still, Mill’s willingness to make the claim raises the possibility that “Enfranchise-
ment” may contain views he did not himself accept. Pending a more detailed study, we have tried 
here to avoid any argument from “Enfranchisement” that visibly conflicts with any argument from 
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of reconstructing a dialogue between Mill and Rousseau, we will pass over 
Mill’s critiques of these and other views that Rousseau did not hold.

But Mill also mentions that according to some of his opponents, “the nat-
ural vocation of a woman is that of a wife and mother,” so that her “real path 
of success and happiness” must lie in fulfilling that vocation (281, 299). Some 
even claim that “equality between men and women,” in its true understand-
ing, is fully compatible with “enforced distinctions in their privileges and 
functions” within society.14 Some regard the obvious and real disadvantages 
that accrue to women from their legal subordination to men as “the price 
paid” for a “great good” (286). Some defend the legal and social distinctions 
between the sexes by offering “vain fears” about “the evil” that they think 
“would outweigh the good” of abolishing those distinctions (323, 340). At 
no point in his collected works does Mill explain what his opponents have in 
mind by any of these Rousseauian claims, much less what reasons they might 
be able to offer in support of them. 

In at least one area, however, Mill does identify a potential “evil” that will 
accompany women’s emancipation and that might well “outweigh the good” 
of that emancipation in some women’s eyes. For Mill shares Wollstonecraft’s 
expectation that when society liberates women from being dominated by 
their husbands, it will also in a way be liberating husbands from being domi-
nated by their wives. We will therefore examine why Mill wishes to overturn 
women’s legal subordination in spite of the loss in women’s power that he 
admits will (paradoxically) accompany their emancipation.

A. Women’s Power vs. Women’s Freedom

According to Mill, the women of his day already exercise quite a signifi-
cant power over their husbands. Their power is great enough to balance out 
what, on paper, would have seemed to be an unlimited legal “despotism” 
exercised by every husband over his wife (286). Women’s power is so great 
that, despite their apparent legal position as something less than household 
slaves, in reality they tend “on the whole” to achieve a balance of power with 
their husbands that is “acceptable to both” (284–86, 292). In fact, the wife 
“frequently” exercises “too much” power over her husband for his and her 
own good (290). 

Subjection (which Mill did acknowledge as his own work).
14  Mill, “Enfranchisement,” 415. 
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Among the British middle and upper classes, this ascendancy of women 
may perhaps be explained by the recently acquired Victorian prejudice in 
favor of a theory of equality between the sexes: Mill can even claim that “the 
only object” of all his proposed legal reforms is “to make all other married 
couples similar to what these are now” (where “these” refers to “probably a 
great majority” of couples within the “higher classes”).15 Yet even among the 
lower-class couples who are Mill’s main targets for moral reform, many other 
factors still conspire to give each wife a strong hold on her husband’s will. 
Among those factors, Mill expressly downplays the importance of the “mere 
feminine blandishments” related to sexual attractiveness (289). Much more 
important, he says, are the wife’s gender-neutral sources of power over her 
husband: his “personal affection” for her that grows naturally out of a shared 
life together; their “common interests” in the shared projects of domestic life; 
the daily “comforts and enjoyments” that she offers him, together with the 
natural process by which his need for her develops into genuine concern; and 
the natural “influence” (both conscious and “unconscious”) that our daily 
companions always exercise over our sentiments and opinions.16 

All these factors together give the women of Mill’s day “often…a degree 
of command over the conduct of” their husbands that is “altogether excessive 
and unreasonable” (290). Mill therefore emphatically denies that his propos-
als for women’s emancipation are intended to bring about any net gain in 
women’s influence over men, which “always…has been very considerable” 
even in barbaric ages, and has only increased as the modern economy has 
brought the two sexes into more regular daily contact.17 After the emancipa-
tion that he advocates, “the moral influence of women” over men will not 
become any “greater” than it currently is, but only “more beneficial” (327). 

Nor does Mill’s phrase “more beneficial” refer to any benefit accruing 
specifically to women. On the contrary, Mill’s stated objection to the moral 
power currently wielded by women over their husbands is that they use it 
to serve their own “interest,” or the “private advantages…[and] interests of 
[their] family,” at the expense of any devotion to abstract “principle,” particu-
larly when that principle would “withdraw their men from them” (329). This 
“family selfishness” may “wear an amiable guise” and “put on the mask of 
duty,” but it is in reality “morally wrong.” It elevates a mere “animal function 

15  Subjection, 295; “Enfranchisement,” 407.
16  Subjection, 289–90; for “unconscious,” see “Enfranchisement,” 408, and Subjection, 334 (“her 
occult influence”).
17  Subjection, 327, 335; “Enfranchisement,” 407–8.
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and its consequences” above “public virtue,” “public spirit,” “principle,” 
“sense of duty towards the public good,” and indeed “any legitimate purpose” 
(as illustrated by the fact that it generally produces political “Conservatism” 
rather than “liberalism”).18 Mill’s austere expectation for wives is thus that 
they stop using their “very considerable” influence over their husbands to 
benefit themselves, and instead redirect it to benefit society as a whole, even 
at their own and their children’s expense.

Of course, Mill does not expect women to make this apparent sacrifice of 
their interests until society has first secured their interests much better than 
it currently does. So long as women’s personal interests are entirely depen-
dent on their husband’s will, it is only reasonable that they should seek to 
maximize their power over that will. “Where liberty cannot be hoped for, 
and power can, power becomes the grand object of desire” (338). The first step 
of reform must therefore be to eliminate this dependence. Within the heart of 
women, the “natural” and “healthy…love of liberty” can indeed displace the 
depraving “love of power” (which is its “eternal antagonist”)—but only once 
women are permitted “the undisturbed management of their own affairs,” so 
that “each of them individually is able to do without” (i.e., is able to secure her 
individual interests without) exercising any “power over” her husband (338). 
Society must be reordered so as to “render the existence of [women]…toler-
able to them, without reliance on the chivalrous feelings of” their husbands 
or other men (329). 

Thus the whole political-legal program of Subjection of Women is required 
in order (among other things) to make it both possible and reasonable for 
women to give up the excessive power that they currently enjoy over their 
husband’s will. The modern wife is in the position of the “Sultan’s favourite 
slave [who] has slaves under her, over whom she tyrannizes.” Mill’s analogy is 
evidently imperfect, since in this case the Sultan himself is also her chief slave. 
Still, “the desirable thing would be that she should neither have slaves nor be 
a slave” (290). “Modern society,” he says, must exercise its now-enormous 
accumulated powers over the private lives of its members in order to set the 
marriage relationship for the first time on its legitimate foundations, namely, 
“the respect of each for the rights of [the] other, and the ability of each to 
take care of himself” (328). These are of course already the foundations of 
modern economic life, and Mill repeatedly emphasizes that the relationship 
between spouses (in its legal aspect) needs to become much more like what 

18  Subjection, 329, 290; “Enfranchisement,” 403, 411–12.
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a business partnership among men already is (see 272–75, 290–92, 328). In 
short, the whole system of women’s legal subordination needs to “be replaced 
by a principle of perfect equality, admitting no power or privilege on the one 
side, nor disability on the other” (261).

Yet Mill’s use of the term “equality” here can easily be misunderstood. 
Mill does occasionally speak as if he expected to bring about equality of out-
comes between the sexes, particularly in educational attainment (334–35). 
And he does insist with unusual vehemence that the companionship of two 
highly and equally educated individuals is the “only…ideal of marriage,” 
and that “all opinions, customs, and institutions which favour any notion of 
[marriage], or turn the conceptions and aspiration connected with it into any 
other direction, are relics of primitive barbarism” that must be eliminated 
from civilized society (336). 

Nonetheless, Mill insists with even greater frequency that what his legal 
reforms will actually secure is equality of opportunity, not outcome.19 His 
strongest objection is not to either spouse’s wielding any power over the other, 
but only to his or her wielding unmerited power over the other.20 “Not what 
men are, but what they do, constitutes their claim to deference;…merit, and 
not birth, is the only rightful claim to power and authority” (325). In a mar-
riage characterized by equality in this relevant sense, one spouse might well 
exercise real decision-making power over the other, but this power would 
be apportioned fairly and “naturally”—that is, on the basis of “comparative 
qualifications” such as “mental superiority,” “decision of character,” age, 
and earned income (291). Here is perhaps the clearest sign of Mill’s meri-
tocratic understanding of equality: he believes that all of the qualifications 
just listed are currently concentrated more among husbands than among 
wives, he expects this to remain the case to at least some extent after women’s 
emancipation, and he gives no sign of being bothered by this inequality of 
outcome.21 One explanation for the somewhat unfair charges of inconsistency 
leveled against Mill by twentieth-century feminists is that they seem not to 
have appreciated how little he shares their concern for equality of outcomes 

19  Mary Lyndon Shanley, “Marital Slavery and Friendship: John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of 
Women,” Political Theory 9, no. 2 (1981): 241, asserts that the two claims are reconcilable because 
equality of opportunity is for Mill a mere means to the promotion of egalitarian companionate 
marriage. 
20  See Subjection, 293 (“an arbitrary preference of one human being over another,” emphasis added). 
21  See Subjection, 291, 297–98. Others of these discrepancies between the sexes will be lessened or 
eliminated by women’s emancipation: see 331–36; Mill, “Enfranchisement,” 410–11.
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between men and women.22 Equality within marriage in Mill’s relevant sense 
means only that power should be distributed on the basis of “merit,” which 
consists in “superiority” of “ability and judgment” (324–25). Only in this way 
will each marriage partner come to occupy the position for which he or she 
is “most fit,” so that “the collective faculties of the two sexes can be applied 
on the whole with the greatest sum of valuable result” (280–81). Mill’s focus 
here on a meritocratic understanding of equality leaves unclear whether the 
power distribution in any given marriage that is most “valuable” to mankind 
will also be the most valuable for the parties themselves.

B. Why Women’s Freedom Diminishes Women’s Power

The question of what is valuable for the parties themselves can be answered 
better once we explain Mill’s insistence that women after emancipation will 
have no more moral power over men than they already do. From what we 
have seen so far, it is not clear why this should be the case. For one thing, we 
have seen Mill say that wives would have to be “able to do without” their hus-
bands before they could lose the “love of power” that material dependence 
naturally engenders in the human soul, and he does not seem to expect that 
all wives will ever be so independent. In fact, according to his explicit predic-
tion, most of the lower-class wives at whom his legal reforms are primarily 
targeted will remain economically dependent on their husband’s income, 
and hence “naturally” subordinate to his will to at least some extent (see 
again 291, 297–98, 295). Moreover, even granting that legal emancipation will 
indeed leave women (in the aggregate) less materially dependent on men and 
hence less in need of a counterbalancing power over them, legal emancipa-
tion would still appear to leave fully intact all the gender-neutral factors that 
Mill had listed as the actual sources of a wife’s power within marriage: the 
man’s personal affection, common interests, daily companionship, and so 
on, should hardly be lessened when the marriage is set on a legally egalitar-
ian footing. To those existing factors will also now be added a greater share 
of genuine merit among (at least) the many upper-class women who Mill 

22  Cf. Elizabeth S. Smith, “John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of Women: A Re-Examination,” Polity 34, 
no. 2 (2001): 181–203; Christine Di Stefano, Configurations of Masculinity: A Feminist Perspective on 
Modern Political Theory (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991), 144–86; Jennifer Ring, “Mill’s 
The Subjection of Women: The Methodological Limits of Liberal Feminism,” Review of Politics 47 
(1985): 27–44; Richard W. Krouse, “Patriarchal Liberalism and Beyond: From John Stuart Mill to 
Harriet Taylor,” in The Family in Political Thought, ed. Jean Bethke Elshtain (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1982), 145–72; Susan M. Okin, Women in Western Political Thought (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1979), 197–230; Julia Annas, “Mill and the Subjection of Women,” 
Philosophy 52 (1977): 179–94. This aspect of Mill is noted approvingly by Himmelfarb, Liberty and 
Liberalism, 170–74, who on this point prefers him to his feminist critics.
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expects will benefit from new educational opportunities. This increase in 
women’s collective “ability and judgment” should, as we have seen, give them 
greater power within a system of meritocratic marriages (see 331–36). If we 
take seriously Mill’s assertion that emancipation will not increase women’s 
collective power over men, then we must expect emancipation to bring about 
some as-yet-unexplained diminishment in that power, which will offset its 
more easily predictable augmentation.

Mill never explains in so many words the mechanism by which this 
diminishment in women’s power would take place. But we can find him 
pointing to three such mechanisms. The first is that, in contradiction to Mill’s 
earlier denigration of the importance of “feminine blandishments,” a wife’s 
influence over her husband actually turns out to draw strength from certain 
non-gender-neutral arts that require practice, and that therefore fall into 
disuse where women have less of a material incentive to practice them. “By 
making it the business of her life to work upon his sentiments, a wife” will 
in fact achieve greater “influence” over those sentiments (290). The “natural 
attraction between opposite sexes,” which (Mill admits) “may” thrive on an 
artificial heightening of differences between men and women, is at any rate 
a major “means of influence” by men over their wives (272, 333). Presumably 
the converse also holds, since “all men, except the most brutish” want their 
wives to love them and not merely obey them (271). In fact, Mill suggests 
that women’s whole “passion for personal beauty, address, and display”—for 
what one might call feminine blandishments—is attributable precisely to 
their desire for influence and power over men (338). Either these women are 
all badly misled, or else these blandishments do secure more real power over 
men than Mill had previously seemed to grant. At any rate, Mill is explicit in 
his hope that women’s emancipation will diminish this “passion” for the arts 
of feminine attractiveness, which he regards primarily as a source of “mis-
chievous luxury and social immorality” (338).

Second, Mill regards men’s “pride,” which is enormously flattered by the 
subjection of women (268), as another basis of women’s reciprocal power 
over them. A wife gains more power over her husband precisely “by having 
no will (or persuading him that she has no will) but his, in anything which 
regards their joint relation” (290). Hence the existing legal structures render 
family life a veritable “school” of the “morality of chivalry,” which uses the 
husband’s “agreeable sense” of power over his wife to induce him to serve 
her interests—even as that sense also leads ineluctably to his unjustified and 
unnatural “self-worship” (294–95, 296, 293). In this way, a man who has been 
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taught by law to view his wife and children “as parts of [his] own interests and 
belongings” will be thereby induced to “sacrifice” and “care for them,” and 
indeed to think well of himself for doing so.23 Legal emancipation will dimin-
ish or eliminate this confused tangle of chivalric sentiments that induce men 
to care for their wives’ interests out of what Mill calls a “double-dyed and 
idealized selfishness” grounded in a false sense of superiority (289).

Third, women will lose some power over men by losing some of the 
respect that they currently receive on the basis of their mere social role, as 
distinguished from the (relatively rare) meritocratic qualities that would 
actually deserve that respect. “Society” currently teaches women that their 
own family members “are the only ones to whom they owe any duty—the 
only ones whose interest they are called to care for” (321). According to this 
widespread (especially male) prejudice, “the cares of a family” are a woman’s 
“sole duty” and indeed her “only social duty,” by which she fully discharges 
her “debt to society”: those cares are not an alternative to higher social duties 
but are rather her best way of fulfilling those duties (321, 338–39, emphasis 
added). Precisely this widespread belief about female duties must, in Mill’s 
view, be eradicated from society. He wishes to “get rid of the idea,” in the 
minds of men and women alike, that cares outside the family “are man’s 
business”; his legal reforms will teach both men and women to think of a 
woman as “a human being like any other, entitled to choose her pursuits…
[and] to interest herself in whatever is interesting to human beings” (327, 
emphasis added). Since society naturally awards “honour and distinction” 
to those whom it regards as serving its interests, this change in public opin-
ion will mean a diminishment in the share of “consideration” or reputation 
(which is “the principal object of human pursuit”) that a woman can win by 
serving the mere “private interest” of her family (300, 327, 272). After this 
change, it will no longer be the case that “a married woman is presumed to 
be a useful member of society unless there is evidence to the contrary,” while 
“a single woman must establish, what very few either women or men ever do 
establish, an individual claim.”24 Husbands, who are both part of society and 
influenced by it, may be presumed to be at least somewhat affected by this 
diminishment of the honor shown to those wives (i.e., the large majority) 
who cannot independently earn societal honors through rare meritocratic 

23  Subjection, 288–89; on the law’s educative function in this regard, see 291, 324–26.
24  J. S. Mill, “On Marriage,” in Collected Works, 21:41–42 (emphasis original). This youthful unpub-
lished text takes the form of a private letter to his still-married beloved, Harriet Taylor. The views it 
expresses must be taken with a grain of salt for multiple reasons, but there is no particular reason to 
doubt the sincerity of its description of contemporary social prejudices.
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qualities. The respect that a minority of women will earn in their husbands’ 
eyes by exercising their newly cultivated faculties on behalf of broader social 
improvement will be at least partly offset, in the aggregate, by a diminishment 
of the respect that most women had previously earned through ordinary care 
for their own families. 

In all three of these cases, Mill never denies—he even strongly sug-
gests—that the female power that he wishes to diminish has brought with 
it many concrete material benefits for women. Nor does he try to argue that 
the diminishment of this power will be compensated by equal or greater 
material improvements. Rather, he rejects those material benefits on moral 
grounds. The confused and “idealized selfishness” of chivalry merits “disgust 
and indignation,” as it derives from a “depraved state of…mind” in the man 
(296, 289). Similarly, women’s willingness to pander to their male rulers in 
exchange for material sustenance “is corrupting” to the women themselves, for 
“it produces the vices…of artifice” (i.e., dishonesty and manipulativeness).25 
Indeed, all the moralizing that society attaches to women’s and men’s recip-
rocal care for one another and for their children is only so much offensive 
hypocrisy: women manipulate men “for their own purposes,” men care for 
women and children “as part of [their] own interests and belongings,” and 
both sexes congratulate themselves on a false virtue found in the fulfillment 
of nonexistent duties (338, 289). So it must be, as long as spouses’ dependence 
on one another is anything other than a mutual and “reciprocal superiority,” 
with perfect alternation of “leading and being led,” bound by “affections” 
that positively disdain to be bound by any tie other than “free and spontane-
ous choice,” “renewed and renewing at each instant.”26 For “genuine moral 
sentiment” can only be cultivated in the society of “equals”; “the true virtue 
of human beings is fitness to live together as equals; claiming nothing for 
themselves but what they as freely concede to everyone else…and preferring, 
wherever possible, the society of those with whom leading and following can 
be alternate and reciprocal” (293–94). 

Mill’s protest against women’s unjust power over men appears to rest 
ultimately on his revulsion at the thought of women’s degrading themselves 
by playing along with this moral hypocrisy merely in order to secure their 
own material well-being. “Men think it base and servile in men to accept food 
as the price of dependence, and why do they not deem it so in women? solely 

25  Mill, “Enfranchisement,” 410.
26  Subjection, 336; “On Marriage,” 42. The sentence from “On Marriage” is extravagantly romantic 
but expresses a logical consequence of views we have seen stated in Subjection.
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because they do not desire that women should be their equals.”27 Mill recurs 
to this political analogy many times in the Subjection. Just as in “the affairs of 
states,” so too within the marriage bond: despotism must be overthrown no 
matter how kindly the despot may be, as the French Revolution rightly taught 
us (286; similarly at 271, 272, 290, 321–22). Men feel “twice as much a human 
being” when they are free citizens rather than subjected to another’s will, and 
the same is “every particle as true of women as of men”—or rather, it will 
become so once women taste this freedom, which many of them are not yet 
even educated enough to desire.28 There are certain “satisfactions of personal 
pride” that only civil freedom can offer, and we rightly feel contempt for any 
human being degraded and servile enough to pursue any number of material 
benefits at the cost of those higher satisfactions (337). Mill’s feminism is thus 
one species of what is often rightly identified as his “perfectionist” liberalism. 
For him, a truly liberal society must aim at its members’ (including women’s) 
highest moral cultivation, even at the expense of their base material interests.

3. Rousseau
We have seen that, in their largely overlapping critiques of the subjection 
of men that Rousseau defends, Wollstonecraft and Mill appeal to consider-
ations that appear frequently in Rousseau’s own writings: freedom, virtue, 
intellectual independence, egalitarianism. Our study of Wollstonecraft and 
Mill therefore points toward further research into the reasons why Rousseau 
applied these principles differently than these feminist authors did. We sug-
gest three fruitful areas for such research.

First, while Wollstonecraft and Mill are concerned about moral egalitari-
anism between the two sexes, Rousseau appears to be even more concerned 
about moral egalitarianism among human beings in general, including 
among members of the same sex. Rousseau does emphasize the importance 
of extraordinary moral exemplars as patterns for others to imitate, but he 
believes we should be imitating their qualities of soul rather than their exter-
nal actions.29 He rejects any definition of human moral duties that would 
require us all to act (or try to act) like extraordinary moral exemplars.30 Moral 

27  Mill, “On Marriage,” 42–43. As the next sentence above shows, this is only a more vivid expression 
of a view that Mill would repeat in Subjection.
28  Subjection, 336–37, 271; “Enfranchisement,” 413.
29  See Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Julie, ou la nouvelle Héloïse, in Œuvres complètes, 2:223–24, 391–92.
30  See Rousseau, Émile, 741–46. 
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norms must take their bearings from the ordinary case, not the extraordi-
nary.31 And for ordinary people, family life is the locus of our most cherished 
and (usually) most important moral duties, and is “the best counterpoison to 
[the] bad morals” of modern society.32 We should distrust any moral theory 
that denigrates our duties toward those nearest to us in favor of abstract prin-
ciples or the supposed interests of humanity as a whole.33

Rousseau therefore appears to worry that by denigrating child rearing as 
mere “selfishness” or “an animal function,” Mill would in effect be inviting 
most people to become less moral, not more. And Rousseau accuses authors 
like Wollstonecraft, who call women to an austere standard of intellectual 
and moral virtue that asks them to subordinate their natural desires for 
romantic love and pleasant living, of committing a typically Christian error 
that God himself would never commit: the error of proposing rigorous moral 
duties while attacking the very sentiments that allow frail humans to fulfill 
those duties.34 Rousseau is skeptical of all attempts to hold human beings to 
a standard of moral improvement that would demand too much sacrifice of 
their natural desire for happiness—a happiness that men and women alike 
will find primarily in family life, home of the “sweetest sentiments known to 
man.”35 And he is especially skeptical of any purported moral standard that 
only a few intellectuals could hope to meet, such as Mill’s highly educated 
“ideal of marriage” or Wollstonecraft’s conception of independent rational-
ity. He worries that such rigid moral doctrines lack the “humanity” that is at 
the center of his own moral understanding.36

Second, Rousseau’s strong appreciation of the natural desire for freedom 
and independence is tempered by his belief that this natural desire can never 
be given full rein within a healthy society. Humans in general have not been 
mentally independent of their society’s prejudices, as Wollstonecraft wants 
them to be, since at least the invention of agriculture; women have not been 
physically independent of men, as Mill wants them to be, since the first inven-
tion of the family itself.37 “By becoming sociable,” human beings become each 

31  Ibid., 699.
32  Ibid., 257–58.
33  Ibid., 249.
34  Ibid., 716, 728–29.
35  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discours sur l’origine et les fondements de l’inégalité, in Œuvres complètes, 3:168.
36  Cf. Rousseau, Émile, 302, 467, 508, 523.
37  Rousseau, Discours sur l’inégalité, 171–85, 168.
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other’s “slaves.”38 We cannot simply eliminate the sentiments of servility, nor 
the dishonesty that accompanies them, without going back into the forests 
to live with the bears.39 Rousseauian social morality therefore requires, not 
a simple attack on all forms of dependence and enslavement, but a judicious 
acceptance of the right forms of dependence that will maximize the freedom 
that we can enjoy while remaining social animals. As an example, Rousseau 
says that by demanding that women in society be fully honest about their 
sexual desires, we would in effect be demanding that they become less hon-
est overall, since unrestrained indulgence of those desires within society will 
unavoidably lead them into even worse forms of deception.40 This means that, 
while Rousseau would be quite interested in Wollstonecraft’s and Mill’s cri-
tiques of women’s dependence and servility, he would also insist that these can 
only be evaluated by comparison with the new forms of dependence and ser-
vility that will unavoidably take their place after women’s legal emancipation.

Finally, Wollstonecraft and Mill both appear to take for granted that a 
sufficient number of men and women will continue to marry and have chil-
dren even after their own proposed reforms are implemented. Wollstonecraft 
is very concerned that men and women should perform the duties of parent-
hood well, but she never shows any worry that they will fail to form families 
in the first place.41 Almost a century later, Mill already sees a significant rise 
in the number of women who choose not to marry, but he denies that this 
should be an object of social concern; he is likely moved by the thought that 
the British birth rate is too high anyway.42 Yet Rousseau predicts that civi-
lized morality, in conjunction with Enlightenment critiques of religion, will 
lower the birthrate so much as to lead to the depopulation of Europe.43 He 
recommends his own model of female domesticity specifically as a means of 
forestalling that outcome.44 For all we know, Wollstonecraft and Mill might 
have been equally concerned with major declines in fertility and family 

38  Ibid., 139.
39  See ibid., 207.
40  Rousseau, Émile, 734–36.
41  She is comfortable, for example, disparaging the “arbitrary” and “common passions” that she says 
bring men and women together in the majority of cases. Wollstonecraft, Vindication, 203.
42  See Mill, Subjection, 338–39; “Enfranchisement,” 403. Mill saw population control as a further 
argument in favor of women’s emancipation: see Nadia Urbinati, “John Stuart Mill on Androgyny and 
Ideal Marriage,” Political Theory 19, no. 4 (1991): 640–41. On the general importance of population 
control to Mill, see Himmelfarb, Liberty and Liberalism, 119–23. 
43  Rousseau, Émile, 256, 633n.
44  Ibid., 256–59.
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formation, had they anticipated how great those declines would one day 
become. It does not seem likely to us that they would even then have accepted 
the Rousseauian solution to this problem, but it is at least worth investigating 
why Rousseau was so much more concerned with it than they were.

In our own society, arguments like Wollstonecraft’s and Mill’s have 
carried the day, and Rousseau’s would-be feminism is generally viewed as 
patriarchal and oppressive. We doubt that Rousseau would try to reverse 
women’s legal emancipation today, any more than he tried to reverse other 
social changes in his own time that he considered corrupting.45 But a better 
understanding of his reasons for rejecting arguments like Wollstonecraft’s 
and Mill’s could well point us toward further social reforms that might help 
average men and women harvest more of the benefits of that emancipation. 

We wish to conclude by expressing our deep and abiding gratitude to 
Christopher Kelly, who introduced us to the serious study of Rousseau long 
before either of us could have imagined we would ever get to write an article 
like this one (let alone do so together). For us and many others who have 
been fortunate enough to study with Chris in person, he has been an ever-
generous mentor and a model of the scholarly life that we seek to lead. For 
the many more who will know him only through his writings, we hope and 
expect that his signal contributions toward the revival of Anglophone Rous-
seau studies will continue to inspire others to follow his example, as we have 
tried to do here.

45  See Jean Starobinski, “The Antidote in the Poison: The Thought of Jean-Jacques Rousseau,” in Bless-
ings in Disguise; or, The Morality of Evil (Oxford: Polity, 1989), 118–68.
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On Beauty: Why Phaedrus and Not Hippias?

We speak of “beauty” most or most forcefully with respect to the human 
body, and that, of course, is related to the force of erotic attraction. Plato’s 
Phaedrus1 is most famous for Socrates’s two speeches deprecating and defend-
ing erotic desire. Still, these analyses, and another from the orator Lysias, 
all take place in speeches, albeit speeches of seduction. While each speech 
manifests desire for beauty, moreover, and speech as instrument of desire, 
each also exhibits a different understanding, and a different priority, of this 
desire. Questions are provoked. Which form of desire for beauty is better, if 
any? Is there a best or true form? The answer, if there is one, seems to call for 
a weighing by intelligence of the diverse opinions. Or should desire—as if, 
say, for food—decide?2 But, even then, which desire for food—hunger, say, or 
gluttony?—is it reasonable to satisfy, and how much? Our reason seems not 
only an instrument of desire, but also a revelation of the types and priorities 
of desire and things desired. Such include desires for beautiful speech such 
as poetry and ingenious rhetoric. Socrates’s interlocutor Phaedrus seems 
that kind of lover, a lover of beauty, but especially of the beauty of speeches. 

1  Plato’s Phaedrus, trans. James H. Nichols Jr. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998). I vary 
only rarely from Nichols’s translation; all simple textual references (e.g., 435b) are to this edition. For 
the Greek: Phaedrus, trans. Harold North Fowler (London: Heinemann, 1966). 
2  As Martha Craven Nussbaum argues in “‘This Story Isn’t True’: Poetry, Goodness, and Under-
standing in Plato’s Phaedrus,” in Plato on Beauty, Wisdom and the Arts, ed. Julius Moravcsik and 
Philip Temko (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and Littlefield, 1982), 79–124.
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Ferrari calls him an “impresario of speeches,” which seems about right.3 The 
longest and concluding portion of this examination of Phaedrus, the only 
extended part in dialogue form, appraises various forms of rhetoric and 
poetry, especially rhetoric. 

A properly full discussion of the Phaedrus on beauty would treat the 
teachings of related dialogues. This essay is not so full. It provides only the 
occasional illustrative comparison. Here is the most relevant example. The 
Phaedrus surely supplements in various ways the thematic discussions of 
beauty in the Greater and Lesser Hippias.4 How? Those two short dialogues, 
especially the Greater, consider to kalon directly. But neither thematically 
discusses beauty erotic, or even poetic or rhetorical, despite the doubts 
expressed about sophistic arts and patriotic poetry. This, despite the thematic 
subtitle of the Greater Hippias (“Of Beauty”), its thematic question (“What is 
the beautiful itself?” Hip. Maj. 286d), Hippias’s initial definition (“a beautiful 
maiden,” 287e), and the conspicuous indictment, in the Lesser Hippias, of 
Achilles’s heroic (noble) morals. The reason for this slighting of eros, Christo-
pher Bruell has shown, is Hippias’s preoccupation with honor and power, that 
is, with beauty in the sense of nobility of deed.5 Hippias’s hero in Greater and 
Lesser Hippias proves to be Achilles the noble warrior (Hip. Maj. 292e–293a; 
Hip. Min. 363b, 364b, d–e, etc.); Aphrodite is completely absent from the two 
dialogues. In the Phaedrus, it is Achilles who is completely absent, while Aph-
rodite, goddess of erotic attraction, has a starring if brief role as the divine 
authority at a crucial transition from critique of eros to praise of eros (242d).

What then is the broad argument we are examining? Considered as a 
treatment of beauty, the Phaedrus moves from reminders of undeniable 
natural beauties (230b–c), to a mixed picture of beauty’s role in erotic love in 
particular, to the use and abuse of poetic and rhetorical speech. One might 
distinguish three chief parts of this movement: the three speeches first ques-
tioning and then more or less defending erotic love; the extended concluding 
dialogue about beautiful speech; and, as a subordinate collectivity, the three 
little dialogues first introducing topic and characters and then explaining the 
transitions between the speeches. However one counts the disparate parts, 

3  G. R. F. Ferrari, Listening to the Cicadas: A Study of Plato’s “Phaedrus” (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987), 4–5.
4  Greater Hippias, trans. David R. Sweet, in The Roots of Political Philosophy, ed. Thomas L. Pangle 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1967), 307–39. For Lesser Hippias, I rely largely on an unpub-
lished translation by Dr. Amy Nendza, for which I am very grateful.
5  Christopher Bruell, On the Socratic Education (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 1999), 
86–92.
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nevertheless, the whole seems united in a poetic drama of sex-and-love rheto-
ric. It is not only a treatise on love, poetry, and rhetoric, but also a rhetorical 
and poetic exemplification of the Phaedrus’s lessons in writing. Socrates tries 
to persuade Phaedrus as to who and what is worthy of his favors and love. It is 
certainly a drama of speech about speeches. Still, all the speech and speeches 
involve efforts, right to the end, at seduction and the role of beauty therein. 
But seduction to what?

The action begins with Socrates’s insistence on hearing a written speech 
of Lysias, a famous rhetorician who is Phaedrus’s boyfriend. This speech 
urges gratifying not the lover but the nonlover. Most unromantic. Lysias’s 
unromantic speech touches but rarely on beauty as part of erotic attraction, 
at least explicitly.6 In the two analyses of eros by Socrates, however, beauty is 
central. The first mentions “the pleasure of beauty” in its attempt to define 
love, heavy and doubting though that attempt seems. Eros is “desire without 
reason which masters the opinion striving toward what’s correct [orthon] 
and is led toward the pleasure of beauty, and which in turn mightily gaining 
strength from desires akin to itself toward the beauty of bodies, conquers 
in its leading” (238b–c). Beauty involves pleasure, notably in beautiful bod-
ies, but here earns no praise for that. Still, such defining merely by powerful 
desire proves inadequate as to both love and beauty. Powerful desire does not 
always just roll over opinion as to what is right. This definition slights the 
influence of scruples. Only near the end of his second speech, culminating 
in a famous analysis of falling in love, does Socrates clarify what is beauty 
and what its influence in erotic love. Admittedly, his clarification is not the 
“many’s common understanding,” focused on pleasure and sex. It is instruc-
tion for select “initiates,” restrained somewhat by awe before beauty (249a–c, 
251a–b, 255a–257b). Besides, even lovers more or less moderate in pursuit 
of beauty want something in addition: they want a certain kind of beloved, 
however beautiful, and thus try to shape their beloved to what they want or 
wish, that is, in very different ways (252c–e).7 Beauty is not everything for 
lovers. Nor is it only a source of pleasure. It can be trouble, for select few as 
well as undiscriminating many. There is a reason Socrates treats of love under 

6  David Levy detected Lysias’s quiet allusions. Eros and Socratic Political Philosophy (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 56–57, 64–65. I have benefited repeatedly from Levy’s careful and yet 
penetrating readings, which unfortunately extend too rarely, given his topic, to the dialogue’s section 
on beautiful speech. I have benefited also from Ronna Burger’s seminal Plato’s “Phaedrus”: A Defense 
of a Philosophic Art of Writing (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1980).
7  Nussbaum, “Poetry, Goodness, and Understanding,” speaks of “moral beauty” and a corresponding 
respect for the “other as other” (101–2). These are not Plato’s characteristic notions of beauty “within,” 
whether the noble, awe before erotic beauty, or the philosophic. 
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the topic of madness, albeit divine madness, and only after two speeches pre-
ferring the nonlover as friend and even lover. To that extent Socrates’s first 
speech complements his second.8 Even his speech celebrating love first subor-
dinates love to the gods, wise poets, heavenly benefits, and pure forms before 
discussing erotic love at its best and, with it, beauty as even the best “of all 
inspirations” (249e). The divine madness of falling for a beautiful one should 
be constrained by wonder and awe, good judgment, and even, as it seems, a 
philosophic theology and philosophy itself.

But what of the noble, the beauty of shining deeds? What of admirable 
enterprises and the priority of heroes and the brave, that is, in effect, the topic 
of the Greater and Lesser Hippias? The Phaedrus barely touches on noble con-
duct and love of honor. When it does, Socrates repeatedly subordinates such 
virtuous ways to concerns for eros and truth. If concern for noble disposition 
appears, it is as a means to true love and to truth in public speaking.

Introducing his second speech, for example, Socrates apologizes for deni-
grating the lover in his first. He had forgotten a nobler loving, that is, love by 
one of “noble breeding and gentle character” (gennadas kai pra(i)os to ēthos, 
243c). Similarly, the famous poetic image of the soul tormented by love is of a 
charioteer controlling two horses, one “noble and good and of such ancestry” 
(kalos te kai agathos kai ek toioutōn, 246b), the second the opposite. So with 
respect to speeches: a truly beautiful speech must be true or just, and thus 
likely to involve a willingness for noble sacrifice. “For someone who attempts 
noble [kalois] things, it is noble [kalon] even to suffer whatever it befalls him 
to suffer” (274a–b). 

Even this space for noble doing is attenuated, however. Near dialogue’s 
end, when the conversation concludes playfully as to boyfriends, Socrates’s 
Isocrates as well as Phaedrus’s Lysias, we are shown a corrected understand-
ing of the noble. It focuses on ancestry. There is a connection between the 
noble—now the “nobly born” (ēthei gennikōterōi) character of Isocrates’s 
upbringing—and good love, now inspiring the good of thoughtfulness or 
even philosophy. “For by nature, my friend, a certain philosophy is present 
in the man’s thought” (279a–b). Nature cultivated by noble upbringing: is 
that a fertile soil for philosophy and thus the higher use of nobility? The Pha-
edrus ends with Socrates praying that he become “beautiful [kalōi] within” 
and that external things (including moderate wealth) be friendly (philia) to 

8  As Grube contends: G. M. A Grube, Plato’s Thought, ed. Donald J. Zeyl (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 
1980), 106n11.
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things within (279b–c). Corrected nobility is the proper ordering of the soul 
within to seek and teach truth, not a sacrificial struggle to impose truth on 
intractable forces.

What then is beautiful/noble speech, and, in particular, “What then is 
the manner of writing beautifully/nobly, and not” (258d)? The Phaedrus’s 
inquiry as to love and beauty culminates in a distinct inquiry into the beauty 
of speeches and especially of written speeches. It is the dialogue’s longest 
section, more than half again longer, in particular, than Socrates’s famous 
speech examining erotic love. The discussion brings full circle the drama, 
which begins with Phaedrus, lover of beautiful speeches, holding as beloved 
his beloved Lysias’s written speech. But it also brings full circle the argument. 
Socrates explains the three speeches that came before, and, moreover, out-
lines the logos guiding drama and tales alike. The discussion exhibits the 
dependence of “likenesses” upon truths; it thus also explains how serious 
judgments of beauty depend upon knowledge. Simply put, this culminating 
and dialectical section supplies the “logos” for learning—in preference to 
reputation, beautiful image, or pleasurable feeling. The argument reaches to 
the comprehensive human good. It promises “as much happiness as is pos-
sible for a human being” (277a). It therefore supplies what the Greater Hippias 
left missing (Hip. Maj. 304c–e).

What then is beauty of speech and of written speech in particular? The 
obvious answer is rhetoric and poetry, which human beings admire and in 
which they take pleasure. But what of honors, laws, authoritative customs, 
and sciences, kinds of speech that human beings also admire and look up to? 
The Phaedrus examines also these forms of beautiful/noble speech. While in 
this examination Phaedrus generally praises the arguments’ beauty, Socrates 
shows how Phaedrus’s concerns require at each stage a kind of truth, be it 
honesty, useful deception, or knowledge of our nature and its good.

The examination is dialectical and proceeds via five different objections, 
three by Phaedrus and two by Socrates. But there is also a preargument, that 
is, an introductory preparation of Phaedrus for serious argument. Some 
preparation is needed. Phaedrus proves complacent as to both ruling cus-
toms and the soft pleasures of beauty and the muses. This aesthete, as we 
might say, is intellectually soft.
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Beauty and Complacency

While Phaedrus found Socrates’s grand defense of eros “more beautiful” 
than his critical first speech, he intimated doubt whether its austere conclu-
sions “are better for us” (257c). Is it good “for us” and in particular for Lysias 
and himself? His doubts spur the turn to the topic of beautiful speech. Boy-
friend Lysias may appear inferior as to beautiful writing, and, moreover, he 
may even be reluctant so to write, given the disdain of the powerful for such 
folderol.9 Out of “love of honor,” as Phaedrus puts it, Lysias may fear a bad 
reputation among the city’s powerful and “august,” who equate speechwrit-
ing with the despised sophists (257c–d). Phaedrus hesitates out of love and 
fear, especially fear of a bad reputation among the ruling powers (who seem, 
as “august” [semnotatoi, 257d], also revered powers).

In reply, Socrates at first addresses only the supposed skepticism of rulers 
for speeches, but the argument also questions the sacredness of what the pow-
erful uphold. Their actions belie their words. Political men, too, seek honor 
through writings. They attach their name to laws, do they not? And are laws 
“anything other than a written speech?” (258b). Phaedrus, lover of speeches, 
goes along with this desanctifying, as Hippias, lover of fame and political 
power, would not (Hip. Maj. 296a, 304a–b). Socrates then explicitly further 
undermines customary and godly reverence. Are not these revered writings 
in cities and monarchies but some ruler’s device for godlike immortality? 
A founder’s ambition for immortality—that is the real cause of his hunger 
for revered law. Lycurgus, Solon, and Darius made themselves “a deathless 
speechwriter” in the city—thus to consider themselves “equal to a god” (258 
b–c). What is shameful, then, is not to write beautifully but to write “shame-
fully and badly” (kakos 258d). Whereupon Socrates poses the question as to 
all writing, private as well as public, poetic as well as prosaic: “What then is 
the manner of writing beautifully, and not?” (258d). But now the question is 
comprehensive and involves the question of good and bad living. At the pros-
pect of such an inquiry Phaedrus the lover of speeches now waxes euphoric. 
For what would one live “but for the sake of such pleasures,” as opposed to 
“slavish” pleasures of the body (258d–e)?

Which leads Socrates to a second and more thematic preargument: a 
caution against the pleasures of song, dance, and the muses generally. This 
caution addresses directly what is good and bad for life. The problem is not 

9  Lysias’s written speech had justified gratification of nonlovers, some of whom might well be of the 
powerful. 
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only authoritative custom and bodily pleasures that mislead. We are given 
a charming little tale of lazy persons turned cicadas. The tale warns this 
“man who loves music” (259b) precisely against the more intellectual charms 
wrought by the muses: “just as the many,” not conversing in the heat of noon, 
are “dozing and bewitched” by the muses “through idleness of thought” 
(259a). Charming speech is not necessarily wise speech. The lover of beautiful 
speeches must overcome the soft complacency of musical pleasures as well as 
the force of bodily pleasures and this for many reasons, including honor. “We 
must talk,” agrees Phaedrus. Wakeful speaking and writing call for pain and 
work as well as pleasure and spontaneity (259d–e).

Rhetoric as Art

Whereupon Socrates ends the preparatory arguments and advances the thesis 
that pervades the remaining inquiry. For things “well and beautifully said,” 
must not the speaker already know “the truth” about the things he is going to 
say? And Phaedrus replies with the conventional and crucial objection that 
he has “heard” and that will also recur. Beautiful speech is persuasive speech, 
and for persuasion it is enough to learn not the truth, but what will “seem” 
true to “the multitude who will give judgment.” One needs to know not the 
things truly “good or beautiful/noble, but that will seem so” (259e–260a).

Whereupon Socrates agrees that these words, which he (unlike Phaedrus) 
attributes to “the wise,” must be considered. But not yet. Why not? It seems 
that this sophistication of the “wise” cannot be adequately answered before a 
reminder of the obvious: the obvious primacy of truth and obvious harm of 
untruths. Obvious to whom? Socrates reminds Phaedrus, whom he here calls 
a “good man,” of the goodness of truth telling and the badness of lies. His 
example is of the badness: to praise as good a faulty weapon may endanger 
the individual and the city that rely on it (260b–d). Socrates then generalizes: 
a rhetorical art “ignoring good and bad” can harm. Phaedrus is moved by 
this appeal to his honesty and justice: his soul is what Socrates later calls 
“many-colored” (277c; cf. 270d, 271a–b). An orator must address the various 
relevant colors, that is, the obstacles and aids to persuasion. Nevertheless, this 
section is brief and notably incomplete. What of rhetoric’s powers in persuad-
ing to good and true things? What of the need for persuasion to do what is 
good? Alternatively, can the truth harm? And is there a use for half truths 
and lies? Perhaps the brevity as to honesty in principle reflects its weakness, 
even often an apparent irrelevance, amid the particular alternatives actually 
presenting themselves for choice by the human animal. Phaedrus is moved 
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by particular prevailing opinions, by what he “has heard,” and he is drawn 
too to other goods—not least to honor.

It is Socrates, not Phaedrus, who now proceeds to raise the second objec-
tion to his thesis, an objection that indeed proclaims the irrelevance of truth 
per se. This objection is not from hearsay, but on behalf of the “art of speeches” 
as such, that is, of the so-called wise. Now is the time for the argument on the 
other side. Socrates presents it as if from a subsisting art proudly “technical,” 
as we say, that is, as existing, competent, and independent of good and bad. 
(He presents it as a “she,” whatever the relevance of that, and she speaks for 
herself.) Ms. Rhetoric, indeed, ignores the claims of good and bad while tac-
itly acknowledging independence from the pursuit of truth. Still, while she is 
silent about good and bad, she defends herself as to rhetoric’s alleged neutral-
ity as to truth. She does not prevent people from knowing the truth. And 
she does maintain “this big thing”: without her, those who know the truth 
can never “persuade by art” (260d). Ms. Rhetoric’s big claim is that rhetoric 
is a rational guide to persuasion without being knowledge of truth. Socrates 
intimates that “the wise” take the existence of truth for granted while in effect 
denying its priority. In the remainder of the dialogue Socrates attempts to 
show the art’s dependence on truth. A conclusion: a splendid speech of per-
suasion requires knowledge, knowledge of (the relevant) human types and 
the arguments capable of moving each. But this conclusion depends upon the 
introduction of “true” rhetoric.

The argument begins with a series of extraordinary Socratic reasonings 
to show that the lady “lies,” that is, there is no genuine art of speaking with-
out “grasping the truth” (260d–e). These assertions are themselves radically 
unconventional. In fact, they are shockingly beyond conventional moral and 
political goodness. Socrates contends in turn for the radical extent of our guid-
ance by invented speech, the centrality of deception in inventing persuasive 
speeches, and the dependence of superior deception upon knowledge of the 
thing. To be a good liar one must know what one is talking about. Finally, and 
amazingly, we are shown, nevertheless, that the true standard for speeches 
(“how to pass over from blaming to praising”) lies in truth telling (265c; cf. 
277a–e). The secret lies in a select audience and a selective form of telling.

Persuasion and Likenesses

There follow in the Phaedrus three clarifications of the true and compre-
hensive form of rhetoric. First, Socrates generalizes and explains. Just as his 
two speeches had divided love into sexual desire, “reviled” out of “justice,” 
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and awe, praised as “divine” (266a), so the speaker must single out a topic 
and its forms according to his thesis. Poetry is subordinate to rhetoric 
properly understood, and the rhetorician must argue as fits his end, such 
as justice or what is divine. Second, he must have a comprehensive rhetori-
cal knowledge. Comprehensive, indeed. He must know not only the usual 
techniques now quickly reviewed (such as slander!), but also both the vari-
ous kinds of souls, and the various kinds of arguments effective with each. 
And he must know even when and how to intervene. True rhetoric calls for 
extraordinary judiciousness in the relevant moment. The one example here is 
Pericles, for thirty-two years the ruler-in-effect of Athens’s restive and impe-
rial democracy. Only such comprehensively practical knowledge makes the 
art “beautifully and perfectly” accomplished (272a). Only thus can one act 
nobly/beautifully (274a–b), with pleasure “in everything” (273e). Beauty in 
speech thus appears as an art of speaking perfectly to any and all occasions. 
Looks have little to do with it. The measure is the “fitting,” the “suitable,” the 
“measured.” And yet, third, despite arriving by argument at this perfection 
of practical art, Socrates finally denigrates it in favor of another sort of rheto-
ric, written speech that yields play for the writer, safety from the many, and 
serious education for a select few. That combination alone offers “as much 
happiness as is possible for a human being” (277a).

Why this turn to written speech? Is it that the practical knowledge 
required is impossible to acquire? (But Pericles.) Or is the more likely diffi-
culty in this perfect rhetoric actually persuading the unknowing to follow the 
knowing? Failure is all too likely. Pericles gone, the ensuing leaders ignored 
his counsels of moderation and public spirit, and even Pericles’s own final 
speech chastises the Athenians for their ingratitude.10 Sacrifice and suffering, 
not happiness, seem to Socrates the likely reward for great virtue. The sacri-
fice may be “beautiful/noble” (274a–b). It is not good for the rational, or good 
for happiness either. And is a rational art of persuasion rational if it cannot 
persuade? So Socrates’s revised art of the written speech: it aims to persuade, 
or rather to teach, only the susceptible, that is, the actual or potential lov-
ers of knowing. There is implied another consideration: a more consistent 
rationality.

Socrates explains the more rational way by explaining his move from 
reproach of the lover in his first speech to “praise” of the lover in the second. 
It is by distinguishing kinds, that is, kinds of love. As if by chance, he turns 

10  Thucydides, Peloponnesian War 2.60–61, 64–66.
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to the mind’s capacities to gather together and to distinguish. These abilities 
may seem to appear rather “by chance,” in life as in this conversation. But they 
are “necessary,” crucial, even natural. The gathering brings dispersed things 
together under “one idea.” The dividing can “cut apart by forms,” not arbi-
trarily, but “according to where the joints have naturally grown” (265c–266c). 
Mankind and armadillo are alike natural animals but also of distinct natural 
kinds. Nature shows itself as measure of knowing. Plato’s vast art is various, 
but from its start is not subjective, merely personal, or relativistic.11 

We seem to have reached the core of rationality, that is, of speech’s activity 
in knowing what is. “Naturally” occurs three times in this cluster; “nature,” 
once. But what is certain is that we have reached the core, the nature, of 
Socrates’s love, which is also and accordingly not arbitrary. Socrates empha-
sizes his devotion and its authority. “I myself…am a lover of these dividings 
apart and bringings together, so that I may be capable of speaking and think-
ing” (266b). This decisive rational and natural authority even seems to be 
Socrates’s warrant for holding something “divine.” If someone else has this 
power to see “the things that have naturally grown into one and toward 
many,” Socrates pursues him as “a god.” Still, and accordingly, the diviniza-
tion proves to be but a likeness, an “as if.” Socrates makes a point that he does 
the actual naming. The dividing and gathering is to be called “dialectical,” a 
mental interaction, not a divine revelation (266b–c).

This Socratic profession of natural love is the clarifying peak, the intellec-
tual high point, of Plato’s Phaedrus. It brings to theoretical clarity Socrates’s 
initial profession of a “love of learning” (philomathēs [230d], not eros). But it 
is not the rhetorical high point, either for clarity or for drama.

This account of speechifying is immediately challenged in Phaedrus’s 
third and final objection. Excellently “dialectical” this account may be, but 
it is too rational. We still neglect the “rhetorical.” And Socrates, recurring to 
language of beauty, but retaining the authority of reason, is open to the chal-
lenge. Has “some beautiful/noble thing” been left out of the class of things 
rational, that is, grasped by art (266c–d)? Thus reminded “beautifully” of 
what leading rhetoricians already expound, and of the need to speak to the 
multitude, Socrates leads Phaedrus on a quick survey of the “remaining part” 
of rhetoric. They review conventional techniques from preface, to refutation, 
to recapitulation. Some ten contributors earn notice, including Gorgias, 

11  Cf. Drew A. Hyland’s discussion in his admirable Plato and the Question of Beauty (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2008), 126–35. 



1 8 7Beauty in Love and Speaking of Love

Prodicus, Thrasymachus, and, no less, Hippias. Techniques coolly mentioned 
include “probabilities,” slandering and dispelling slanders (these from Thra-
symachus), and other “beautiful/noble” things, such as (from Thrasymachus 
again) “piteously wailing over old age and poverty” (266d–267d). The usual 
admirable rhetoric could seem a management of dishonesty and foolishness. 

But is it an art? Whereupon Socrates proceeds to measure this conven-
tional rhetoric not by honesty or truthfulness, but by the superior ingenuity 
of the truly knowing speaker. One must play the ball where it lies, as they say 
of golf, and the lie of rhetoric is the murky rough of popular opinion, fear, and 
hope. Socrates examines this art for what is useful in such circumstances to 
a truly knowing master of persuasion. What is the true orator’s armory? It is 
especially knowledge of the different forms of soul, of the speeches suitable 
to move each type, and of to whom, when, and how they should be applied.

The crucial criticism of the conventional art of rhetoric is of the last: its 
incomplete rationality as to practical circumstance. A focus on technique is 
inadequate. Suppose someone knew how to give a drug or cause a vomit, but 
not to whom, when, or how long—and yet claimed to be a doctor. He would 
be “mad,” pronounces Phaedrus (268c). What, then, is the comprehensive 
knowledge needed for a master rhetorician? Socrates begins with a caution, 
that is, by stating a natural limit. You must be “by nature rhetorical” (269d). 
Nature again. Only after that grave piece of sobriety does he explain the 
knowledge required.

Socrates’s initial example of a superlative rhetorician is of some nature 
indeed: Pericles, the great manager of the Athenian demos (269e–270a). 
And the distinctive knowledge described is itself of some nature. It is not of 
everyday talk, but indeed of how to orate “concerning nature,” that is, nature 
understood as the horizon of human life, especially the heavens and the 
mind. In addition to his “good nature” Pericles was a master of “babbling and 
talk about what’s above,” thus of conveying “high-mindedness” and bringing 
things to “perfection.” This is nature as material of rhetoric, not of science. 
Indeed, it is nature as material of poetry, not only rhetoric. Such facility as to 
the heavens, albeit under the heading of nature, Pericles obtained by associat-
ing with the philosopher Anaxagoras, who was himself of “good nature” and 
filled with talk as to such and as to “the nature of mind and mindfulness” 
(269e–270a). Is the beginning of rhetorical good sense a certain inspiring 
good sense about the gods and the rule of mind, as in the palinode’s theology? 
Evidently philosophy (a certain philosophy) can help, as did Anaxagoras’s 
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and Socrates’s improvement on Anaxagoras’s. Does Socrates here suggest 
some version of Neo-Platonism for its rhetorical efficacy?

With that politic start, soon reformulated as a need to know “the nature 
of the whole” (270c), Socrates turns to the need to know the forms, simple or 
multiple, of the things to be artful about. For rhetoric the thing is the soul, as 
for medicine, the body. This discussion of soul is sprinkled with eleven words 
containing the root “nature” (270c–271a).

Still, the discussion focuses less on the soul as such and more on the vari-
ous forms of soul. Yes, nature and soul appear as somehow the measure. But 
what they prescribe, what is the good form or perfection that befits human 
nature—that is disputed. There are “oppositions” as to what is just, good, or 
noble/beautiful. That variety of opinions and of kinds of souls is what the 
rhetorician must know, and that, indeed, is how different souls—Phaedrus, 
Hippias, Thrasymachus, or Donald Trump—appear before us. One must 
consider what each kind “naturally” inclines to and will suffer and, of the 
various classes of speeches, what each can effect with what kind of soul. It 
seems a limitless consideration. But that is not all. One must recognize, too, 
the practical situation: that a certain “nature” is present, when and where a 
certain reaction is called for, what sort of speech to apply (for example, “brief 
speaking and piteous appeal, and terrible exacerbation”), when to intervene. 
Pericles, indeed. Only thus, Socrates insists, can the art be “beautifully and 
perfectly” accomplished (270b–272a).

But we are also prepared for Phaedrus’s doubt—this is “no small mat-
ter”—and for Socrates’s introduction, as if in confirming reply, of an objection 
(his second and last), which he has “heard” as “just.” This “just” objection is 
“the wolf ’s position.” There is no need for such a high and difficult care for 
truth about justice and the good. Given the actual working of the law courts, 
notably in “accusation and in defense speech,” it is enough to know what 
seems just, good, and noble to the multitude. This echoes broadly Phaedrus’s 
initial objection, consideration of which Socrates postponed (259e–260a, 
260a–261b), and here considers. But here, in this reconsideration of popular 
justice, we see how powerful and radical is its error. This erring justice now 
appears as authoritative justice, the justice of courts and assemblies, and it 
contradicts, we are here brought to confront, the authority of reason and 
truth. Now Socrates calls it an animal’s outlook. Recall the previous mention 
of a wolf: the nonlover who cares for boys as “wolves cherish lambs” (241d), 
that is, as predators. Accordingly, he who expends the immense labor needed 
for a rational art of rhetoric is a naif, an endangered naif headed to a bad end. 
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In popular assemblies (not least judicial assemblies) “no one has any care for 
truth,” but for persuasion, and the key to persuasion is what is probable, “bid-
ding many a farewell to the true.” The probable in turn is “what conforms to 
the opinion of the multitude.” Rhetoric seems to concern elementally accusa-
tion and defense before the demos. Socrates alludes repeatedly to the early 
rhetorician Tisias, who specialized in forensic rhetoric (272c–273c, 267a).12

Socrates’s initial rebuttal of vulpine or common rhetoric had relied on 
a decent Phaedrus’s decency. Phaedrus could be revolted by lies leading to 
obvious injustice: cheating a confidant, say, or endangering one’s country 
(260b–d). This second rebuttal cannot. This time the rhetorician’s careless-
ness with the truth presents itself as the obviously “just,” what most people 
think, such as how else will I get my son off. Instead, Socrates relies on what 
the intervening argument has established—not the authority of another (and 
just) opinion, but the consistency of the argument. The multitude’s prob-
abilities spring up through “likeness with the truth,” and as to likenesses, 
knowers of the truth know precisely “most beautifully how to find them.” 
Accordingly, only those who can both enumerate the various natures of the 
audience and distinguish the beings by forms, and thus by one idea for each 
thing, can master the art of rhetoric. Without this knowledge, no orator can 
be “artful about speeches” to the extent “humanly possible.” True rhetoric, 
that is the standard. And the means to such an intellectual power is “much 
diligent study” (pragmateias) (273d–e).

But is not this superior power to devise likenesses in effect a superior 
power to devise lies, even very comprehensive lies? Might the grand artist of 
appearances be a magnet for popular favor and thus himself even a wolf-like 
demagogue? Socrates addresses this possibility immediately, in the following 
sentence, no less. He calls upon “the moderate man” (sōphrona, or “man of 
sound mind,” 273e–274a) and then, when difficulties appear in practice, he 
questions the authority of the arts, as such, and calls upon the philosopher. 
Logos retains authority, in the philosopher, the arts, and in a likeness in prac-
tice, the moderate man.

Moderation in politics, however, runs into the problem of the wolf. And 
so in practice the knowingly moderate man must perfect himself with a view 
to a perfect art, even a divine and noble art. He is not to speak and act “toward 
human beings,” but to gratify “the gods,” and himself “to act in a gratifying 
fashion in everything” to the extent of his power (274e). Or, now as if from 

12  Nichols, Phaedrus, n161 to 267a.
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“wiser” men: a man of “intelligence” (noun) should not work to please “fellow 
slaves,” except “on the side,” but masters who are “good” and even of “good 
ancestry.” “Except as work on the side”: this quiet qualification leaves room 
secondarily for political help (274a). But even elemental public things such as 
a Tisias promises will be “most beautiful” if they arise from serious knowl-
edge. And here Phaedrus chimes in: this is said “altogether beautifully.” But 
the problem of possibility arises still. Can or will anyone in practice so act for 
right and the best people? Which prepares Socrates’s apparent, but austerely 
noble, conclusion: for one devoted to the beautiful/noble, it is beautiful “even 
to suffer whatever it befalls him to suffer” (274a–b). The focus of this conclu-
sion is on suffering: a politics of truth seems a realm of sacrifice, albeit noble 
sacrifice. Still, let it not be missed: even in this dialogue on love Plato allows 
some room and tribute, backhanded as they may be, for noble deeds. 

Is it the grave public impracticability of truthful argument that causes 
Socrates’s immediate turn: from the art of beautiful/noble speeches to the 
seemliness and unseemliness (euprepeias…kai aprepeias, 274b) of written 
speeches? Or is it that the noble art results in neither good nor happiness? Or 
are these alternatives equivalent?

Beautiful Writing for Ingenious Teaching

What is certain is the turn right here to written speech. There is a turn, too, 
in substance. Socrates turns in the dialogue’s final arguments to seek not 
a true art of political speech, but a politic art of true speech. True rhetoric 
proves to be an art of protecting and educating the few suitably inclined, 
not of popularity—not of pleasing the “whole mob” (277e). The measure is 
“seemliness” or rather the “fitting,” grasped by one who “understands”—not 
the beautiful/noble, or what perception and feeling find striking and pleasant 
(275e). Serious beauty proves to be the fitting written speech. Often playful as 
to likenesses (remember those horses!), it induces serious learning in suitable 
souls, while hiding its radical unconventionality from unsuitable souls. The 
final section begins with indications, both playful and serious, of character-
istically Socratic types of fitting likenesses (274c–277a). 

Socrates starts by invoking in turn god (not the Greek gods), then men 
of former times (but not as ancestors to be worshiped), and finally the truth 
if found by “we ourselves.” He begins with a story of an (Egyptian) “old god,” 
named differently by different peoples and by Socrates, too, who calls him 
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also a “demon” (274c).13 This god invented written letters (as well as number, 
calculation, geometry, and other crucial intellectual arts). He approaches the 
king “of all Egypt,” wanting him to spread this new art of writing as a cure 
for ignorance and forgetfulness. But the story does not turn worshipful. The 
king—or is it the god Ammon of the place?—corrects the god. To invent an 
art is one thing, the king instructs; to judge its harm or benefit, another. This 
art spreads not wisdom but an opinion of one’s wisdom. It is at best only a 
reminder to those who already know.

But the argument does not rest with this political puncturing of the 
revered expert’s hopes for general enlightenment. Socrates proceeds to offer 
a fresh analysis of written speeches and of how to use them, for those who 
know. The philosopher corrects the politically wise king, who also now seems, 
through an attribution of his “prophecy” to Ammon, a legendary divin-
ity (274d–275c). Legendary rulers are themselves authoritative as (merely) 
revered. They are accordingly to be respected, but also questioned.

While here too Socrates relies on likenesses, the likenesses are of human 
powers, not of powers above. They are like arts of communicating (thus 
painting), and of planting seeds of independent beings (thus farming). The 
argument distinguishes the playfulness of writing beautiful (fitting) speech 
from the seriousness of inquiring speech. It culminates in showing the thing 
itself, that is, the wisdom to be communicated and seeded. That is the truly 
beautiful speech.

Writing resembles painting in this: it conveys a fixed message, but can 
neither defend nor explain itself. It cannot keep its assertion from “those to 
whom it is in no way fitting” (275d–e, 277a), nor explain it to those “wishing to 
learn.” It breeds a people foolishly opinionated and unpleasant. Whereupon 
Socrates questions these supposed limitations. Might there be a more “natu-
rally” powerful speech, written with power to defend itself, which knows how 

13  Drew Hyland’s interpretation of the section on beautiful speech essentially starts at this point 
(Plato and the Question of Beauty, l18). I have benefited from Hyland’s loving readings and find-
ings. But in slighting Socrates’s introductory thoughts on writing, Hyland slights the radical scope, 
necessity, and natural basis of Socrates’s plans for reform. This, despite remarking on the “matter 
for thought” that concerns in different ways the various dialogues, including this one (128). Simply 
put, Socrates’s poetic way is a way of argument; it advances defining principles which in turn allow 
for “sciences of just and beautiful and good things” (276c). It advances, too, a rhetoric and poetry for 
philosophy, that is, for those seeking sciences. It does not merely induce “philosophy as a way of life,” 
“a life of questioning” (134) that seeks a “non-discursive” part of philosophy that cannot be put in 
words (94, 104–5, 134). After all, in the Phaedrus itself Socrates puts into words the “natural” “kinds” 
somehow given to us, as well as the “gathering” and “dividing” that a philosopher or scientist must do 
in clarifying them. 
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both “to speak and to keep silent”? Consider the “farmer” with “intelligence” 
(276b). He plants seeds “he is serious about” where it is “fitting,” expecting 
germination months away. He deals only in “play and festivity” with those 
that “become beautiful” as eight-day wonders. (Note that the plants he is seri-
ous about are not called “beautiful.”) The serious farmer plants for food; if he 
plants for beauty, it is “only for play and festivity.” 

Would one with “sciences of just and beautiful and good things” have 
“less intelligence as to his own seeds” than the farmer? No. This knower can 
plant his seeds of intelligence with speeches able to select suitable recipients, 
to “assist themselves with argument,” and, no less, “to teach true things com-
petently” (276c). And as for the writer, he writes for the sake of play and of 
reminders for himself in the forgetfulness of old age.

Accordingly, Socrates “judge[s]” the art of speeches by dividing know-
ing. The knowing writer knows “the soul’s nature” and “forms.” He knows, 
too, the classes of speeches suitable for “each nature” and the joy of seeding 
speeches of learning—as opposed to “political speeches” (277a–278b). He 
knows not least the superiority of the composer who writes with that under-
standing, whether in speeches, poetry, or laws. The choice of names is again 
indicative. The truly understanding writer may be named “philosopher,” not 
merely the usual “speechwriter,” “law writer,” or “poet” (ordinary names that 
Socrates now acknowledges). The peak of beauty is philosophic and esoteric 
writing such as Shakespeare’s plays or, of course, Plato’s dialogues and Aris-
totle’s treatises. 

Phaedrus, at least, finds “altogether beautiful” this play in speeches with 
tales of “justice” and other such topics. Once again, however, his lightness 
and wonder must be corrected. “Much more beautiful,” says Socrates, is the 
serious teaching of a “fitting soul.” He plants speeches able to defend them-
selves “and him who planted,” speeches that have seed for other speeches 
in other souls, “naturally growing,” that can pass this on, “ever deathless” 
(276a–277a). The poet-philosopher also protects himself and has his own 
taste of immortality. Here is what Phaedrus praises as “indeed still more 
beautiful” and what Socrates, measured to the end, allows to be as much 
“happiness” as a human being can have. This is the added attraction of the 
serious track that our opinions of beauty demand when seriously examined. 
Socrates, at the end of Plato’s tale, calls this the “beautiful in respect to the 
things within” (279b). 
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The dialogue indeed ends by recurring to the level of boyfriends and 
beauty/nobility, but now as informed by wisdom and the priority of soul 
(278b–279c). While Socrates advances a judgment of “beauty,” it is as part 
of a prayer, and removed from bodily quality. Deprecating “gold,” he prays 
for beauty of the “things within.” His boyfriend Isocrates is superior to Pha-
edrus’s Lysias by knowledge of “nature,” a “more nobly born character,” and a 
“divine impulse,” which proves to be “a certain philosophy” in his “thought” 
(dianoia). And then there are the intelligently fitting last words. At the begin-
ning of the section, Phaedrus treated Socrates’s appeal to ancient wisdom, 
which is of the gods, as “ridiculous” (274b–c). Now he responds “of course” 
when asked if they should pray, and as a friend he would share with Socrates 
a prayer for things within. He is opened more to wonder, friendship, and 
prudence of speech, as well as to the complications of eros and indeed of 
beauty. But this man of beautiful speech remains dependent on the philoso-
pher Socrates to select the god.

What delight Plato must have felt in writing this beautiful dialogue.
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To sign one’s books, to choose to acknowledge one’s works in one’s name at 
the risk of exposing oneself to repression: in a decisive book, Rousseau as 
Author,1 Christopher Kelly brought to light the rupture produced by Rous-
seau’s authorial conduct. He stressed its exceptional character, which we no 
longer notice, since from the following century until our own day in liberal 
societies, the conduct followed by Rousseau has become the norm. We have 
forgotten that the Discourse on Method did not bear Descartes’s name, nor 
The Spirit of the Laws that of Montesquieu. We no longer understand the 
game involving censorship, nor the rules of this game—the half measures 
of tacit permission, the accommodations made with the royal censors. Born 
under the regime of liberty of expression, nothing is more foreign to us than 
the guerilla warfare of a Voltaire refusing to shoulder the paternity for his 
libels by dint of vigorous denials, false attributions, and genuine calumnies. 
Voltaire often lied, energetically, ludicrously, and sometimes perfidiously, 
convinced that he was lying for a good cause. For against the enemy, all 
means are good. His anger against “this madman Jean-Jacques” stems from 
differences of opinion. It is also explained by the divergence between their 
editorial practices: from Voltaire’s point of view, Rousseau is not playing the 
game. By publishing under his name, he poses as an honest man, should it 
mean making the “brothers” appear as a mafia. This scrupulous one creates 
the diabolical ones.

1  Christopher Kelly, Rousseau as Author: Consecrating Ones’s Life to the Truth (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2003).
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Christopher Kelly has shown that the decision to sign was gradual: it is 
not settled until 1753, still alternating until then with anonymity.2 It is in 1751, 
during the polemic which follows the first Discourse, that the name “Rousseau” 
is seen in print for the first time. With the exception of the letter to l’Abbé de 
Raynal, the three responses which follow—to King Stanislas, to Bordes, and 
to Lecat respectively—appear with his signature. This is also the case for the 
piece Narcissus, whose preface takes up again the polemic opened by the first 
Discourse. Consequently, it is no exaggeration to say that Rousseau’s I is forged 
in combat, as if he were choosing—but is it a choice?—to uphold his theses by 
throwing himself into battle, without reservation or distance.

He could rightly write in the evening of his life: “I saw many who phi-
losophized much more learnedly than I, but their philosophy was so to speak 
foreign to them.”3 Rousseau believes what he says, and endeavors to do what 
he advocates. By exposing himself personally, he removed himself from a 
regime of disjunction between man and work, the one which Saint-Preux, 
arriving in Paris, is shocked to discover. “It is not even required of an author, 
especially of a moralist, that he speak like his books, nor that he acts as he 
speaks. His writings, his speeches, his conduct are three altogether different 
things that he is not obliged to reconcile.”4

There is, therefore, a social falsification, an encouragement to disassocia-
tion which seems to be standard practice in good society, where adherence to 
what one believes is bad form, while distance is a mark of elegance: a regret-
table avatar, in the field of ideas, of that aristocratic nonchalance imported 
from Italy under the name of sprezzatura.

That is a general reason which concerns all the gens de lettres, at least 
those who frequent society, that is to say those who matter and who are talked 
about. But there is also a particular reason, specific to Rousseau, owing to the 
fact that his ideas cannot be assimilated. If one expects of him that he present 
his theses as a jeu d’esprit, it is because in an inegalitarian and corrupt society, 
they are literally unbelievable. “They claim that I do not believe a word of the 
truths that I have upheld, and that in demonstrating a proposition, I did not 
cease to believe the contrary.”5

2  Ibid., 18.
3  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Rêveries du promeneur solitaire, in Œuvres complètes, ed. Bernard Gag-
nebin and Marcel Raymond, 5 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1969–1995), 1:1012. Hereafter referred to as OC 
with volume and page number.
4  Rousseau, Julie ou La Nouvelle Héloïse, in OC 2:155.
5  Rousseau, Préface de Narcisse, in OC 2:961.
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Rousseau was at one with his ideas, in a world in which his ideas are 
so out of tune that everyone takes them for paradoxes, even his friends, 
as Diderot’s reaction indicates. According to the latter, the stand taken by 
Rousseau in the Discourse on the Sciences and the Arts was adopted on his 
advice, and with the aim of making himself conspicuous: “You will take the 
stand that no one will take.”6 Diderot predicts correctly and misses what is 
essential. In relentlessly defending such ideas, Rousseau has no intention of 
distinguishing himself strategically in order to stand out from the crowd in 
the eyes of the judges, but of undertaking to be the other in this monarchical 
and civilized French society: foreign, republican, and barbarian, to go back to 
the beginning of a verse by Ovid that he considered or chose as epigraph no 
fewer than three times in his life, from his first work to the penultimate one:

barbarus hic ego sum
quia non intellegor illis.7

Foreign and republican without reservation, but barbarian cum grano salis. 
Like the exiled poet, Rousseau is not himself a barbarian, but he is made such 
from the outside, because of the incomprehension which surrounds him.

Did he unify himself with his writings on purpose, or was he not able to 
do otherwise? The account of his reform analyzes a metamorphosis of self 
“which lasted almost six years”8 after the publication of the first Discourse, 
until he was returned to nature “above which I had wanted to raise myself.”9 
Undeniably, the will played its part: he did not raise himself without hav-
ing wanted to. Rousseau made himself the ensign for his system during his 
Parisian years, until his departure for the Hermitage. He came out of himself 
in order to serve frugality and equality, which are calumniated in modern 
civilization. This political intention is not discredited in itself; it is as dispro-
portionate ambition. “Deluded by my foolish pride, I believed myself made to 
dispel all these illusions.” Rousseau thus indicates a portion of responsibility 
in his transformation: “judging that in order to get myself listened to, I had to 

6  Denis Diderot, Réfutation d’un ouvrage d’Helvétius intitulé de l’homme, in Œuvres complètes de 
Diderot, ed. J. Assézat and Maurice Tourneux, 20 vols. (Paris: Garnier Frères, 1875–1877), 2:285.
7  Rousseau, La Muse allobroge, in OC 2:1890, n.1123; Discours sur les sciences et les arts, in OC 3:1; 
Rousseau juge de Jean-Jacques: Dialogues, in OC 1:657.
8  Rousseau, Les Confessions, in OC 1:417. Rousseau hesitates regarding how long his state of exalta-
tion lasted. Confessions, OC 1:351 : “this effervescence sustained itself in my heart during four or five 
years to as high a degree as it has ever been in the heart of any man”; OC 1:416: “. . . for the four years 
at least that this effervescence lasted.”
9  Ibid., 417.
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make my conduct accord with my principles, I adopted the singular behavior 
that I have not been permitted to follow.”10

In this effort to harmonize his conduct and his principles, one finds again 
the motive for this integrity, which was outrageously mocked in Parisian 
circles. Saint-Preux makes do with deploring that it no longer exists; Rous-
seau sets himself the task of making it live again. It is in practicing it that 
he expected to make himself heard. The signing of his works is not at all an 
editorial detail, and Christopher Kelly has brought an existential decision 
to light: signing is the obligatory corollary of reform. Integrity begins there. 
Rousseau becomes the one who upholds his writings through his name, as 
he upholds his ideas through his person, daring to appear in society without 
white linen or powdered wig, in order to become, even to his clothing, the 
visible and living challenge to inequality. In doing this, Rousseau seeks not 
to be admired for himself, but to make himself admirable so that his thought 
becomes audible. Because the fusion of thought, word, and action is what is 
distinctive to virtue, he effectively got closer to virtue. “Until then I had been 
good; from then on I became virtuous, or at least intoxicated by virtue.”11 The 
fusion of thought, word, and action does not create a reunion with oneself; 
quite the contrary. It intoxicates, it transports beyond oneself, it hurls one 
outside of nature. Even for the man who consecrates his life to truth, integrity 
will prove to be untenable.

The Confessions and the Reveries, besides, keep the register of the incon-
gruities of the self and of the inconsistencies of behavior. Thus, for example, 
of the day when Rousseau, invited to the opera by M. de Francueil, gives 
him the slip, not without the baseness, as greedy as it is stupid, of getting 
himself reimbursed for his ticket at the entrance. “Since nothing was ever 
more distant from my temperament than that action, I note it to show that 
there are moments of a kind of delirium, when one should not judge men by 
their actions.”12 What he discovers, following the course of these accidents of 
behavior, is that there exists a difference between integrity and authenticity. If 
one cannot always judge men by their acts, the project of always making one’s 
acts conform to words must prove impracticable. It paralyzes what is living, 
which is unpredictable and fallible; it closes it up within what must be held as 
a veracious role: “I played at nothing; I became in effect such as I appeared.” 

10  Ibid., 416.
11  Ibid.
12  Ibid., 39.
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Rousseau effectively raised himself above his natural temperament and does 
not moderate praises for himself: “nothing great and beautiful can enter a 
man’s heart, that I was not capable of between Heaven and me.”13 Retrospec-
tively, however, in this sublime moment, he does not recognize himself.

From 1762 onwards, with the four Letters to Malesherbes, Rousseau takes 
on an autobiographical habit which he will not cease ploughing, retouch-
ing, and readjusting until the end of his life, the justification for which is his 
primary motive, at least until the Rêveries: “When he saw himself disfigured 
among men to the point of being taken for a monster, his conscience, which 
made him feel within himself more good than bad, gave him the courage 
that perhaps he alone had, and will ever have, to show himself such as he 
was.”14 It seems to him imperative that he clarify his character and his con-
duct, for the comprehension of his person is the key to understanding his 
system. He begins by justifying himself, to one person in the case of the four 
letters, to humanity united at the foot of the celestial throne in the case of The 
Confessions.

During this last enterprise, Rousseau exposed secrets which, still in our 
day, offend decency and unsettle the moral sense. They revolted even his old 
supporters. Thus Mme. de Boufflers, who attends one of its first readings, 
takes umbrage at the baseness of the work and the author: “These infamous 
memoirs are worthy of a farmyard servant.” Mme. de Boufflers, who had 
taken Hume’s side in the violent quarrel between him and Rousseau, had 
every reason to be furious with the character Rousseau has her play in The 
Confessions. But it is not only offended friendship which expresses itself. It 
is the sentiment of caste. Rousseau confesses to having worn livery (“I was 
dressed in her servants’ color”),15 which is a certificate of indignity: dur-
ing the ancien régime the servants in livery did not have the right to enter 
the theaters. During the Revolution, they will not have the right to vote. To 
wear livery is not a job; it is a degradation. Now this degradation Rousseau 
puts on without hesitating, detailing how he became a knave under his first 
master’s iron rod. “The vilest tastes, the basest delinquencies succeeded my 
pleasant amusements, without my having any idea of it.”16 He describes the 
mechanism of becoming hardened to blows: “I found that stealing and being 

13  Ibid., 416.
14  Rousseau juge de Jean-Jacques, Second Dialogue, in OC 1:903.
15  Confessions, 80.
16  Ibid., 30.
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beaten went together, and in some way constituted a state.…With this idea, 
I set about stealing more tranquilly than before. I said to myself: What will 
come of it, after all? I will be beaten. So be it: I am made to be.”17 Rousseau 
understood at full cost that servitude degrades humankind; he learned it 
while being damaged. He confesses that he contracted flaws that are the lot of 
the servile condition, “vices that I would have hated, such as lying, servitude, 
theft.”18 Joined to the avarice of which he accuses himself elsewhere, Rous-
seau confirms in his portrait all of Mme. de Boufflers’s prejudices, with this 
capital difference, which is the historical dimension. Souls have a history; a 
servant has the soul of a servant only because he has been put in the situa-
tion of acquiring one, that is to say of degrading himself. “Covetousness and 
powerlessness always lead there.”19

On the whole, Rousseau’s career is that of a redemptive comprehension. 
The strength to analyze the hardships he went through—and that the immense 
majority of the poor go through more or less, reduced as he was to powerlessness 
and covetousness—confer an eminent dignity upon his words. “In whatever 
obscurity I may have lived, if I have thought more and better than Kings, history 
of my soul is more interesting than that of theirs.”20 But understanding history 
does not amount to abolishing it. Rousseau speaks in the present of his inclina-
tion for petty thefts, a “fantasy which until then had never occurred to me, and 
of which I have not been able to cure myself since then.”21 If he allows us to 
conceive of knavery as an accident of the soul, that does not prevent that the 
accident occurred, and that the flaw once acquired becomes a part of him. He 
is subject to it: “I was thus a knave, and sometimes I still am regarding trifles 
which tempt me and that I prefer to take than to ask for.”22

If degradation has a history, so does comprehension.

Rousseau was not always himself; he did not come out fully armed from 
Jupiter’s skull; he learned during the course of harsh but also of gentle les-
sons. The Confessions allow us to see how, before he was the one who had the 
energy to condemn corrupt society, he adhered to it to the point of wanting 
to play a role in it. To silence his critics, he had already said it in the preface 

17  Ibid., 35.
18  Ibid., 31.
19  Ibid., 32.
20  Ébauches des Confessions, in OC 1:1150.
21  Confessions, 32.
22  Ibid., 38.
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to Narcissus. They accused him of condemning the fine arts while practicing 
them. He replies by emphasizing the difference in the times: “It is not surpris-
ing that during these times of prejudice and error when I so esteemed the 
quality of author, I sometimes aspired to acquire it myself.…One would be 
wrong at least to accuse me of contradicting in that principles which were not 
yet mine.”23 The Confessions open a window on this time without principles, 
which was also that of the happiness of youth. In 1764, it is no longer in the 
mode of polemic, but of confession, that he recounts his first lapses. His ini-
tial uprooting from Geneva concerns religion together with patriotism, two 
dimensions which are inevitably linked to Calvin’s city.

First indication. The young runaway is quickly on his way, in the days 
that follow his departure from the city, to a converting priest, two leagues 
from Geneva (or approximately eight kilometers). “The priest’s name was M. 
de Pontverre. This name, famous in the history of the Republic, struck me 
very much. I was curious to see how the descendants of the gentlemen of the 
spoon were made.” Alain Grosrichard has added an enlightening note to this 
passage, which is left enigmatic in the Pléiade edition of Rousseau’s works: 
these gentlemen are members of a “brotherhood which, in the sixteenth cen-
tury in the Vaud region, assembled Catholic lords who wore a spoon hung 
around their necks to ‘eat those in Geneva.’”24 Of course, Rousseau is only 
fifteen in March 1728 when he seeks hospitality from the priest in Confignon. 
And one can accept the motive he gives for his adventurous undertaking: 
curiosity. Going to see the leader of the enemy, or rather his descendant, is 
not yet to go over to the enemy. Fifteen years later, the same excuses are no 
longer valid when he attempts to have Micheli du Crest’s analysis of Geneva’s 
fortifications transmitted to the Duke of Savoy.

At the time Rousseau is employed by the Savoy land registry, and accord-
ing to the account in The Confessions, it is in order to shine in the opinion of 
the director of the Chambéry land registry, Pierre-Louis-Clément Coccelli, 
that he presents him with a printed copy which he found at his Uncle Gabri-
el’s after the latter’s death. Micheli du Crest had printed about fifty copies of 
this work,25 which revealed the weaknesses in Geneva’s defenses, and had 

23  Préface de Narcisse, in OC 2:962–63.
24  Rousseau, Les Confessions, ed. Alain Grosrichard, 2 vols. (Paris: GF-Flammarion, 2012), 1, 
comments: “just as one says in French bouffer du curé.” (“To gorge on priests” means  violent anticleri-
calism.) Cf. the definition of this brotherhood in Lettre à d’Alembert, in OC 5:110n2.
25  According to Monique and Bernard Cottret, Rousseau speaks of two hundred copies, which, in 
diminishing the confidential character of the work, somewhat attenuates his offense. Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau en son temps (Paris: Perrin, 2005), 89.
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sent some to several members of the Little and the Grand Councils. In their 
biography of Rousseau, Monique and Bertrand Cottret do not doubt that 
Cocelli in fact transmitted to Turin this “highly confidential” report, “which 
today would come under defense secrets.”26 Rousseau gives as an explanation 
for his act the desire to shine in the opinion of a superior and to “prove [to 
him] that I belonged to the notables of Geneva who knew secrets of State”;27 
meanwhile he does not hide that this is a “very serious matter.” For in so 
doing, he revealed the weaknesses in Geneva’s defense to a powerful enemy 
which had already attempted to lay siege to the city, without succeeding in 
making it yield.

Now Rousseau cannot be unaware of this. The Day of Scaling the Walls, 
which is celebrated on December 12, commemorates the victory of the 
Protestant Republic over the Catholic troops in 1602. The soldiers of Duke 
Charles-Emmanuel the First of Savoy had attempted to scale the walls of 
the city during the night, and were repelled by the besieged. The Day of the 
Scaling of the Walls became a national holiday; Rousseau alludes to it in the 
Letter to d’Alembert.28 With his friend Lenieps, he never failed to celebrate it 
in Paris, and kept up this habit until the end of his life. There is no doubt that 
he knows the importance of the fortifications for his native city. He could not 
misunderstand the gravity of his act.

As Yves Touchefeu remarks, Rousseau’s account designedly scrambles 
the chronology: transmission of the report is supposed to have taken place 
at an undetermined time, but prior to the riots of 1737, to which Rousseau, 
passing through Geneva, was a horrified witness. These scenes of civil war 
would have revived a patriotism to which he had eventually become indiffer-
ent during the course of his wandering life, and it is this indifference which 
explains “a very serious event that I forgot to put in its place, and which should 
not be omitted.”29 Now this paralepsis is an inaccuracy. As it happens, Yves 
Touchefeu indicates, it is at the end of summer 1738 that Jean-Jacques tries 
to inform his Aunt Bernard “that he is ready to pay their genuine price for 
some interesting manuscripts.”30 It is therefore not before but after the riots 

26  Ibid.
27  Confessions, 217.
28  Lettre à d’Alembert, in OC 5: 110n3.
29  Confessions, 216.
30  Cf. Correspondance complète de Jean-Jacques Rousseau, ed. R. A. Leigh, 50 vols. (Geneva-Oxford: 
SVEC, 1965–1988), 22, “To Clermonde Fazy,” end of August—beginning of October 1738, cited by 
Yves Touchefeu, L’Antiquité et le christianisme dans la pensée de Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Oxford: 
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that the transmission of the report took place. If his patriotism was revived 
during the disturbances (which is not impossible) he was not equal to curb-
ing his impulses to commit treason. His future prospects were then with the 
enemy: near Mme. de Warens, on Catholic land. At that time, his Genevan 
patriotism is tentative at best, clearly counterbalanced by the attraction of the 
great French power.

Alain Grosrichard sets February 1738 as the date of the probable com-
position of the “Verger de Madame la baronne de Warens,” a long poem of 
gratitude to his benefactress, during the course of which Rousseau invites the 
“blind citizens” of Geneva to rejoin the Catholic denomination:

Enjoy the benefits that Louis grants you,
Recall within your walls that ancient concord.
Happy! If returning to the faith of your forebears,
You never forget to be free like them.31

One can smile to see Rousseau, who abandoned the religion of his father 
and mother ten years ago, invite his fellow citizens to return to the faith 
of their forebears which, in the context, can only signify Catholicism. The 
periphrasis is adroit, and his compatriots could be fooled by it. Of course, 
not having abandoned the Protestant denomination, the Genevans cannot 
return to it, properly speaking. They could, however, imagine that Rousseau 
quite simply summons them, after the riots and the spilled blood, to become 
Christians again. Inserted in a poem of homage to a converted lady, who in 
addition draws a pension for making new converts, the faith of the forebears 
points toward the Geneva from before Calvin: one can always go back in 
time to the more ancestral. (From the perspective of dogma, the argument is 
not convincing, for if we had automatically to rejoin the most ancient of the 
ancestors, humanity would soon have returned to paganism.)

Lastly, to conclude the question of his youthful indecision, the letter to 
M. Parisot, dated from 1742, contains two verses, of which the continuation 
of the work will be the palinode: 

It would not be good in society
If there were between the ranks less inequality.32

Voltaire Foundation, 1999), 83.
31  Rousseau, “Le Verger de Madame la baronne de Warens,” in OC 2:1129.
32  Rousseau, “Epître à Monsieur Parisot,” in OC 2:1140.
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He who issues this verdict is not a young runaway, but a man of letters in his 
thirties who considers that he has learned how to keep to his place in society. 
In this poetic epistle, Rousseau also admits that he has not always thought 
like this. He admits that he had as his own, initially

those ferocious maxims,
Of native prejudice the bitter and precocious fruit
Which from their younger years, by their acrid leaven,
Feed the pride of Republican hearts.33

Yet he also proclaims that he has “forever” abjured this “native prejudice” 
in favor of equality. The rediscovery of ancient republicanism in 1749 when, 
in tears, he scribbles under a tree on the avenue in Vincennes the prosopo-
peia of Fabricius, is the recantation of a recantation. That is what gives it its 
stupefying force. Rousseau at first did all he could to adapt himself to hier-
archical society, not only in deed and word, but also in thought. He adopted 
the point of view of the powerful so as to see himself as they saw him: “proud 
little runt” with a “burlesque pride.” The letter to Parisot proves that, judging 
resistance to be futile, he first renounced his family and civic convictions:

Will I here in my vain craze play
The great declaimer, the new Don Quixote,
Destiny on earth has settled the stations
And will surely not change them for me.34

By renouncing republican equality, he bent before necessity. The inequality of 
conditions is not maintained by reasons, it is just there. He sees in it the effect 
of destiny, and this destiny is stronger than he. When one pictures Rousseau 
today, one no longer imagines his extreme malleability. Between him and us, 
his work interposes, and it is rather rigidity which strikes us, the constancy 
and force with which he refused the mores and manners of the aristocracy 
of his time. Before denouncing them, however, he had sought to adopt them. 
The young man who roams the streets of Chambery to give music lessons 
was pleased to carry the sword. Mme. de Warens, who would like to make a 
presentable gentleman out of him, pays for fencing and dancing lessons for 
him.35 Certainly the retrospective account of The Confessions insists on his 
fundamental inaptitude in these fields; on the other hand, the long poem 
that on the spur of the moment he dedicates to his benefactress shows the 

33  Ibid.
34  Ibid.
35  Confessions, 200. This is not an exception. In the Refutation of a Work by Helvetius, Diderot indicates 
that he also took lessons at the beginning of his Parisian youth, during a quite penniless time of his life.
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ardor of his conversion. This is not only a conversion to Catholicism, but also 
an adoption of the values, beliefs, and manners of the vast society for which 
his new denomination prepares and matches him: the Duchy of Savoy and 
beyond that, France. For a man with talents, which he is at that time, the 
kingdom is a land of opportunities.

It is because he rushed headlong into this mirage and that he was wounded 
by it, that he became the inflexible judge of the reality that his dream covered 
up—French civilization: the misery of the people, the frivolity of the rich, 
the lie that is the arts. Corrupt civilization is a lure: it is because he was a fish 
on the hook that he knows it. He will no longer budge from this view. All 
the objections that the Parisian salons may raise in the ’50s, not only to his 
theses but to his person, he raised against himself ten years earlier. That is 
why he is perfectly immunized against the reproaches that he is idealistic and 
ridiculous. He is no longer fixed on the idea of being treated as a Don Quix-
ote, because fear of this has long restrained him, without profit. Between the 
letter to Parisot and the prosopopeia of Fabricius, seven years have passed, 
seven years of misfortune and disappointments, as much in Paris as in Ven-
ice. Thus the republican egalitarianism which issues from the illumination 
of Vincennes was tempered in adversity. Rousseau does his midlife crisis in 
reverse. To the contrary of people who have reached a mature age, he adores 
what he has burned, and his rediscovery of republican virtues is accompanied 
by a sentiment new to him: the sentiment of his power. Rousseau straightens 
himself up after having bent down for a long time. Destiny has ceased to be 
contrary to him; he is no longer made to be beaten.

The haughtiness, the deliberate impertinence, and sometimes the vio-
lence of his rejoinders, during the epoch of his reform, give the impression of 
a rigid construction, as if Rousseau had donned armor in order to confront 
the society that celebrates him. He was defenseless when he was unknown; he 
puts on armor when he becomes famous. If he shows himself to be inflexible 
in success, it is because he must defend his work. His duty is to demonstrate 
to the world that he toiled not for success but in order to make perceptible 
to everyone what he has discovered and recovered for himself, that is to say, 
liberty.

If one takes him for a man with talents, the work is immediately devalued. 
It becomes a jeu d’esprit. And if one believes that the author is self-seeking, 
it is worse yet: the work turns into lies, it becomes a lucrative denunciation, 
a usurious indictment. It is thus a point of honor with him not to arrive in 



 2 0 6  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 49 / Issue 2

the society of his time, so that no one can see in him a social climber; his 
maturity redeems his youth, or rather comments on it.

One finds the best commentary on the attraction Rousseau could have 
formerly in La Nouvelle Héloïse, where Julie’s Francophilia retrospectively 
acquits the career of the one who did not stay in Switzerland. For not 
everything is to be rejected. In the radiance of France, there are not only 
rhinestones, even if there are some: “she made a few remarks on the disposi-
tion of this gentle and benevolent nation that all hate, and which hates none.”36 
It is important that the gentle Julie be under the influence of this glamour: 
by being under its influence, she clears the name of her author. She shows 
that the dream of France can have a disinterested character, with those who 
know the country only by its books and by its foreign policy, which has effec-
tively ceased to be expansionist after the death of Louis XIV. Julie is rich and 
fixed in place—she is the only character in the novel who does not travel. She 
therefore does not need to seek her fortune in the great kingdom; she never 
encounters French reality, contrary to Saint-Preux who, in his Parisian let-
ters, details the shocks of his disillusionment. The hero who is poor, and who 
goes forth to seek a career, knows the gap between the image of France seen 
from afar and the corruption he discovers in cultivated and worldly circles. 
Doubtless Julie is mistaken regarding a nation about which she does nothing 
but dream. By persisting in her error, despite the vitriolic descriptions of her 
lover, she proves the disinterested character of the dream of France. Now, no 
less than the act of signing, disinterest is crucial.

Rousseau three times avoided or refused a royal pension: the one which 
Louis XV was ready to grant him after the success of the Devin du Village, 
the one that Frederick of Prussia proposes to him through the mediation of 
milord Maréchal during his exile in Bern, and, lastly, the one that Hume 
solicited for him from George III during his stay in England. Most certainly 
he is anxious about tomorrow, to the point of saying that he is avaricious. In 
the second part of his life, besides, he is less frightened for himself than for his 
companion: upon what will Thérèse live after his death? This question rightly 
haunts him: he had every reason to fear for her the misery into which she 
again finally sank. But if he is anxious for his companion, Rousseau is even 
more anxious about compromising himself with the established powers. How 
will his behavior be judged? What shadow will fall upon the interpretation of 
his work, and on his capacity to carry on with it? “How to dare speak from 

36  Rousseau, Julie ou La Nouvelle Héloïse, vol. 3, in OC 3:559.
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now on about independence and disinterest? In receiving this pension there 
would no longer be any need for anything but to flatter or be quiet.”37 Fear 
of being muzzled by money or discredited by it is constant, and his defensive 
posture never relaxes. However much he may proclaim his independence, 
what one might think of him anguishes him to the point of hardening his 
position. This hardening only concerns what is external. Within his work, 
he is on the contrary supple, animated, inventive. He displays authority in 
staging his ideas, raising the curtain on the first mornings of the world: “I 
see an animal less strong than some, less agile than others, but all things 
considered, the most advantageously organized of all; I see him satisfying his 
hunger under an oak, quenching his thirst at the first stream.”38 He is the one 
who unveils, as much if not more than he is the one who demonstrates, he 
who dares the masterful gesture of setting aside the facts in order to return to 
the origin. This extreme authority is not rigid; it does not exclude liveliness; 
it gives occasion for it. As proof, he leaps into the history that he is writing, 
showing by his vivacity that natural man is not likely to bear chains, and 
that he will escape his persecutor if he has the misfortune to encounter one: 
“I take twenty steps into the forest, my fetters are broken, and he never sees 
me again in his life.” One has to ask oneself why it took the avowal, made in 
the Dialogues, to understand that Rousseau had found the portrait of natural 
man in his own heart. Twenty years before he wrote the Dialogues, he had 
already painted himself as the man whom nothing can chain up, giving to 
the philosophical I a novel incarnation, leaping and liberating: he who in 
twenty steps escapes into the forest, is not the demonstrative and reflective 
I of the Discourse on Method. He does not intend to found knowledge; he 
refutes men’s original sociability for the sake of their liberty.

Rousseau created stories of metamorphoses of the self, each of which 
illustrates the link between life and work, but from different angles: during 
his reform, the exemplarity of a life whose vocation is to prove the truth of the 
work. Life is required in order to support the work. At the time of The Confes-
sions, it is rather a matter of showing how the vagaries of his unpredictable 
life led to ideas that his contemporaries cannot assimilate. From this perspec-
tive, life does not support the work, but leads to it. Rousseau no longer relies 
on integrity, judged to be above his strength, in order to accredit his theses, 
but instead on an absolute veracity to make his person loved. He hoped that 
by showing himself without hiding anything, he would protect his work from 

37  Confessions, 380.
38  Rousseau, Discours sur l’origine de l’inégalité, in OC 3:134–35.
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malign interpretations. The true account must reestablish, via the evidence of 
innocence, the clarity of the work which was compromised by the conspiracy. 
So Rousseau exposes himself, as no one has ever dared to do before him, but 
in the conviction that he was making himself impervious to attack. Jacques 
Julliard is right to call him “the most enigmatic figure of his age”:39 the more 
he strips naked, the less it is possible to attack him; the less it is permissible to 
ask him to provide explanations that he has already given.

One can hardly imagine states of consciousness more opposed than the 
self under tension, at the time of his reform, or the relaxed self of the Rever-
ies when, through wisdom or despair, Rousseau unbound himself from his 
work, renouncing its defense even while prolonging it. Meanwhile, he will 
have tried two distinct strategies: stripping naked, and putting himself on 
trial. “Rousseau tries to make himself impregnable,” Claude Lefort said to me 
when I was turning over in my mind in front of him some of the citations and 
hypotheses that I have set out here.

I did not understand the meaning of his remark, and I asked him to be 
more specific: “Impregnable? Do you mean like the pervert whose behavior 
and motives no one can guess? Impregnable in his system like the spider in 
its web, to take up again the image that Rousseau was not afraid to use when 
he describes the self and invites it to draw itself inward: ‘Let us measure the 
radius of our sphere, and let us stay at the center like the insect in the middle 
of its web.’”40

“No,” Lefort replied. “That was not at all what I had in mind. He seeks 
to escape the grip of others. He makes himself impregnable in order to 
remain free.”

39  Jacques Julliard, Les gauches françaises, 1762–2012 : Histoire, politique et imaginaire (Paris: Flam-
marion, 2012), 118.
40  Rousseau, Émile, book 2, in OC 4:305.
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Among Rousseau’s many perplexing claims, one of his most perplexing is 
that his writings comprise un système lié—“a connected system.”1 On the 
face of things, this seems obviously untrue. Right at the surface of his ethical 
and political works Rousseau famously presents at least three incompatible 
exemplars of outstanding human beings.2 In what way then can Rousseau be 
seen as advancing “a connected system”?

The answer may lie in the fact that Rousseau’s system is connected not (or 
perhaps not only) at the level of normative ideals but in terms of the relations 
that exist between the various philosophical components of his system—that 
is to say, the relations between his metaphysical, epistemological, psycho-
logical, and ethical positions. And if so, our best hope for understanding the 
connections between these may lie not in reading across texts, but in care-
ful study of those texts in which Rousseau treats epistemological and ethical 
questions (as well as metaphysical and psychological questions) together.

1  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Rousseau juge de Jean Jaques, in Œuvres complètes, ed. Bernard Gagnebin 
and Marcel Raymond, 5 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1959–95) [hereafter OC], 1:930.
2  See esp. Laurence D. Cooper, Rousseau, Nature, and the Problem of the Good Life (University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999), 1–2; Tzvetan Todorov, Frail Happiness, trans. John T. Scott 
and Robert D. Zaretsky (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004).

*  An earlier version of this paper was presented at the University of Houston in December 2022. For 
many helpful comments and suggestions, the author is extremely grateful to the audience on that occa-
sion, and to Eve Grace, Charles Griswold, John Scott, Susan Shell, Clifford Orwin, and Guang Yang.
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Foremost among such texts is one of the most neglected texts in Rous-
seau’s corpus, the so-called Lettres morales.3 The neglect of the Lettres is 
striking in itself; one might have expected more attention to have been given 
to the text that Rousseau himself identifies as “my profession of faith” (ML 
1085) and which he claims contains “my entire philosophy” (ML 1105).4 To 
now, most of the attention it has received has tended to focus on those of 
its passages that reappear in the Creed of the Savoyard Vicar.5 Some studies 
go further, and mine the Lettres for insight into certain discrete concepts in 
Rousseau’s thought.6 But only very rarely and briefly have scholars pointed 
to the substantive philosophical significance of the Lettres read on its own 
terms.7 On this front especially notable is Christopher Kelly’s suggestion that 
while the Lettres morales “do not present anything like the whole of Rous-
seau’s system, they may well be the best introduction to it.”8

3  “So-called” because Rousseau never published them as a text under this title, even though he 
does call them “moral letters” in his correspondence; see Marco Di Palma, “The Ethics of the Lettres 
morales and Rousseau’s Philosophical Project,” Modern Philology 100 (2002): 227. For the early pub-
lishing history of the letters, see the editor’s note at OC 4:1786–87.
4  Citations of the Lettres morales [ML] are to the version in volume 4 of OC with my translations. 
Citations to Emile [E] are also to the version in OC 4.
5  These borrowings have long been appreciated at least since Pierre-Maurice Masson’s critical edition 
of La profession de foi du vicaire Savoyard (Paris: Hachette, 1914); see esp. xvii–xviii and lvii–lix. More 
recently, see, e.g., Paul de Man, Allegories of Reading (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1979), 
221–45 (esp. 224 and 243).
6  On sensation and the Molyneux problem, see Marion Chottin, “Pourquoi Rousseau n’a-t-il pas 
répondu au problème de Molyneux? La réponse des Lettres morales,” in Rousseau en toutes lettres, 
ed. Eric Francalanza (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2014), 263–82. On Rousseau’s 
dualism, see Jeffrey Church, “Rousseau, the Value of Existence, and the Sacredness of Citizenship,” 
Constellations 28 (2021): 404–6. On Rousseau’s engagement with Descartes, see Peter Westmoreland, 
“Rousseau’s Descartes: The Rejection of Theoretical Philosophy as First Philosophy,” British Journal 
for the History of Philosophy 21 (2013): 529–48. And on memory, see Jean-François Perrin, “Rousseau 
et saint Francis de Sales: Les lettres à Sophie ou la voie spirituelle,” Revue d’Histoire Littéraire de la 
France 94 (1994): 221–30; Martin McCallum, “Nostalgic Enlightenment: Rousseau on Memory and 
Moral Freedom in Émile and ‘Lettres morales,’” Journal of Politics 81 (2019): 1254–65. 
7  See esp. Judith Shklar, Men and Citizens (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969), 38–39, 67, 
229–30; Cooper, Rousseau, Nature, and the Good Life, esp. 3. The most sophisticated extended study 
of the Lettres is Di Palma, “Ethics of the Lettres morales,” which also takes as its point of departure the 
need to correct those readings which attend to the text selectively or relegate it to “ancillary” status 
(227). Yet Di Palma’s central claim—that the Lettres morales are chiefly valuable for the “creative 
response” they provide “to the social and moral predicaments of modernity” (228)—even as it usefully 
calls attention to Rousseau’s practical realism, is orthogonal to the philosophical significance of the 
text for which I argue in what follows. My reading comes closest to Di Palma’s in his emphasis on the 
“continuity” that connect the Lettres both back to the Discourses and forward to Emile (229).
8  Christopher Kelly, introduction to Autobiographical, Scientific, Religious, Moral, and Literary Writ-
ings, vol. 12 of The Collected Writings of Rousseau, ed. Christopher Kelly (Hanover, NH: University 
Press of New England, 2007), xxiii. In this vein see also the striking suggestions that the Lettres pres-
ent “a perfect account of his moral psychology” and indeed represent “the clearest and most reliable 
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What follows argues that the Lettres morales in fact provide an unparal-
leled point of entry into Rousseau’s connected system, and indeed for two 
reasons. The first is historical. The Lettres were drafted at a crucial period in 
their author’s career; written between 1757 and 1758, the Lettres occupied 
Rousseau in the transition period between the composition and publication 
of the two Discourses in the first half of the 1750s, and composition of the 
three magisterial works of 1761–62: the Contrat social, the Nouvelle Héloïse, 
and Emile. The Lettres are thus a transitional work in the truest sense, a 
bridge between Rousseau’s “early” and “later” writings.9 One aim of what 
follows is to document some of the ways the Lettres both reprise Rousseau’s 
earlier themes and directly anticipate certain of his later themes.

The Lettres morales also deserve careful attention for another, philo-
sophical reason. The aim of the Lettres morales is ultimately moral: to teach 
us how to live. But its grounds are ontological: an understanding of what we 
are. The project of the text as a whole is thus to show us how best to live given 
what we are by nature. As we shall see, in the Lettres this takes the specific 
form of showing how a sensitive being can become a virtuous being while 
remaining true to its nature. And in confronting the question of the relation-
ship of feeling to virtue, Rousseau was compelled to confront the question of 
the relation of the various elements of his system in ways he had yet to do and 
would never again do so briefly and so directly. Rousseau’s compact treat-
ment of these questions in the comparatively unguarded space of six short 
letters results in a text that offers students an unparalleled introduction to 
Rousseau’s philosophical system at the same time that it offers scholars an 
unparalleled opportunity to reimagine the ties that bind his philosophical 
system into one. 

1
The Lettres morales is not, properly speaking, an autobiographical text. Yet 
the first letter is largely about Rousseau himself. Its first sentence presents 
Rousseau specifically as a lover addressing his beloved: “Come, my dear 
and worthy friend, listen to the voice of the one who loves you” (ML 1081). 
But Rousseau immediately insists that his is no ordinary love. In part this 
is because of its magnitude; later we will be told that theirs is in fact “the 
tenderest friendship there ever was” (ML 1085). Yet mostly this is because of 

account of Rousseau’s real beliefs” (Shklar, Men and Citizens, 37, 229).
9  I use scare quotes here merely to acknowledge the existence of Rousseau’s many pre-1749 and post-
1762 writings.
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its nature. Rousseau’s love “is not that of a vile seducer.” Rather it is a love that 
preserves in his heart a commitment to “uprightness” (honnêteté) (ML 1081). 
Rousseau’s love is a moral love.

Rousseau’s carefully constructed self-presentation is important for 
two reasons at least. First, Rousseau would later describe his love of Sophie 
d’Houdetot, the addressee of these letters, as “intoxicating” and full of “agita-
tions” and “quiverings” and “palpitations,” yet the eros central to the account 
of their love affair in the Confessions is hardly hinted at in the Lettres morales.10 
But even more important for our purposes is that the autobiographical open-
ing of the first letter introduces not only Rousseau but also the philosophical 
project of the letters collectively: the reconciliation of feeling and virtue. In 
time Rousseau will argue that this reconciliation is in fact the end of morality. 
But for now he begins by offering us a glimpse of this reconciliation in action. 
The Lettres morales, we soon learn, came to be as a result of Sophie’s request 
for moral instruction; Sophie asked Rousseau for a set of “rules of morality.” 
Yet the effect of this request was not, in the first instance, the transformation 
of Sophie, but that of Rousseau. Sophie’s request for moral guidance from 
Rousseau saved him specifically from “the danger to which a blind passion 
was exposing me.” For in calling him to the “noble task” of providing moral 
instruction to her, Rousseau was brought to “virtue” (ML 1081–82).

Rousseau then identifies the specific mechanism at work in this trans-
formation: “in submitting to duty and to reason the sentiments you inspired 
in me, you have exercised the greatest, the worthiest empire that heaven has 
given to beauty and wisdom” (ML 1082). Thus the frame through which we 
are invited to see the Lettres morales: the transformation of feeling into virtue 
drives the drama of its depiction of the Rousseau-Sophie relationship at the 
same time that it stands as the primary substantive lesson the author seeks 
to teach his reader. And in what follows these new transformed feelings are 
given a label.

My heart was far from detaching itself from yours in purifying itself; 
blind love was succeeded by a thousand enlightened sentiments that 
created for me the charming duty of loving you my whole life, and you 

10  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Confessions, in OC 1:444–47. Doing full justice to the Lettres would require 
a more comprehensive account than I can provide here of the way their presentation is necessarily 
shaped by the history of Rousseau’s complex relationship with Sophie, described in part in books 9 
and 10 of Confessions. So too one would need to provide a fuller account of the ways in which these 
ostensibly private letters were simultaneously written for both a specific addressee and for a broader 
reading public. On the latter issue in Rousseau, see esp. John T. Scott, Rousseau’s Reader: Strategies of 
Persuasion and Education (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020).
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are only dearer to me since I stopped adoring you. My desires, far from 
cooling in changing their object, only became more ardent in becom-
ing more upright. (ML 1082)

The key to virtue is “enlightened sentiment”—not a purgation of feeling, but 
transformation of it. And in being transformed, the passion that once was 
“blind” now is not only purified, but also focused, intensified, and elevated.

Sophie’s request, it is suggested, is what transformed Rousseau and intro-
duced him to the moral life of duty. And now Rousseau aims to do for Sophie 
what she did for him. The language of reciprocity in the first letter is obvious 
and striking: “it is now my turn, O Sophie…” (ML 1081). Thus the project of 
the Lettres morales: not to lay out a mere set of rules, but to improve Sophie, 
and indeed to the point that she achieves “perfection” (a concept invoked four 
times in the four paragraphs that follow). But what is particularly striking 
is that the path to Sophie’s moral perfection is in fact the same path down 
which she led Rousseau: the enlightenment of feeling leading to the embrace 
of duty. 

When considered in the context of his larger corpus, Rousseau’s fun-
damental claim that moral perfection begins with the enlightenment of 
sentiment invites two questions at least. The first concerns which sentiments 
need enlightenment. Amour-propre certainly stands among these. Prior to 
Sophie’s request, Rousseau had been lost to amour-propre: “after so many 
days lost in pursuing a vain glory…” (ML 1082). But in fulfilling Sophie’s 
request, Rousseau discovers a new glory: the “glory,” “esteem,” and “honor” 
he will receive when the world sees Sophie perfected (ML 1086); Rousseau 
even explicitly says that the amour-propre he expects to feel on seeing Sophie 
perfected will be both his consolation and compensation (ML 1082). Rous-
seau’s rehabilitation of amour-propre here anticipates the rehabilitation of 
amour-propre he will chronicle in Emile.11

The language of enlightening sentiment also suggests a second ques-
tion: how this is to be done. Crucially, Rousseau suggests that Sophie will 
not have to pursue perfection alone. In fact he will be with her always: “I will 
always have you under my eyes” (ML 1084). Here again Rousseau anticipates 
his later inventions of both Jean-Jacques the tutor and Wolmar. But perhaps 
more importantly, Rousseau here suggests that moral development takes 
place in a particular space between solitude and society, a binary condition in 
which two together make “solitary promenades” (ML 1084). Again Rousseau 

11  See, e.g., E 562.
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points toward his mature work, here envisioning a reciprocal state of mutual 
improvement shared by paired solitaries standing apart from the world: “two 
sensitive souls encouraging each other mutually to virtue” (ML 1085).12

2
The key claim of the first letter is that moral transformation requires trans-
forming sentiment into virtue. But how exactly is this done? In the letters 
that follow Rousseau will suggest that this is necessarily a two-stage process. 
First, sentiment must be “enlightened,” and then, the enlightened sentiments 
need to be made the foundation for reason leading to moral action. The sec-
ond letter clarifies what is at stake in each of these steps by clarifying the 
central concepts of feeling and reason.

To this end, the second letter begins by reconsidering feeling. Now the 
suggestion is that feeling is as much the problem as the solution:

The object of human life is the felicity of man, but who of us knows how 
to get there? Without principle, without a sure goal, we wander from 
desire to desire, and those we finally satisfy leave us as far from happi-
ness as we were back when we hadn’t obtained anything. We have no 
invariable rule—neither in reason, which lacks support and purchase 
[prise] and consistence, nor in the passions which incessantly follow 
each other and destroy each other. Victims of the blind inconstancy of 
our hearts, the enjoyment of desired goods serves only to prepare us 
for privations and pains. (ML 1087)

We today are men who feel, but what and how we feel is not what and how 
we were meant to feel. We feel our way to felicity as Hobbes said men today 
feel their way to felicity, and Plato before said democrats pursue happiness: 
lacking an end and incapable of reason, we simply follow our passions—and 
in so doing, become their prisoner. Felicity and happiness of a truer sort will 
thus require that we learn how to feel feelings other than mere “desires” and 
“passions” and also to learn how to subject these feelings to “reason.” 

In what immediately follows, Rousseau lays out the first step toward this 
goal. This involves, most crucially, an inward turn; we need to study ourselves 
in such a way that one “carries to the depth of one’s soul the flame of truth, 
examining for once all one thinks, all one believes, all one feels, in order to 
know what one ought to think and feel and believe in order to be as happy as 
the human condition allows” (ML 1087). Rousseau’s framing of this task is 

12  On the idea of “paired solitaries,” see esp. Arash Abizadeh, “Banishing the Particular: Rousseau on 
Rhetoric, Patrie, and the Passions,” Political Theory 29 (2001): 566–67.



2 1 5“My Entire Philosophy”

clearly influenced by the ways in which Descartes framed his own introspec-
tive project in his second Meditation, and very soon Descartes will indeed 
become an important and explicit interlocutor in the Lettres morales. But for 
now the key point is that Rousseau means to distinguish what we actually feel 
(and think, and believe) from what we ought to feel (and think, and believe).

Rousseau then turns to consider the usual way in which men have 
tended to pursue the project of self-knowledge: the way of the “philosophers.” 
Rousseau has little good here to say about the philosophers; lost in their 
“metaphysical subtleties” and “perplexities” (ML 1087), the philosophers 
prefer “what is new to what is true” (ML 1089). Philosophy is thus presented 
here as the embodiment of amour-propre, insofar as the philosopher’s goal is 
“to shine in a circle,” to “parade before others’ eyes,” and to win “immortal-
ity, glory, even riches and often honors” (ML 1087–88). Here of course we 
hear the laments of the first Discourse regarding the vanity of the arts and 
sciences, just as later we hear echoes of the second Discourse in the second 
letter’s excoriation of the “luxury of the cities” for carrying “misery, hunger, 
hopelessness” to the countryside (ML 1089).13

Thus philosophy’s irony: philosophy claims to reveal to us the “sovereign 
good” and teach us “the art of being happy,” but in fact it is often driven by 
the passion most inimical to happiness (ML 1087). False philosophy at the 
very least requires the rehabilitation of amour-propre described in the first 
letter. Yet this is only one of several available paths to moral improvement. 
Sophie herself, we are told, did not suffer from a similar concern for esteem; 
she, we are told, has the talents to succeed in the world but already possesses 
the “enlightenment” that allows her to despise it (ML 1083). For Sophie, a 
different path is needed, and the aim of the third letter is to show this path.

The second letter concludes by turning back to reasoning. The art of 
being happy, we know, requires more than merely feeling properly; it also 
requires proper reasoning. Yet philosophy, as we have seen, cannot teach us 
how to reason properly. It is thus left to Rousseau to show us a new way of 
reasoning. And it is to this task that he dedicates the end of the second letter:

The art of reasoning isn’t reason—often it’s the abuse of it. Reason is 
the faculty of ordering all the faculties of our soul in conformity with 
the nature of things and their relations to us. Reasoning is the art of 
comparing known truths in order to form from them other truths 
of which we were ignorant and which this art enables us to discover. 

13  Cf. E 568–69.



 2 1 6  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 49 / Issue 2

But it does not teach us to know these primitive truths which serve 
as elements of others, and when in their place we put our opinions, 
our passions, our prejudices, far from enlightening us it blinds us—it 
doesn’t elevate the soul, it enervates it, and corrupts the judgment that 
it ought to perfect. (ML 1090)

Here Rousseau brings together the two essential components of the art of 
happiness. Both depend on a proper understanding of reason’s role. Contra 
the philosophers, Rousseau is insistent that reason cannot teach us the first 
principles or “primitive truths” that are truly foundational: these, as we will 
soon see, can only be felt by the heart and not known by the mind. But once 
the heart has felt the primitive original truths upon which all else depends, 
the mind must then play its part, taking these primitive truths as points 
by which to locate the self in the world and identify those further truths 
that reasoning can allow us to know. And now Emile begins to come clearly 
into view. For virtue—and thus happiness—we can now provisionally say, 
depends on the right use of the heart followed by the right use of the mind, 
and indeed in that order.

3
Rousseau’s suggestion that the moral life requires the right use of both feeling 
and reason itself suggests the uniqueness of his position. Rousseau, in short, 
is neither a pure sentimentalist nor a pure rationalist. His philosophy stands 
somewhere between these; a synthetic mixture of both camps, it aims to do 
full justice to the human condition as one of embodied cognition. In the 
third letter, Rousseau begins to sketch out his original position on this front.

The third letter’s focus is sensation. Rousseau’s engagement with sensa-
tion here is likely shaped by his recent engagement with Condillac’s thought; 
the Lettres morales are in this respect a stage on the way from the second 
Discourse and Essai to Emile, which devotes much of its first three parts to the 
education of sensation.14 But there is also a substantive reason why Rousseau 
treats the senses now. His claim is that morality begins with proper feeling. Yet 
feeling necessarily has two sides. One, inner feeling, is understood through 
the lens of the moral psychology of sentiment. But feelings produced through 
contact with the external world are understood through the lens of sensation. 
Proper feeling thus requires attending to any possible corruptions of both our 

14  On the evolution of Rousseau’s views on sensation over the 1750s, see Chottin, “Pourquoi Rousseau 
n’a-t-il pas répondu,” esp. 268–69, 280ff.
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moral psychology and our senses. An aim of the third letter is then to show us 
both how sensation has led us astray and how it can be corrected. 

Rousseau begins the third letter with a poetic call for self-knowledge. 
Amid the beauties of this poetic call, it is easy to miss the strikingly brutal 
epistemological claim that immediately follows. “Our senses are the instru-
ments of all our knowledge. It’s from them that all our ideas come—or at 
least all are brought about by them” (ML 1092). Seemingly channeling Locke, 
Rousseau here denies innate ideas and credits sensation as the source of the 
whole of our knowledge. For both Locke and Rousseau this is a basic fact of 
the human condition, yet for Rousseau, much more than for Locke, it is a 
tragic fact. For even while it may be indisputably true that “we know nothing 
except by our senses,” it is yet also true that the senses are “insufficient” to 
teach us the full truth about our world and selves (ML 1096). And herein lies 
the tragedy of philosophy, in Rousseau’s eyes. The truth about the truths the 
senses teach us is that they are limited. The senses, Rousseau explains, “were 
given to us in order to preserve us, and not to instruct us, to warn us about 
what is useful or inimical to us, and not about what is true or false.” The 
philosophers thus err in thinking they can be “employed in inquiries into 
nature,” as here the senses are necessarily “insufficient” and merely “deceive” 
us (ML 1092). In Rousseau’s terms, the philosophers have employed powers 
given to us solely to advance the cause of amour de soi in the cause of advanc-
ing their amour-propre.

From all of this Rousseau draws several conclusions. The first is that the 
senses have been given to us by nature for the legitimate purpose of advancing 
our preservation. For this reason, we owe it to ourselves to heed their lessons 
and to learn how to judge the information they convey. Properly speak-
ing, the problem with the senses is not the senses themselves but the “false 
judgments” (ML 1093 and 1094) we make on the basis of the information 
they provide us. The senses—and especially sight and touch, which between 
them contain “the entire philosophic spirit” (ML 1093)—thus should be not 
ignored but “rectified” (ML 1095). Rousseau does not, in these letters, show 
how this is to be done, but Emile will later and in detail show how to correct 
the “false judgments” of the senses (ML 1093–94).15

And this points to a second conclusion. Rousseau uses his critique of 
induction from the senses in the third letter to reprise the critique of philosophy 

15  I trace this process in “Rousseau’s Virtue Epistemology,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 50 
(2012): 239–63.
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introduced in the second letter; here, once again, philosophical discourse is 
“babble” (ML 1092), and philosophers “proud and vain” and fixated on “puer-
ilities” (ML 1095). But now Rousseau shows us the specific error made by the 
philosophers. For as he here makes clear, it is not simply their commitment 
to reason that has misled them, but the foundations on which they built their 
reasoning. The materialists, as we have seen, mislead themselves, Rousseau 
thinks, in trying to apprehend the truths of the external world by reasoning 
from sensation. But so too the rationalists: a point Rousseau drives home in his 
critique here of Descartes. On the face of things, Descartes, in Rousseau’s own 
account, seems to have followed the path Rousseau proposes to Sophie. In the 
second letter, Rousseau calls us to separate ourselves from the outside world 
and carry the torch within. This of course is Descartes: “Descartes, wanting 
to chop off in one stroke the root of all our prejudices, began by revoking 
everything via doubt, submitting all to the examination of reason.” Rousseau 
cannot but admire Descartes insofar as “he began by examining himself.” So 
too Rousseau is friendly to Descartes’s critique of the capacity of the senses to 
offer us true knowledge of the external world.16 Yet for all this Rousseau cannot 
but lament the way in which Descartes went about entering into himself, and 
the conclusions Descartes drew from his inquiry. For while reason taught him 
the “unique and incontestable principle” of the cogito, and while he “marched 
forward with the very greatest precaution” and “believed to be going towards 
the truth,” the truth was that he “only found lies” (ML 1095).17

Rousseau thus blames Descartes not for his use of reason, but for the 
foundation on which he based his reasoning. In this sense, Descartes’s fail-
ures help to bring into relief the alternative that Rousseau hopes to advance. 
“It’s not so much reasoning that we lack as the handle [prise] for reasoning” 
(ML 1095). Reasoning, that is, needs something it can grasp onto, a proper 
foundation on which it can build: a handle or foundation that neither reason 
itself nor sensation itself is able to provide. As Rousseau aims now to show, 
this category beyond reason and sensation still awaits our discovery, and 
once it is discovered we will at once be provided with the first principles that 
serve as a legitimate foundation for reason, as well as the key to moving pro-
ductively beyond the debates of Locke and Descartes (ML 1096), of Newton 
and Condillac (ML 1096), of Plato and the materialists (ML 1097).

16  See, e.g., Chottin, “Pourquoi Rousseau n’a-t-il pas répondu,” 279–80.
17  On this point and how it compares to the vicar’s claims, see esp. Westmoreland, “Rousseau’s Des-
cartes,” 536–37.
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4
Rousseau’s critique of philosophy reaches its apex in the third letter, which 
names and addresses more philosophers than any other. The fourth letter, 
however, shifts focus, turning from their false philosophy to Rousseau’s new 
“healthy philosophy” (ML 1100). And as we soon learn, what distinguishes 
healthy philosophy from false philosophy is the foundation on which it builds. 
For where false philosophy builds on the senses or reason, healthy philoso-
phy builds on sentiment, and indeed one sentiment above all: conscience.18

The entirety of Rousseau’s inward journey is structured around the search 
for and discovery of conscience. This search extends into the fifth letter and 
culminates only with its conclusion. But in the fourth letter Rousseau begins 
by showing that the search for the sentiment of conscience introduces us to 
(or induces in us) salutary new sentiments in its own right. “What is there-
fore the first lesson of wisdom, O Sophie? Humility! Humility, of which the 
Christian speaks, and which man so little knows, is the first sentiment which 
should be born in us from the study of ourselves” (ML 1100). Thus the anti-
dote to the pride of the philosophers: they look outside of themselves into the 
world for attention on the basis of what they think they know; Rousseau looks 
within himself to find himself and finds an ignorance that induces humility. 
The benefits of this are clear: humility leads one to resist the propensity to 
“imbecilic vanity” that leads man to fancy himself “the King of the world” 
and that all nature was “made for him” (ML 1100). This discovery of humility 
is itself a response to Descartes and his project. 

Of further note is that humility is “born in us” through our inward 
turn. Humility is thus not merely a sentiment that stands separate from 
both sensations and ideas, but one that stands somewhere between nature 
and convention. Equally importantly, humility not only resists the vanity 
and vulgar pride of reason, but at the same time it induces in man “a more 
worthy and more legitimate pride” (fierté), an “interior sentiment that raises 
him up and honors him.” Herein lies “the true title of nobility that nature 
has engraved in the heart of man.” Where sensation and reason mislead us, 
interior sentiment ennobles us. To feel humility is then “to feel in ourselves a 
voice which prevents us from despising ourselves,” for even as “reason creeps, 
the soul is raised up; if we are small through our enlightenment, we are great 

18  In this context see also Kelly’s observation that the Lettres morales “are concerned with the pre-
conditions for genuine philosophic activity” (introduction to Autobiographical, Scientific, Religious, 
Moral, and Literary Writings, xxiii).
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through our sentiments” (ML 1101). Feeling properly at once makes us both 
good and great.

Rousseau provides his clearest statement of this new horizon of moral 
greatness in what immediately follows. Here, more clearly than anywhere 
else in the text, he suggests that our destiny lies in a transcendence of the self 
via immanent sentiment:

Have you never felt those involuntary transports which sometimes 
take hold of a sensitive soul in the contemplation of moral beauty and 
the intellectual order of things, that all-consuming ardor that comes 
all at once to set the heart ablaze with the love of the celestial virtues, 
those sublime confusions which raise us above our being, and carry us 
into the empyrean to the side of God himself?…My respectable friend, 
the principle of this force is within us, it shows itself for a moment 
in order to excite us to seek it out always; this holy enthusiasm is the 
energy of our faculties which liberates them from their terrestrial 
bonds, and which it depends only on us perhaps in order to remain 
endlessly in this state of freedom. (ML 1101)

Self-transcendence and the moral greatness inherent in it consist then not 
in the denial or overcoming of one’s sentimental nature, but in a capacity to 
experience its force within us correctly.

The first half of the fourth letter is devoted to the relationship of senti-
ment to moral greatness. The second half of the fourth letter, however, turns 
back to the autobiographical. In some sense this is a return to the first letter. 
But the way in which Rousseau returns to the autobiographical in the fourth 
letter is informed by its substantive themes. Rousseau’s return to himself here, 
and his decision to hold himself up as an “example” (ML 1104), is informed 
by his belief that discovery of one’s own inner sentiments can lead not simply 
to the discovery of moral goodness but to that of transcendent moral great-
ness, and specifically a transcendent moral greatness that emerges out of 
what is naturally immanent within us. Rousseau’s life, we are here told, has 
been dominated by two great facts: “nature gave me the most sensitive soul,” 
while “fortune subjected it to all imaginable affections” (ML 1102). These 
affections, he further explains, were sometimes good and sometimes bad, but 
always he was governed by a “hidden power” that “balanced” his reactions to 
his experiences, leading him to find peace within amid misfortune without, 
and amid good fortune to find indifference to external goods. All this led 
him to “feel in myself a seed of goodness that compensated me for bad for-
tune and a seed of greatness that raised me above good fortune” (ML 1102). 
This is a remarkable moment: Rousseau presents himself as having achieved 
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equanimity before and indifference to fortune not through insensitivity, but 
through his sensitivity to his sensitive nature.

The fourth letter ends with Rousseau invoking the principle that con-
stitutes what we have already seen him call “my entire philosophy,” which 
he here equates with “the entire art of being happy” (ML 1105). And the 
key principle at the heart of this art and philosophy is the “interior voice.” 
Healthy philosophy and the happiness it brings rest entirely on this interior 
voice: “learn to hear it and follow it,” he tells Sophie (ML 1105). This is not 
new advice; in the first letter he asked Sophie “only to interrogate your heart, 
and to do what it prescribes to you” (ML 1083).19 Yet the repetition of this 
call here clarifies the task ahead in the final two letters: to give a name to this 
interior voice we so need to hear, and to show the way by which we can follow 
and act upon it.

5
The fifth letter is the second part of the inquiry that began in the fourth let-
ter. Here Rousseau continues his inquiry into the self, with the aim of now 
extending this inquiry to its furthest reaches and discovering what in fact 
defines the self at its core. The fifth letter to this end begins with a striking 
claim about both the nature of morality and the nature of the self. “All the 
morality of human life consists in the intention of man. If it’s true that the 
good is good, it must be so at the bottom of our hearts just as in our works, 
and the primary reward of justice is to feel that one practices it” (ML 1106).20 
Here Rousseau signals that now he means to go all the way down and shine 
the light of his torch on “the bottom of our hearts.” And in so doing, what he 
expects to find is what nature meant for us “to feel.” And this most natural 
feeling or sentiment consists in a feeling that amounts to a pleasure one takes 
in being just: proof that “moral goodness conforms to our nature” (ML 1106).

The task ahead for Sophie and all who seek the good is clear: “to reenter 
oneself, to examine, all personal interest aside, what our natural penchants 
carry us to” (ML 1106). Here again, it is impossible not to be reminded of the 
second Discourse. There too Rousseau famously proposed to strip man of the 
self-love he had acquired over the course of his evolution in civilization in 
order to reveal his natural sentiments. When he did so, he of course found the 

19  Cf. E 565–66.
20  Cf. E 595–96, noting especially the crucial substitution of “judgment” for “intention”; cf. Rousseau’s 
drafts of the Lettres passage transcribed at OC 4:1796n(b) for 1105.
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two natural sentiments of amour de soi and pitié. For evidence of natural pity, 
the Discourse famously invokes the experience of the feelings of a spectator 
witnessing the suffering of the innocents at the hands of the powerful. Rous-
seau appeals to the same evidence in the fifth letter. “One sees on a street or on 
a path some act of violence and injustice: at that instant a movement of anger 
and indignation raises itself up from the bottom of the heart and carries us 
to take up the defense of the oppressed” (ML 1106–7).21 Yet as clear a reprise 
as this is of the evidence for natural pity given in the second Discourse, the 
Lettres morales gives this phenomenon a different name:

There exists therefore at the bottom of all souls an innate principle of 
justice and of moral truth anterior to all national prejudices, to all the 
maxims of education. This principle is the involuntary rule by which, 
despite all our own maxims, we judge our actions and those of others 
good or bad, and it is to this principle that I give the name conscience. 
(ML 1108)22

What Rousseau once called pity, he now calls conscience. And a tremendous 
amount in fact hangs on what might seem to be a minor terminological shift. 
Pity and conscience are both natural (or “innate”). Pity and conscience both 
instinctively lead us to concern ourselves with the welfare of human beings 
beyond ourselves. But conscience, unlike pity, forms the ground on which 
we make our judgments, and specifically our moral judgments. It is thus pre-
sumably for this reason that Rousseau calls conscience not merely a natural 
sentiment, but a natural “principle.” For where pity merely provides us with 
impressions, conscience provides us with a type of information to which we 
can then apply the particular form of cognition he here calls judgment.23 

Rousseau reprises these themes in the conclusion of the fifth letter, in a 
key passage that will later reappear at an important moment in Emile:

Conscience, conscience, instinct divine, voice immortal and celestial, 
certain guide of an ignorant and limited but intelligent and free being, 
infallible judge of good and evil, sublime emanation of the eternal 

21  Cf. the revision of this passage in E 596, which suppresses the language reminiscent of pity. Rous-
seau seems to have struggled even with the initial drafting of this passage for the Lettres; see the 
editor’s notes in OC 4:1797n(a) to 1107, and Autobiographical, Scientific, Religious, Moral, and Literary 
Writings, 308n104.
22  Cf. E 598.
23  I provide a fuller account of the distinctiveness of Rousseau’s concept of pity in Love’s Enlighten-
ment: Rethinking Charity in Modernity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017); and “Pitié 
développée: Aspects éthiques et épistémiques,” in Philosophie de Rousseau, ed. Blaise Bachofen et al. 
(Paris: Classiques Garnier, 2014), 305–18.
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substance, which renders man similar to the Gods: it is you alone that 
comprises the excellence of my nature. (ML 1111)

Conscience, strikingly, is not merely natural, but the mark of the divine on 
our nature and the voice of God within us. Rousseau uses the reprise of this 
passage in the vicar’s creed in Emile to explore the theological implications of 
this idea.24 Yet these issues are not pursued in the Lettres, which limit them-
selves to the epistemic and moral implications of conscience thus conceived. 

First, as we have seen, conscience makes it possible to “judge” in ways 
that befit an “intelligent” being. Conscience, in short, is what makes it 
possible for Rousseau to resist or reject the Lockean claim that “there is in 
human understanding only what is introduced in it by experience and we 
judge nothing except by acquired ideas” (ML 1108). Conscience is, in Rous-
seau’s view, the voice of nature speaking within us, as others have noted.25 
But as important is the fact that conscience allows our nature to speak in 
ways that our reason can hear. Conscience, that is, is a particular form of 
“natural sentiment” that prompts in us both “love of the good and hatred 
of the bad” and renders this love and hatred intelligible to reason. The fifth 
letter twice reiterates that “we feel necessarily before knowing,” and indeed 
“to exist, for us, is to feel, and our sensibility is incontestably anterior to our 
reason itself” (ML 1109).26 These claims about the lexical priority of feeling to 
reason remind us that knowledge and reason each have their place, and that 
proper feeling consists not in blind sensation but in sentiment amenable to 
reason. The discovery of conscience is thus the discovery of the nexus that 
makes this passage from feeling to reason possible. Put in the terms of earlier 
letters, conscience is inner sentiment that contains within itself the handle 
(prise) that enables reason to grasp it. In this sense conscience is presented 
here as both the long-sought foundation for reason and Rousseau’s solution 
to the mind-body problem.27

The natural voice of conscience also has a second significance. For not 
only is it the ground of judgment, but Rousseau also calls it a “certain guide” 
for our lives and indeed the source of our “excellence.” Conscience thus has 
not just epistemic but ethical implications; to follow conscience is not merely 

24  See E 600–601. The Emile passage omits the reference to “sublime emanation of the eternal 
substance.”
25  See, e.g., Abizadeh, “Banishing the Particular,” 565.
26  Cf. E 599–600.
27  In this context cf. Church on the role of freedom in this process (“Rousseau, the Value of Existence, 
and the Sacredness of Citizenship,” 404–5).
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to prepare the grounds for reason but also to follow the path to virtue and 
happiness. To follow the voice of conscience is thus not merely to obey nature 
but to discover “with what sweetness it approves what it commanded” and 
indeed the “charm one finds in tasting the interior peace of a soul content 
with itself.” Conscience is the source of the “unalterable contentment” the 
just person finds everywhere, in society and solitude alike (ML 1107).

6
The fifth letter is the peak of Rousseau’s conceptual inquiry; with the con-
cept of conscience it presents the heart of Rousseau’s philosophy. Yet the 
Lettres morales is not solely a philosophical inquiry; its stated aim of course 
is to promote Sophie’s perfection. This aim largely receded from view in the 
fourth and fifth letters, yet it reemerges to take center stage in the sixth and 
final letter. For with conscience discovered we can now turn to the last, prac-
tical task. Thus the opening of the sixth letter: “Finally we have a sure guide 
amidst this Labyrinth of human errors, but it’s not enough that it exists—it’s 
necessary to know it and to follow it” (ML 1112).28 Rendering conscience 
practical thus requires two specific things from us: learning to hear its voice, 
and learning to act in accord with what it says.29

The first of these tasks Rousseau believes to be complicated, if not imper-
iled, by the condition in which we find ourselves today. We are, he tells us, 
“incessantly occupied by public opinion,” with the result that we constantly 
live outside of ourselves. The necessary remedy is withdrawal: “Let us begin 
by regaining [redevenir] ourselves, by concentrating ourselves in ourselves, 
by circumscribing our soul by the same limits that nature has given to our 
being.” Man’s first task is to separate himself “from all that is not him” (ML 
1112–13). To this end, Rousseau implores Sophie: “Collect yourself, seek 
solitude.” Only once one has returned to the self can we begin to engage in 
healthy philosophy (ML 1113). 

Rousseau’s call for withdrawal and solitude seems on its face reminiscent 
of his other praises of solitude, both early (the first part of the second Dis-
course) and late (the Reveries). But in fact Rousseau has something slightly 
different in mind in calling Sophie here to solitude. Her solitude is not meant 
to be that of the one outside of society. On this he is explicit: “I’m not there-
fore saying to you: quit society; I’m not even saying: renounce dissipation and 

28  Cf. E 601.
29  Cf. E 594–95.
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vain worldly pleasures.” The solitude that Sophie must seek is one she can 
enjoy in the midst of society, one that will teach her “how to be alone in the 
middle of the world”—“the sort of solitude at issue here is less that of shutting 
your door and staying in your room than that of taking your soul out of the 
crowd” (ML 1113). Sophie thus needs to learn to live with herself at the same 
time that she lives with others. In this respect, she is being encouraged to live 
in the same space that Emile will be encouraged to occupy.

Rousseau has at least two reasons for encouraging Sophie to seek solitude 
of this sort. The first is that Sophie’s withdrawal into such solitude will help 
her better attend to her conscience.30 Far from the chatter of the crowd and 
the noise of the passions, Sophie will be as well positioned as possible to hear 
conscience’s voice. At the same time, learning to hear the voice of conscience 
is not the end of the moral life, but its beginning. Rousseau knows the great 
appeal withdrawal into undisturbed silence has for some of us. But virtue, 
he insists, cannot be realized in a state of isolation even if it must begin with 
withdrawal. And thus the second reason why Rousseau calls Sophie to expe-
rience the solitude of the solitary in society. Put simply: insofar as morality 
requires not just feeling but acting, and specifically acting in a specific way to 
and for others, virtue can be realized only in a social condition.

The final section of the sixth letter details the sort of social action expected 
of the virtuous. But first Rousseau makes a final clarification, insisting briefly 
but crucially that the most important effect of listening to the voice of con-
science is that doing so awakens a specific sentiment in the self. To illustrate, 
he compares this process to that of how we awaken a limb fallen asleep: just as 
the limb is revived by gentle massage, the soul is revived by pleasant feelings, 
and above all the pleasant feeling aroused in us when we recall moments when 
we have acted well.31 The significance for morality of this feeling prompted 
by willed memory should not be underestimated; Rousseau goes so far as to 
insist that “the sentiment of pleasure in doing good” is “the initial foundation 
[prise] for all the other virtues” (ML 1116). Here Rousseau not only reprises 

30  See Di Palma, “Ethics of the Lettres morales,” 249–50. In this context see also Shklar’s striking sug-
gestion that Rousseau called Sophie to abandon the world and enter within in part so that she would, 
in retreating to her heart, there find Rousseau himself, after he had ceased to be part of her world 
(Men and Citizens, 229).
31  Cf. E 559. On the ways in which the Lettres morales here anticipate Confessions, see esp. Perrin, 
“Rousseau et saint Francis de Sales,” 222–23. The ways in which both the Lettres and Emile use this 
“nostalgic memory” to motivate moral action is especially well treated in McCallum, “Nostalgic 
Enlightenment,” esp. 1258 and 1261. In this context see also Di Palma’s treatment of how the “proper 
cultivation of the inner life” must precede moral agents’ “placing themselves in the service of their 
fellows” (“Ethics of the Lettres morales,” 233, see also 252).
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his language of the prise, but he also makes the remarkable suggestion that 
the feeling that most matters for morality is not the pain we feel at the distress 
of others, but the pleasure we feel when we remember actions we have taken 
to relieve these pains. In short: “the exercise of beneficence naturally flatters 
amour-propre” (ML 1116).32

Alone, our greatest pleasures thus come from recalling past moral acts to 
mind and experiencing the good witness of the self they awaken in us. With 
others, it is precisely the prospect of continuing to enjoy this good witness 
of ourselves that leads us to act morally. Rousseau ends the sixth letter by 
imploring Sophie to leave behind the comforts of home and hearth and seek 
out “the sick, the poor, the oppressed.” Only by living with them and serving 
them will she discover her genuinely “noble” function of acting in such a way 
that there come to be fewer evils on earth as a result of her existence (ML 
1117). The feeling of pleasure in beneficence is then the means by which con-
science leads us to action. Thus Rousseau’s virtuous cycle: doing good leads 
us to feel good about ourselves, and the desire to feel good about ourselves 
leads us to continue doing good for others.

7
The Lettres morales is an imperfect text. Perhaps for reasons owing to the 
limits of the epistolary genre, and perhaps for reasons owing to its date of 
composition, it is a text that introduces more questions than it is able to 
resolve. In particular, Rousseau’s attempt to graft the practical morality of 
the sixth letter onto the conceptual foundations of the first five letters seems 
rushed, even forced. As one suspects Rousseau himself likely recognized, a 
genuine resolution of this and several other tensions in the text would require 
more time and more space, and indeed one way to approach Emile and Julie 
is as attempts to work out problems set forth in the Lettres morales.

But more important than the fact that the Lettres morales is an imperfect 
text is the fact that it is a synthetic text. It aims to reconcile several seemingly 
incompatible binaries—sentimentalism and materialism, nature and virtue, 
feeling and reason—in ways that open up new horizons. Most importantly, 
it aspires to answer a question that would continue to occupy Rousseau and 
others in the years to come: that of how fundamentally sentimental beings 
can become dutiful and virtuous beings without doing an injustice to their 

32  Cf. de Man, who suggests that in the Lettres morales, “virtue is spoken of in terms of a narcissistic 
economy of personal well-being,” which results in “the association of virtue with pleasure” (Allegories 
of Reading, 243–44); see also Di Palma, “Ethics of the Lettres morales,” 228 and 256.
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natures. Among much else, study of the Lettres morales can thus help us see 
that Rousseau’s mature ethics was born in an effort to resolve the tension 
between “Romanticism” and “Kantianism” even before the world had heard 
of either.
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Plato’s Theaetetus is extremely philosophical. It consists largely of extensive 
theoretical disquisitions and challenging arguments about cosmological, 
metaphysical, and epistemological matters. Any thorough investigation of 
the dialogue must examine these long passages. The dramatic action of the 
dialogue, however, is no less important. The dialogues are plays, with plots. 
One must analyze the interlocutors, discover their motives, their strengths 
and weaknesses; what they really think, in case they are not openly saying it. 
The full meaning of the theoretical passages does not emerge until they are 
reconsidered in their dramatic context. 

The provocative title of this essay does not mean that sophistry as such is 
closer to the truth or a better life than philosophy as such. What it names is a 
triumph that the sophist Protagoras1 enjoys on this occasion, on the dramatic 
level, over a character in the dialogue, Theaetetus2—a triumph that Socrates 
abets. Now, the putative theme of this dialogue is “What is knowledge?” 
This is the question which Socrates raises and returns to despite the lengthy 
digressions. Thus, this essay will eventually relate Theaetetus’s defeat to the 
question, “What is knowledge?” 

Considerations of space preclude any detailed description of the course of 
the drama. This paper must focus tightly on three of its key features. Readers 

1  The picture of Protagoras presented here is indebted to Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), 117 and n47, and Liberalism Ancient and Modern 
(New York: Basic Books, 1968), 55ff.; Seth Benardete, “Theaetetus Commentary,” in The Being of the 
Beautiful (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984); and Robert C. Bartlett, Sophistry and Political 
Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016). 
2  The discussion of Theaetetus here is highly indebted to indications by Benardete, Being of the Beau-
tiful. A few points of especial relevance are referenced in notes below.
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must familiarize themselves with the rest on their own; but it is a worth-
while and necessary project temporarily to resist immersion in the extremely 
rebarbative theoretical passages to ask oneself what is going on between the 
human beings. 

Still, we now review the whole story, however fragmentarily, to help read-
ers orient themselves. The dialogue is in two parts: much the longer part is a 
conversation between Socrates and two others—one Theodorus of Cyrene, a 
wandering teacher of mathematics, astronomy, harmony, and so forth; and 
Theaetetus, a student of his, a quite brilliant boy in his teens. This encounter 
takes place on the very day in which Socrates meets the indictment against 
him at the court. 

This whole conversation is introduced by a brief frame whose dramatic 
date is much later; Theaetetus is dying, having been gravely wounded while 
fighting bravely in battle. Two old friends of Socrates meet and discuss the 
sad news. Now, history reveals to us that Theaetetus grew up to be a brilliant 
mathematician; some of his accomplishments are remembered to this day. 
One friend, named Euclides, recalls that Socrates had correctly predicted 
“noteworthy”3 things from Theaetetus on the basis of one conversation (Tht. 
142d2). He says nothing as to the specific character of Socrates’s prediction, 
but, whether because of the prediction or not, he has actually made this par-
ticular conversation into a book. The two friends go to his house and the 
book is read aloud to them and us. Euclides’s comments on his editing of 
Socrates’s reports of the conversation (143b5–c6) reveal that he had no inter-
est in its dramatic aspect—which the length and the dazzling character of its 
theoretical portions may explain, but do not excuse. We must remedy his lack 
of insight.

The conversation, thus semi-reproduced for us, runs roughly as follows. 
In a gymnasium Socrates accosts Theodorus and asks if he has any promising 
students; Theodorus says that Theaetetus is the best student he has ever seen. 
The boy then joins them, and after some preliminaries Socrates asks him to 
answer the question, “What does knowledge [epistēmē] seem to you to be?” 
(146c4). Considerable prodding and jockeying ensue; Theaetetus first offers a 
list as a definition; Socrates gives the midwife speech. Finally, Theaetetus says 
that knowledge is perception. 

3  All translations from the Greek are by this author. 
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Socrates responds by claiming that Theaetetus is saying the same thing 
that the famous sophist Protagoras meant in a book of his when he wrote that 
“man is the measure of all things.” This is far from obvious, but Theaetetus 
accepts the assertion. It emerges that Theaetetus has read Protagoras’s book. 
Soon after, Socrates says that Protagoras in turn meant the very same thing 
that Heraclitus and all the other philosophers, including Homer, meant when 
they said that everything is in flux. Theaetetus does not follow but is willing 
to believe it. Two-thirds of the dialogue is then devoted to an exposition and 
refutation of these doctrines about flux—that is, not directly exploring the 
question “What is knowledge?” 

In the middle of this comes a digression in which Socrates describes the 
philosophers whom he calls “the leaders” (173c6). Then there is a refutation 
of the flux doctrine, after which Socrates forces a return to the question of 
knowledge, although Theaetetus wants to linger over deep philosophical 
problems that have just been raised. 

Having thus returned to the question of knowledge, they refute The-
aetetus’s original definition. Theaetetus then tries two other definitions; but 
by the end of the dialogue (after one last, long, thorny, and fruitless digres-
sion on the possibility of false opinion) those too have been refuted, and the 
conversation ends with no positive conclusion whatsoever about the putative 
theme of knowledge.

At this point Socrates reveals that he must go to be indicted at the court. 
Some minutes after this he is having the conversation reported in the Euthy-
phro in the outer porch of the court building. 

We will now examine two crucial features of the drama, comprising sec-
tions 1 and 2 below. The third feature and the relation of all three to the 
question “What is knowledge?” are treated in section 3.

1
Socrates decides to let Theaetetus be a mathematician: he does not try to 
convert him to philosophy as he himself lives it.4 As mentioned above, 
Theaetetus grows up to be a distinguished mathematician, but Euclides’s 
remark was unrevealing as to what in particular Socrates’s prediction was 
about, whether it was about mathematics, philosophy, or loyal civic bravery. 
Socrates’s old friends may be oblivious to any important distinction between 

4  See Benardete, Being of the Beautiful, 1:131.
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being a mathematician and being a (Socratic) philosopher. We must not imi-
tate them in this.

Admittedly and importantly, Socrates himself obscures this difference 
in the conversation. Socrates calls geometry “a philosophy” (143d4), and his 
later description of those engaging in “philosophies” clearly includes The-
odorus (and perhaps Theaetetus) (172c4). Recall that Theaetetus has read 
Protagoras’s book; indeed, he has read a key part of it “often” (152a6). Thus he 
has intellectual interests and ambitions beyond mathematics in the direction 
of philosophy. Nothing in the conversation, however, would make Theaetetus 
draw a distinction between mathematics and philosophy, and so he leaves it 
thinking that mathematics is “a philosophy,” that he can further his aspira-
tions to philosophy through mathematics. Furthermore, Socrates intimates 
here that mathematics is superior to Socratic philosophy in an important 
respect. Indeed, for all that he has been pushed around in arguments by 
Socrates, Theaetetus leaves thinking that in this important respect he, The-
aetetus, is superior to Socrates—he is more likely to attain knowledge;5 and 
Socrates deliberately lets him go with that opinion. 

In the midwife speech, Socrates in effect says to Theaetetus that every 
time he tries to advance in wisdom (“become pregnant”) he must come 
to Socrates. In the speech (150d2–e8) Socrates describes people who were 
entirely ignorant or unlearned (amatheis, from the same root as “mathemat-
ics”), but who then associated with Socrates and started becoming very 
impressive both to themselves and other people. Then they thought they 
did not need Socrates any longer, so they dropped the acquaintanceship. As 
a result, they started “having miscarriages”; they brought up unfertilized 
eggs instead of real infants (and so on), and presently they were once again 
amatheis in their own and others’ eyes. The speech seems like a rebuke to 
Theaetetus for never having sought Socrates out and a warning lest he suffer 
the same fate (150d–151c). It would be a stern one, given how intellectually 
ambitious Theaetetus is, and how much he turns out to have heard about 
Socrates without ever seeking him out (see below).

Thus the midwife speech; but there is a striking difference between all 
this and what Socrates says at the end of the dialogue. There he says, “If, after 
this, you attempt to become pregnant, Theaetetus, and do become pregnant, 
you’ll be filled with better [thoughts] than these thanks to the present search” 
(210b8–c1). He drops the insistence that if he becomes pregnant again, 

5  See ibid., 161, for a striking discussion of this.
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Theaetetus must come back to Socrates. Does Socrates think that Theaete-
tus has become immune to false pregnancy “thanks to the present search,” 
such that he no longer needs someone to examine whether his offspring is 
an unfertilized egg or a real child? That is highly unlikely on the basis of 
the conversation as recorded. Theaetetus is extremely intelligent, but by no 
means is he beyond the need for a critical interlocutor. Socrates here is, subtly 
but firmly, dismissing Theaetetus. 

Socrates is going to be dead soon, so perhaps there is little point in 
encouraging Theaetetus to associate with him. On this point, however, Seth 
Benardete says something worth recalling. If Theaetetus had turned out to 
be somebody that Socrates was more interested in—“someone for whom 
Socrates could have been of decisive help,” as Benardete specifies6—might 
Socrates have taken steps to delay his death? It goes too far to think seriously 
that Socrates would have gotten out of dying just to nurture Theaetetus, but 
the direction of Benardete’s remark is the right one: Theaetetus did not arouse 
in Socrates a desire to pursue him. And Socrates does not tell Theaetetus to 
be sure to find another midwife in case he should no longer be around, which 
he easily could have said. Instead, he leaves him with Theodorus and with 
his sense of self-sufficiency, an ungrounded one as regards philosophy. As 
regards mathematics is a different question.

As to what in particular Theaetetus knows about Socrates: just before the 
midwife speech Socrates asks Theaetetus whether he has heard that Socrates 
is an absurd person and drives people to impasses. Theaetetus acknowledges 
that this is indeed what he hears (149a8). But this is not all: Theaetetus has 
heard about Socrates’s questions and deliberately imitates him, but he has 
never sought him out (148e1–5). He thinks that he has already gotten all he 
needs from Socrates just from hearing that Socrates asks questions, obvi-
ously including “What is…?” questions. He thinks that anyone sufficiently 
intelligent knows how to ask those.7 The midwife speech does not convince 
Theaetetus that he was wrong in all this. He has believed the gossip about 
Socrates in concluding that he would be just as good at arriving at results. 
After all, Socrates seems never to arrive at positive results at all, and indeed 
proclaims to Theaetetus that he has never had a “[wise] discovery” born in his 
soul (150c8–d1). Theaetetus does acknowledge that his attempts at imitation 

6  Ibid., 89. However, Socrates could still have found him an interesting object of study for a while. In 
the last sentence of the dialogue he agrees to come back the next day; and he does appear, thus setting 
up Sophist.
7  On the difficulty of asking a “What is…” question correctly, see Benardete, Being of the Beautiful, 1:99.
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have been barren so far, but the equally barren results of the present conver-
sation can only strengthen his belief that Socrates will be of little positive help 
in attaining knowledge. And Theaetetus does not want to become a Socratic 
midwife. All this negates any effect the minatory examples of the midwife 
speech may have had. Reflecting on the extremely aporetic tenor of the con-
versation, especially the end, suggests that Socrates intended all of this. 

By the end of the dialogue Protagoras is no longer an attractive model 
to Theaetetus either: there is no historical evidence that he pursued natural 
philosophy at all. Rather, he continued his mathematical studies, leading 
to his actually amounting to something. Socrates hoped for all this too, it 
seems, for nothing in the conversation seems to threaten Theaetetus’s confi-
dence in mathematics. 

2
The second crucial feature of the drama is Protagoras’s victory. It consists 
in this: for all the time Socrates spends on Protagoras, Theaetetus and 
Theodorus fail to see Protagoras’s true doctrine. Socrates drops hints and 
warnings about it: he gives these two a chance to understand what Pro-
tagoras truly holds. He indeed supplies enough for us to understand what 
Protagoras truly holds. However, they fail to understand either his doctrine 
or his private reasons for his way of life: they fail to pierce deceptions which 
he has put forward in front of himself. 

Recall that Socrates is dealing with a saying from a book by Protagoras, 
which he quotes as follows: “Man is the measure of all things, of the things 
which are, that [or: how] they are, of the things which are not, that [or: how] 
they are not” (152a3–6). Then Socrates unexpectedly asks, “Wasn’t Protagoras 
all-wise, and didn’t he speak in riddles to us, the common dust-heap, while 
saying the truth in secret to his pupils?” (l52c6–8). There is a secret teaching 
behind the written utterance. Socrates soon points out the riddling falsehood 
in the famous saying: the word “are,” as in “things which are.” “Are” and “are 
not” are not truly applicable to things. Nothing “is” or “is not”: everything is 
pure becoming (152d8–e1); the flux doctrine, as we have called it.

Thus we seem to have arrived at the secret teaching. But later, after a set of 
elaborate descriptions, with the full flux doctrine laid out, Socrates points out 
another perplexity. Their conversation has concluded that if the flux doctrine 
is correct, then every man’s opinion is true—so then, why would anyone need a 
teacher? But Protagoras is a teacher. His doctrine conflicts with his profession. 



2 3 5The Victory of Sophistry in Plato’s Theaetetus

Socrates says, “How shall we say that Protagoras was not just singing beguil-
ing songs in saying these things?…[Aren’t all attempts at teaching] immense 
foolishness if the Truth of Protagoras is true and he was not joking when it 
cried out from the shrine of his book?” (161d8–162a3). Is then the secret flux 
doctrine a joke? Or what? Somewhat later Socrates reveals that it is not even 
a secret doctrine. It used to be a secret doctrine: the ancients hid it from the 
many with their poetry. However, the moderns, including Protagoras, declare 
it openly (180d4–8). Is there then no secret doctrine? Or is there something 
even more secret? And how would an even more secret doctrine resolve the 
tension between the now-public flux doctrines and Protagoras’s profession? 

These questions are answered by a speech which Socrates puts into 
Protagoras’s mouth. We must note that Socrates does not present anything 
that Protagoras actually said; nor does he give his own unvarnished inter-
pretation of what Protagoras actually thinks; instead, he tells Theaetetus and 
Theodorus what Protagoras would say if Protagoras were here. 

Here is what Protagoras would say (166d–167c). He does not teach the 
truth, as opposed to falsehoods; it is impossible to do that. Rather, he replaces 
worse perceptions with better ones. He gives an example or model: wine in 
itself is neither sweet nor bitter. Sweetness or bitterness is a property of an 
interaction between (evanescent states of) human being and wine. But sweet 
is a better perception of wine than bitter, because someone who perceives 
it to be sweet is healthy and someone who perceives it to be bitter is ill. So 
the doctor does not teach the patient truer perceptions but rather replaces 
worse perceptions with better perceptions. Protagoras applies this model to 
the sophist and the orator. 

The wise and good orators make the good [ta chrēsta] things instead 
of the evil seem to be just to the cities. For as many things as seem just 
and noble to a city are just and noble to it, so long as it holds them to 
be so; but the wise man causes good [chrēsta] things, instead of things 
which are evil to them in each case, to be and to seem [just and noble]. 
And by the same rule the sophist, too, who is able to educate his pupils 
in this same way, is both wise and worthy of much remuneration from 
those thus educated. And in this way some men are wiser than others 
and, at the same time, no one thinks falsely and you, whether you want 
to or not, must endure being a measure. (167c1–d4; emphasis added) 

In what way is it true that man is the measure of all things? Protagoras has 
just retracted the radical version of “man is the measure of all things.”8 Man 

8  Prof. Bartlett suggests that Protagoras did include goods in his radical flux (thus secretly 
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is the measure of physical perceptibles, like sweet and bitter. Something 
called “the city,” on the other hand, is the measure of the just and noble. But 
neither the individual nor the city is the measure of the good. The good is 
good whether the city, the patient, or the student thinks so or not. There exist 
goods, but apparently that has nothing to do with that of which the city is the 
measure, namely, justice or nobility.

This is more sinister than the more radical version of “man is the mea-
sure.” If some decent man on the street hears, “Protagoras thinks there’s an 
objective good or objective advantage, but no objective justice or nobility,” he 
would reply that Protagoras thinks like a criminal. By contrast, after Socrates 
finishes this speech he tells Theodorus that he has given a very weak defense 
of Protagoras, but Theodorus loves the defense. He says that Socrates must 
be joking, for the defense was neanikos—that is, “very [perhaps excessively] 
vigorous” (168c8). And Theaetetus is silent. Theodorus and Theaetetus lack 
a kind of suspiciousness or touchiness about these matters that less sophis-
ticated, decent people have. But there is wisdom in the suspiciousness of the 
decent people. 

Now, if there is a true good, an objective good, why cannot justice be 
based on it? Why cannot one say that it is just for the orator to serve the 
good of the city, whether or not this seems “just” to the city itself? One could 
obviously ask the same question about the good of the student. And why was 
Protagoras’s speech so reticent about the bare existence of an objective good, 
let alone what it might be? Why is its indication of this fact so begrudging and 
unclear? The answer to all these questions is that there is a good, but there is 
no common good. There is no objective ground for a common good, either 
between orator and city, or between sophist and student. 

Consequently, another part of the final doctrine behind the speech is 
that the good and wise orator pursues what is objectively good for himself 
and makes it seem just and noble to the city; and similarly, that the sophist 
pursues what is good for himself and makes it seem just, wise, noble, and 
good to and for the student. Interests can converge accidentally, but there is 
no guarantee of that. When they do not converge, orators and sophists follow 

repudiating the speech that Socrates puts into his mouth here), and also that Socrates hinted at this 
somewhat later in the dialogue. Prof. Bartlett lays out profound reasons why Protagoras would want to 
do this. See Bartlett, Sophistry and Political Philosophy, 184ff., 200–203. All this is very powerful, but 
the present essay is less interested in Protagoras’s thought than in Socrates’s testing of Theaetetus, and 
it is difficult to see how Socrates could have expected Theaetetus to get the faintest inkling of any of 
this from Socrates’s later comments, let alone from the speech itself.
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their own good. And why not? There is no “good of the city” to set against 
them. In fact, Socrates earlier had denied in Protagoras’s name that there was 
any such thing as “the city” (157c), and we now see the relevant sense in which 
that is so. There is a group of people, but each of them has a set of individual 
selfish goods: the good orator naturally prefers his own selfish good to that 
of others.9 

Taking the thrust of the speech as definitive, we arrive at this: Protago-
ras’s subjectivism, which he first pretends to extend to the good, covers up 
an objective conflict of interest. This is why his true opinion is hidden. What 
would the objective good be in Protagoras’s true opinion? There is a tradition 
that Protagoras died the wealthiest man in Greece, and there are various ref-
erences in the dialogue to the vast estate that he left. This must weigh heavily 
in reflecting on what he thought truly worth pursuing. At least tentatively, 
one is inclined to conclude that in his true opinion the objective good is—vast 
wealth and great fame for wisdom. That is what he pursued, and that is what 
he got. Socrates intimates this at 180: 

Isn’t this so: we have received it from the ancients (although they con-
cealed it from the many by poetry) that as it happens the genesis of 
all other things is Oceanus and Tethys—streams—and nothing is at 
rest; but also from the moderns who, being wiser, display it openly, so 
that even cobblers, having heard it, may know of their wisdom and, 
no longer thinking foolishly that some beings are at rest and others in 
motion but having learned that all of them are in motion, may honor 
them. (180c8–d8)

Here Protagoras cares about universal honor and wants the many, even cob-
blers, to think that he is wise. Notice that Socrates says that the moderns 
make the teaching public because they are wiser than the ancients. They are 
wiser because they know more fully what is good about the radical doctrine 
of flux. They have realized that this good does not consist in opining or con-
templating the doctrine but rather in getting great honor from it. From this 
point of view, the difference between the sophist and the philosopher is their 
answer to the question of what is the highest good. They both believe that 
they possess human wisdom, but the content of that wisdom is different. For 
the philosopher the content of human wisdom is (among other things) that 
seeking wisdom about the beings is the highest good or the core of the best 

9  We should note that Prof. Bartlett’s interpretation does not reinstate any ground for a common 
good. See ibid., 185–86.
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life. For the sophist, the content of that wisdom is that fame and wealth are 
among the highest goods if not indeed the highest simply. 

There is a comical indication that Protagoras does not believe the flux 
doctrine in its radical form. Socrates’s first refutation of “man is the measure 
of all things” runs roughly as follows. Grant that everyone’s opinion is true; 
but most people do not agree with Protagoras: their opinion is that not every 
opinion is true. Socrates draws the inevitable conclusion: 

Socrates: Then…when he concedes, to someone who has the oppo-
site opinion, that he is saying the truth—then even Protagoras himself 
will agree that neither a dog nor some random person is a measure of 
even one thing which he has not learned. Or not?
Theodorus: Yes, it is so.
Socrates: So, since it is disputed by everybody, the “truth” of  
Protagoras would be true to nobody, neither anyone else nor him.
Theodorus: Socrates, we’re attacking my old friend too much. 
(171b6–c8)

But Socrates is simply stating the facts as they had emerged from the earlier 
speech: no one believes the most radical version of “man is the measure of all 
things,” starting with Protagoras himself.

Theaetetus and Theodorus remain blissfully unaware of all of this. 
They think to the end that Protagoras believes that man is the measure of 
all things; and they also think that in Protagoras’s opinion the good orator 
pursues the good of the city and the sophist pursues the good of the student. 
This is exactly what Protagoras wants them to think about him: this is his 
triumph. He gets what he wants: he succeeds in manipulating their opinions. 

Socrates refutes “man is the measure of all things”: both Theodorus and 
Theaetetus are convinced that Protagoras is wrong about this. But Protago-
ras does not want irrefutability, he wants great fame and great wealth. Now, 
how does one get fame for wisdom? Not by irrefutability: the most seriously 
intended and wise doctrines are open to very difficult objections. Protagoras’s 
alternative tactic is worth reflecting upon: he broadcasts elaborate, wonderful, 
bold, utterly radical cosmic doctrines, doing violence to ordinary language, 
flirting with self-contradiction, boldly stating things in the face of seemingly 
inextricable difficulties. In the end, any worked-out refutations are rare and 
do not gain wide attention. The doctrines are impressive to the vast majority. 
Some are impressed merely by the grandeur of the talk, which is all they see 
or care to see. As for the more analytical or intelligent, they tie themselves in 
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knots with the paradoxes, and they finally conclude, “This is beyond me—by 
Zeus, what a dazzling intellect Protagoras possesses!” Consider Theaetetus’s 
reaction to the flux doctrine as Socrates expounds it (157d8–10). Theaetetus 
belongs to and is a kind of emblem of the stratum of the “intellectual” many 
that is vulnerable to the charm of this kind of talk. The same must be said 
of Euclides, Socrates’s old friend from the introductory frame, who pains-
takingly preserved Socrates’s reports of the conversation, but only the parts 
that dazzled him. Now, Protagoras has other skills, connected with teaching. 
Those are his main sources of income and another source of fame; and as to 
them, the grandeur and apparent depth of the doctrines on nature help cast 
the suspicious aspects of his pedagogy into the shade.

However, it would not be right to wonder how Protagoras can enjoy fame 
for a wisdom which he knows he does not possess; Protagoras does think 
that he is wise. The fame he gains from his exoteric doctrines is based on his 
hidden wisdom. His true but imperceptible wisdom is the secret source of the 
flux doctrine—just as imperceptible motions are the secret source, according 
to the flux doctrine, of the play of perception. 

3
What is the relation of this drama to the question of what knowledge is? 
The answer to this begins with observing that Socrates has more in common 
with Protagoras than he does with Theaetetus and Theodorus: both Socrates 
and Protagoras seriously question the goodness of knowledge as such. At a 
certain time in his life Socrates began to ask, What kinds of knowledge are 
really worth having, and why? In the Apology of Socrates (22c–e) he goes to 
the artisans, and he finds out that they know many things while he knows 
nothing. Thus they are wiser than he is, and he has refuted the Delphic 
Oracle, the putative motive for his philosophizing in the first place. But he 
says that when he considered what he knew that he did not know, and what 
the artisans thought they knew but did not know, he decided that he was 
better off. As a result, he continued examining people, and the continuation 
of Socrates’s career is premised on this belief, that the knowledge Socrates is 
seeking is more worth having than the knowledge the artisans already have. 

For Theaetetus the first question is “What is knowledge?” whereas for 
Socrates the question became “What knowledge is really good?” or put more 
trenchantly, “What does wisdom about the good consist in?” Thus the real 
theme of the drama of the Theaetetus is “What does wisdom consist in?” or 
more narrowly, “What is the relation of wisdom to knowledge?” 
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Before Socrates raises the question of what knowledge is, Theaetetus 
accepts very easily that “wisdom and knowledge are the same thing” (145e). 
The whole discussion of “What is knowledge?” is carried out under the sup-
position that this question is identical with the question “What is wisdom?” 
In fact, however, this is denied twice in the dialogue, once implicitly and 
once explicitly.

In the flux doctrine, we have on one hand the claim that knowledge is 
perception, and on the other hand the claim that imperceptible agencies are 
the true source of perceptions (156a–157b). It follows that these true causes 
are unknowable. Nevertheless, let us imagine that the flux doctrine is true, 
and furthermore that it is wise to hold that the flux doctrine is true. In that 
case, wisdom would include opinion or hypothesis.10 That would be an opin-
ion which, because of the nature of the case, one could never convert into 
knowledge, but it would nonetheless be wisdom. There is no guarantee to 
human beings that the truth about the most fundamental causes will turn 
out to be knowable.11

Much more explicitly, Socrates is his own name says the following about 
wisdom: 

God is nowhere and in no way unjust but is as just as it is possible to 
be, and there is nothing so much like him as whichever of us should 
become the most just in turn. The true cleverness of a man, and also 
his nothingness and cowardice, concern just this matter: for the cog-
nition [gnōsis] of this is wisdom and true virtue, while the ignorance 
of it is stupidity and manifest vice; and the other sorts of seeming clev-
erness and wisdom that arise in political power are crude, and in the 
arts low. (176c1–10)

Wisdom is not the same as knowledge (or “cognition”) but is rather knowl-
edge of certain very important things. Not all kinds of knowledge are worth 
having. Now, this speech is a myth (see below), but it very clearly raises the 
problem, and Theaetetus never catches on to it. 

True, it was Socrates who first asked, “What is knowledge?” here. But 
investigating that question is not Socrates’s motive for asking it: for here we 

10  “Wisdom” in this matter must include a judgment as to the goodness of holding the hypothesis. 
On this latter point, consider Leo Strauss’s claim that for Xenophon’s Socrates the good is an object of 
phronēsis, not of sophia (and so, presumably, not of epistēmē either). Leo Strauss, Xenophon’s Socrates 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1972), 119–20.
11  Prof. Bartlett’s interpretation of Protagoras centers around this lack of any guarantee. Consult the 
passages cited in note 8 above.
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have the third important facet of the drama. Socrates comes to the gym to ask 
that question because he has heard that one of Theodorus’s brightest students 
is going about asking it and making himself offensive to people. This emerges 
after Socrates rejects Theaetetus’s first account of knowledge (which, it will 
be recalled, is a list). In response to this rejection, Theaetetus gives a long 
mathematical example of the kind of answer that he thinks Socrates wants. 
At this point Socrates suggests that Theaetetus try to imitate that example in 
defining knowledge. Theaetetus responds: “But know well, Socrates, I have 
tried to look into that many times, hearing reports brought back of question-
ing [lit. “questionings,” plural] by you. But on my part I can’t convince myself 
that I have anything adequate to say, nor can I hear anyone else speaking the 
way you demand—nor, still, can I stop being concerned about it” (148d5–e5; 
emphasis added). Does Socrates’s question here merely happen to touch upon 
the very matter that Theaetetus has been pressing upon other people? This 
concurrence is explained more reasonably by assuming that Socrates has got-
ten wind of Theaetetus’s activities.

When Socrates first asks the question about knowledge, he does not 
address it exclusively to Theaetetus: he addresses it to a whole group of youths 
accompanying him, adding, “What do you (plural) say?” What ensues is a 
thundering silence. Socrates then says, “Why are you (plural) silent?” and 
continues, “I hope I haven’t been boorish in my eagerness” (146a). The youths 
received his question not only with silence but with sullen looks: they are sick 
of the question, and they do not want to give Theaetetus another chance to 
be annoying about it. 

Socrates is not surprised by this. Theodorus had said that Theaetetus 
is both very courageous and “exceptionally gentle [pra(i)on]” (144a), but 
Socrates has heard otherwise. At the very end of the dialogue, in a sentence 
already quoted in part, Socrates says to Theaetetus, continuing the midwife 
metaphor: “If you remain barren, you will be less harsh and gentler/civilized 
[hēmerōteros] with your companions” (210c). Theaetetus exhibits no signs of 
harshness in the conversation we see;12 but Socrates has heard about it and 
has just confirmed it with the reaction of the other youths. 

In sum: as discussed in section 1 above, Theaetetus hears reports about 
Socrates asking difficult questions, plural, and considers himself capable 
of asking them on his own. As he intimates here, he thinks that from the 

12  See Benardete, Being of the Beautiful, 1:182. On Theaetetus’s tendency to ingratiate himself to his 
elders, see ibid., 93.
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beginning he knew, and was seeking, the right way to speak in response 
to them, that is, the way that Socrates insists upon. On top of that, the one 
question he himself has fastened on is what knowledge is. Socrates comes to 
discover why. What kind of person thinks that this is the first Socratic ques-
tion to ask? Or why does Theaetetus think this? There may be more than one 
type of person who thinks this.

Theaetetus’s attraction to this question is connected to his inability to 
see through Protagoras: it is a wider inability or unwillingness to narrow in 
on important questions concerning knowledge—including but not limited to 
questions about its worth. 

Theaetetus strongly presupposes that knowledge is one thing, and that 
a definition of it is extremely revealing. This, however, is not true. Consider 
Nicomachean Ethics, book 6 (1139bl5), where Aristotle says: “The things by 
which the soul possesses truth by affirming or denying are five in number,” 
and then he lists instances. The phrase “that by which the soul” etc. sounds 
like it could be a definition of knowledge; but in the sequel what is of real 
interest is the list (technē, epistēmē, phronēsis, sophia, and nous). Perhaps one 
can give a global definition of knowledge, but it is not as interesting or impor-
tant as examining the various kinds of knowledge.

In our dialogue there is an indication of this multiplicity in the “false 
opinion” section. With the famous “wax tablet” image, Socrates and Theaete-
tus explain to their complete satisfaction false opinion concerning perceived 
things. But there is another kind of false opinion that seems not to involve 
perception (thinking that 7 + 5 = 11, for example). Clearly the wax tablet 
model is not going to explain this kind. Socrates says: “But then it’s necessary, 
isn’t it, to show that opining false things is anything whatever rather than a 
mismatch between thought and sense: for if it were that we would never be 
deceived in thoughts by themselves. As it is now, however, false opinion does 
not exist, or it is possible for someone not to know that which he knows” 
(196c). But it does not follow that false opinion does not exist if they can-
not explain nonperceptual false opinion: they have already explained false 
opinion that arises from perception quite adequately. They have in fact just 
discovered that there are at least two different kinds of false opinion. The 
reason Theaetetus does not see this is that he does not expect there to be 
two kinds of false opinion, just as he assumes that there are not two kinds of 
knowledge. For, as Aristotle says somewhere in the Posterior Analytics, it is 
likely that a word has two meanings if its opposite has two meanings. 
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Plato’s Meno points in the same direction, for in it Socrates asks Meno 
what something is (namely, virtue), Meno answers with a list, and Socrates 
rejects the answer. Soon past this point, Socrates tells Meno to look for that 
one thing which runs through all the virtues in just the way that something 
runs through health, and Meno responds, “Somehow it seems to me, Socrates, 
that this is no longer the same kind of thing” (73a). Meno does not think that 
any one thing common to all the virtues is substantial or important. Socrates 
must prod him into continuing the investigation as though it were. Theaete-
tus, by contrast, goes right along with the same demand. Is Theaetetus right 
and Meno wrong? The following, from the Politics of Aristotle, is relevant here: 

The moderation of a woman and of a man are not the same…and it 
is similar with the other [virtues] too.…Those who speak in general 
terms, that “to have a soul in good condition is virtue”…or some such 
thing, deceive themselves. Those who enumerate the virtues, as Gor-
gias did, speak in a much better way than do those who define [in 
general terms]. (1260a20)

Meno should have stood his ground, and reflecting on Aristotle’s example 
both here and in the Ethics suggests that one is better off looking into 
the different kinds of knowledge than belaboring the question “What is 
‘knowledge’?”

To investigate the different kinds of knowledge is to be faced with the 
question as to which is the most important.13 Theaetetus very much wants 
knowledge to be truly one thing, for he very much wants it all, as such, to 
be wisdom and to be equally valuable, which (once again) is linked to his 
inability to see through Protagoras. Revealingly, the actual refutation of 
Theaetetus’s definition of knowledge as perception happens very quickly and 
spontaneously: Theaetetus grants that sense-perception does not attain all 
the way to ousia (“essence” or “substance,” 182b1–c7), and he immediately 
refuses to rank as knowledge anything that does not. This refusal obviously 
happens because he thinks it self-evident that any such thing is not exalted 
enough to merit the term. 

All this is connected to a certain cowardice that dogs Theaetetus. This is 
not physical cowardice: recall his conduct in battle. Rather, he has a kind of 
philosophic cowardice. This cowardice is pointed to by the praise of philoso-
phy in the middle of the dialogue, whose specific grounds reveal a great deal 
about Theaetetus. Socrates is in the middle of a complicated argument when 

13  See ibid., 175.
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he suddenly stops and exclaims over how many more arguments are facing 
them. Theodorus says, “Aren’t we at leisure, Socrates?” Socrates responds: 
“We seem to be. And often indeed at other times, O inspired one [daimonie], 
I have thought, but also right now, how plausible it is that those spending a 
lot of time in the various kinds of philosophy [en tais philosophiais] should 
appear ridiculous as orators if they enter the law courts” (172c). Theodorus 
asks him what he is talking about, and with that as an excuse Socrates starts 
praising philosophy. 

He does so in somewhat the following terms. First, because it is leisured. 
People brought up in philosophy get to take up whatever argument pleases 
them and put it down again; the arguments are there at their command. 
These leisured people are contrasted to those who frequent the law courts 
from their youth. The latter are un-leisured, and not only because they are 
always rushed by court procedures. Much more importantly, “Great dangers 
and fears [are thrust] upon their souls while these are still tender [because 
they are dealing in life-or-death things], which they cannot bear with jus-
tice and truth; so they turn straight to falsehood and returning injustice for 
injustice…so that they become grown men from being lads having nothing 
healthy in their thought” (173a–b). 

Next, Socrates paints a vivid portrait of what he calls the “leading” phi-
losophers. (He says, “Why would anyone speak about those who spend their 
time philosophizing badly?” [173c].) The leading philosophers do not know 
their way to the agora, the courtroom, or the assembly. They never see or hear 
laws, debates, or decrees. They do not know that they do not know this. They 
do not even know whether their neighbor is a human being or some other 
kind of animal. They think about the things “below the earth and…above 
the sky” (173e).

In these respects the leading philosophers resemble the Socrates of the 
Clouds. But they also think about “what a human being is, and what is proper 
for such a nature to do or undergo differently from other things” (174b). Now, 
how can one do this last if one does not know whether one’s neighbor is a 
human being or not? Two possible ways come immediately to mind: look 
at oneself, make oneself the measure of all human things; or, look at the 
nonhuman whole, the heavens and the earth, and make them the measure.14 
And, indeed, the leading philosophers despise three kinds of people: they 
despise the rulers because they are not leisured, that is, because they are not 

14  Ibid., 131–32.
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like themselves; they despise the rich, because their estates are small com-
pared to the entire earth; and they despise the nobly born, since seven or so 
noble ancestors are very few compared to the total number of ancestors every 
human being has (174d–175b). 

Socrates does know the way to the agora. He does listen to political 
speeches (he remarks in Gorgias that he heard Pericles advising the Athe-
nians to rebuild the Long Walls). He certainly knew that his neighbors were 
human beings. At the beginning of this dialogue he says the only thing he 
investigates is which youths are really promising (143d). This is an exaggera-
tion; but it is clear that in Socrates’s opinion one primary way to get to know 
human nature is to examine not only yourself but also your neighbors. 

However, the most crucial contrast between Socrates and others is 
between Socrates and those who frequent the law courts. It is this: Socrates’s 
soul was able, without turning to falsehood and injustice, to bear the burden 
of fears and dangers associated with philosophizing. He did have something 
healthy in his soul, in spite of the fears and dangers with which he lived. 

Obviously Socratic philosophy is fearsome: it got him killed. Obviously 
Socrates had whatever kind of courage could face that danger. Theaetetus’s 
philosophic cowardice is different. He has a high opinion of himself, based 
on his great intelligence and his budding mastery of mathematics. At 155c–d 
Socrates implies that he has the temperament of a philosopher. He obviously 
considers himself (and indeed resembles) a member of Socrates’s band of 
leading philosophers. More than that: in Socrates’s praise at 176c–177a of 
God and the godlike, he hints that if Theaetetus continues philosophizing in 
the same way that he is now, he will resemble God. Theaetetus can go from 
high opinion of himself as a brilliant boy straight to high opinion of himself 
as godlike. What is the significance of this? Theaetetus would be able to face 
bravely the danger that the city would put him to death for philosophiz-
ing. What he could not face bravely is losing his self-respect. If Theaetetus 
adopts the self-understanding provided by Socrates, he does not have to go 
through any process of self-doubt or self-criticism, let alone self-contempt or 
self-condemnation. 

Theaetetus wants and needs knowledge to be sought with no further 
motive, and this motive to need no further justification. At 155d4 Socrates 
famously says that “feeling perplexed wonder” is the archē of philosophy, and 
he attributes just that feeling to Theaetetus. Theaetetus needs that wonder 
to be the source underlying all philosophizing, not merely the “beginning,” 
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and to be self-evidently just. He inarticulately feels that the only legitimate 
good to be gained through philosophy is knowledge—that is, certainty—for 
its own pure sake: therefore, for him the first question that must be answered 
is “What is knowledge?”—that is, “How do I know that I know?”

By contrast, Socrates’s way of maintaining, or continually reestablish-
ing, a firmly grounded self-esteem occurs via repeatedly raising questions 
(although not in front of everybody!) that his society has told him only con-
temptible people raise. And he raises them honestly: Socrates faces squarely 
the possibility that something about himself that he was proud of may turn 
out to be trivial or even contemptible. In fact, it seems certain that he has had 
this experience. Indeed, he takes seriously the possibility that Socratic phi-
losophy as such, he himself qua Socratic—a dialectical, independent seeker 
after truth in a critical relationship with every familial, moral, political, and 
theological authority—is contemptible and damnable, and maybe irretriev-
ably so. If it seems self-evident to someone that there is no danger that this 
project is contemptible or damned, if that possibility has never struck home 
for someone, then he or she does not really understand what it is for philoso-
phers to raise radical questions in a world with so many prior claims on them. 
Socrates spares Theaetetus all of this. Theaetetus would not want to do this; 
he would be worse off if he were forced to try—he would be a sort of haunted 
Socratic and not a happy man.15

There is something very impressive about this Socratic daring, the will-
ingness, even compulsion, to run any risk and question any taboo if the stakes 
are high enough. If what is at stake is his true happiness, his happiness based 
on truth, there is nothing Socrates would not dare. This daring has a kind 
of exhilarating, slightly vertiginous character, but it might nevertheless be 
a great vice, one peculiar to the most lavishly endowed natures. But if—and 
perhaps only if—Socratic philosophizing really is the best life, then it is a 
crucial component of philosophic courage. 

In the end, then, we must conclude that Socratic philosophizing is not for 
everybody, not even everybody with a very powerful intellect and aspirations 
to philosophy. This helps explain why Plato occasionally presented Socrates 
surrounded by a wider field populated by persons seeking what we might call 
“knowledge” or “wisdom,” with the more or less conscious attitude (whatever 
the deeper situation) that they were seeking it “for its own sake”—persons 
who, while more reputable than Socrates, were willing to be identified as 

15  For an unhappy Socratic, see Apollodorus in Plato’s Symposium, especially 173d1–e3.



2 4 7The Victory of Sophistry in Plato’s Theaetetus

philosophers. There are several dialogues where Socrates is elaborately 
polite to such people. Theaetetus is one of them, and Sophist, Statesman, and 
Timaeus are as well. 

Plato’s concern for the future of Socratic philosophy itself, its survival in 
later times, also led to this. It led to a wide presentation of “philosophy” which 
could gain the approval of several kinds of people who were not attracted to 
some striking surface facets of Socrates’s own philosophizing as Plato reports 
it. This clarifies Plato’s reluctance to stake the survival of philosophy either 
on the Theory of Forms or on the edifying myths that his Socrates sometimes 
recounted. Not everyone is drawn to the Forms; not every aspiring philoso-
pher will have anything but contempt for those myths. The Forms are crucial 
in the Callipolis of the Republic: they serve as politically authoritative para-
digms accessible only to philosophers. By contrast, Plato can entirely omit 
the Forms from Theaetetus because they are not needed in the drama, being 
irrelevant to Theaetetus’ss and Theodorus’s extremely apolitical concerns. 

And, after all, these concerns in themselves do have deep sway over them 
and, though not Socratic through and through, are genuinely intellectual. 
Protagoras’s victory over Theaetetus in this drama does not mean that he 
led a better life than Theaetetus did; and there is little point in denying that 
mathematics is a kind of knowledge.
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In a wide-ranging and precise study, Christopher Kelly asks himself whether, 
and in what sense, the sentiment of injustice can be said to be natural accord-
ing to Rousseau.1 The experience of the unjust accusation for the “broken 
comb” as it is narrated in the Confessions, Emile’s indignation faced with his 
uprooted beans in book 2 of Emile, and finally the observation reported in 
book 1 of an “inconvenient crier” made furious by his nurse’s “rather light 
blow” lead the reader to think that in Rousseau’s eyes the sentiment of the 
just and the unjust takes root naturally and immediately from the experience 
of an injustice one has suffered. Now, right after having stressed that the 
example of the infant struck by his nurse would have sufficed to convince 
him of the character, “innate to the heart of man,” of the “sentiment of the 
just and the unjust,” Rousseau speaks of “this disposition of children to rage, 
vexation, and anger” which is “very different,” says Kelly, from the sentiment 
of the just and the unjust. If the latter seems truly “innate,” it also seems 
“malleable,” a second character which casts an incertitude, a haziness over 
the former. In any case, the sentiment of the just and the unjust “takes the 
form more of indignation against injustice than of a love for justice.”2 

Christopher Kelly then remarks that Rousseau, according to context, 
proposes “different theoretical explanations” of this moral phenomenon. The 
point is evidently a capital one. It is a particularly significant fact, however, 
that in the Second Discourse, precisely his most “theoretical” work, one finds 
no specific reference to the sentiment of the just and the unjust. Rousseau 

1  See Christopher Kelly, “Du caractère naturel du sentiment de l’injustice,” in Penser l’homme: Treize 
études sur Jean-Jacques Rousseau, ed. Claude Habib and Pierre Manent (Paris: Classiques Garnier, 
2013), 155–66.
2  Ibid., 157.
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stresses there that natural men, having among themselves no kind of com-
merce and therefore no idea of justice, are unaware of the sentiment, or the 
resentment, of injury. He therefore blames the “philosophers” who make 
of savage man a “philosopher himself, discovering alone the most sublime 
truths, making for himself, by trains of very abstract reasoning, maxims 
of justice and reason drawn from the love of order in general, or from the 
known will of his creator.” Christopher Kelly does not fail to note that, in 
the Profession of Faith of the Savoyard Vicar, this “love of order” is said to 
belong, as one of its principles, to the “nature of man.”

I would like to pose a question regarding the troubling distance that 
Christopher Kelly points out between the descriptions or evocations of the 
moral experience of the just and the unjust, and the theoretical or scientific 
propositions which bear on the nature of man in Rousseau’s work. To do this, 
I will consider the text in which Rousseau boasts with the greatest abandon 
about the explicatory power of his “theory of man” as he sets it against, to say 
the least in his view, the disappointing pretensions of the doctrine of original 
sin that the archbishop of Paris raises against him in an argument clearly 
inspired by Pascal. Before reading the Letter to Christophe de Beaumont, 
however, it is indispensable for us to recall summarily the terms of the Pasca-
lian analysis of human injustice. 

The most significant fragment is no doubt the following:

The nature of amour-propre and of this human I is to love nothing but 
oneself and to consider nothing but oneself. But what will it do? It can-
not prevent that this object which it loves is full of defects and misery; 
it wants to be great, and it sees itself small; it wants to be happy, and 
it sees itself miserable; it wants to be perfect, and it sees itself full of 
imperfections; it wants to be the object of men’s love and esteem, and 
it sees that its defects deserve nothing but their aversion and scorn. 
This predicament in which it finds itself produces in it the most unjust 
and criminal passion that it is possible to imagine; for it conceives a 
mortal hatred for this truth which corrects him and convicts him of 
his defects.… 
 There are different degrees of this aversion for the truth; but one 
can say that it is in everyone to some degree, because it is inseparable 
from amour-propre.3

Pascal does not contest that human beings are unequally courageous, just, 
temperate, prudent, and so forth. He does not contest that some distinguish 

3  Blaise Pascal, Pensées, folio classique, ed. Michel Le Guern (Paris: Gallimard,1995), fr. 758, p. 499, 501.
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themselves by their virtues and good dispositions, and others by contrary dis-
positions. Nevertheless, beneath the infinite diversity and inequality of moral 
characters, there are as many selves which, certainly to different degrees, expe-
rience an insurmountable “aversion” for the truth which concerns them. There 
are the good or bad actions or dispositions of the moral agent, and there are, 
beneath this moral agent, selves, if not equally, at least similarly, prisoners of 
their amour-propre. Pascal wants to emphasize that the human will is not only 
a faculty which can take opposite directions, good or bad—a faculty flexible 
toward the good and the bad—it is also a condition which is essentially unjust, 
and that the human agent cannot rectify by himself. In this sense, the will, the 
organ of free choice, is at the same time the organ or the scene of a singular 
slavery from which man cannot free himself by his own forces. The organ of 
liberty is at the same time the root of a strange slavery. 

Now this fundamental characteristic of the human condition which the 
slavery of the will constitutes has escaped philosophies as it has pagan religions: 

Whoever does not hate in himself his amour-propre, and this instinct 
which prompts him to make himself God, is indeed blinded. Who 
does not see that nothing is more opposed to justice and to truth? 
For it is false that we deserve this, and it is unjust and impossible to 
succeed at it, since all demand the same thing. It is thus a manifest 
injustice in which we are born, of which we cannot rid ourselves and 
of which we must rid ourselves. 
 Yet no religion has noticed that it was a sin, nor that we were born 
in it, nor that we were obliged to resist it, nor thought to give us rem-
edies for it.4

And again:

No religion but ours has taught that man is born in sin, no sect of 
philosophers has said it, none has therefore told the truth.5

Hence, for Pascal, Christian revelation distinguishes itself first by the fact 
that it reveals man to himself, or more precisely, that it uncovers for him, at 
the same time as an enslavement which was until then ignored, a Liberator 
who was until then inconceivable. Here is how he indicates the order to be 
followed regarding this matter: 

Order.

4  Ibid., fr. 524, p. 359.
5  Ibid., fr. 397, pp. 252–53.
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 Men have contempt for Religion. They have hatred for it and are 
afraid it be true; in order to cure this, one must begin by showing that 
Religion is not contrary to reason, venerable, give it respect. 
 Then make it lovable, make the good wish that it be true and then 
show them that it is true. 
 Venerable because it understood man well.
 Lovable because it promises the true good.6

“It understood man well.” This argument is powerful, and probably deci-
sive, if it is verified. But how to verify it? How to assure oneself that one is not 
turning around in a circle? How does Pascal resolve this difficulty? 

One is at first tempted to say that he treats religion—and therefore 
Christianity—as a scientific hypothesis: certain singular features—cer-
tain “contradictions”—of the human condition having to be explained, the 
propositions of the Christian religion furnish the sole explanation that is 
both available and satisfying. Voltaire, one remembers, rejects this “way of 
reasoning”7 which he attributes to Pascal. The analogy, however, is not exactly 
pertinent. In effect, the instance that one would want to put here in the posi-
tion of hypothesis—namely, the “mysteries of Christianity,” especially the 
mystery of original sin—is characterized by a specific obscurity, whereas the 
scientific hypothesis distinguishes itself by its clarity to the eyes of reason. 
The hypothesis of atmospheric pressure, which Pascal verified in several 
famous “experiments,”8 is incomparably clearer than the thesis, received for 
a long time, according to which “nature has a horror of vacuum.” Now, what 
constitutes the “explicatory” validity of Christian dogma in Pascal’s eyes is, 
paradoxically, the contrast between its intrinsic obscurity and its power to 
enlighten. One remembers these winged words:

Certainly, nothing so rudely shocks us than this doctrine [of original 
sin], and yet without this mystery, the most incomprehensible one of 
all, we are incomprehensible to ourselves. The central knot of our con-
dition takes its coils and its twists in this abyss. Such that man is more 
inconceivable without this mystery than this mystery is inconceivable 
to man.9

6  Ibid., fr. 10, p. 69.
7  “This manner of reasoning appears false and dangerous: for the fable of Prometheus and Pandora, 
Plato’s androgynes and the dogmas of the Siamese, would give as good an account of these apparent 
contradictions.” Lettres philosophiques (Paris: GF Flammarion, 1964), XXV, 161.
8  See Blaise Pacal, “Expériences nouvelles touchant le vide,” in Œuvres complètes, ed. Henri Gouhier 
and Louis Lafuma (Paris: du Seuil, 1963), 194–263. 
9  Pensées, fr. 122, p. 115.
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We are not here in the circumstances of the experiment of the “equi-
librium of liquids.” The purpose of Christian dogma is not a theoretical 
proposition which leaves, or rather reinforces, reason, from now on enlight-
ened, in its seat; it is on the contrary a certain abandonment of reason, or 
more precisely, of the pretension of reason to furnish the highest rule of 
our lives: “it is not by the superb agitations of our reason, but by the simple 
submission of reason, that we can truly know ourselves.”10

However this may be, in his critique of Christian dogmas in the name of 
his “theory of man,” Rousseau sets the clarity and completeness of his hypoth-
esis of the natural goodness of man against the obscurity and narrowness of 
the “doctrine of original sin” which Christophe de Beaumont invokes against 
the theses of Emile.11 The archbishop of Paris’s argument in effect takes up 
again that of Pascal, or is inspired by it.12 And Rousseau, if he responds in 
these circumstances to the prelate, makes the most of it to develop a complete 
argument against Pascal. The following lines summarize the critical moment 
of that argument: 

Original sin explains everything except its own principle, and it is this 
principle which has to be explained.…Man is created good; we agree 
on this, I believe, both of us. But you say that he is evil because he has 
been evil; and me, I show how he has been evil. Which of us, do you 
think, has most successfully ascended to the principle?13

Rousseau here puts his finger on what separates his approach from the one he 
attributes to Pascal: for his part, he explains how man has become evil, while 
the dogma of original sin provides only a tautological explanation. One con-
ceives the victorious jubilation with which Rousseau recapitulates his great 
scientific effort, and stresses how this sheds light on the sadly familiar expe-
rience of evil among men—the experience which substantiates in the eyes 
of many the most intimidating dogma of Christianity. Even if one admits 
that the Christian religion has “understood man well” and that this dogma 
“explains” the constant virulence of wickedness in human life, how much 
more clearly, how much more completely explanatory the “theory of man” 

10  Ibid.
11  “Your unique proof against me is to put forward original sin.” Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Lettre à 
Christophe de Beaumont, in Œuvres complètes, ed. Bernard Gagenbin and Marcel Raymond, 5 vols. 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1969–1995), 4:937. Subsequent references to the Œuvres complètes (OC) are by 
volume and page number.
12  “I will not say if (as you boast) you clarify by this system the mystery of our heart, but I see that you 
greatly obscure the justice and goodness of the supreme Being” (OC 4:938).
13  OC 4:939–940.
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as Rousseau methodically deploys it appears, on the basis of the principle 
of the original goodness of man in Emile, and already, in a more compact 
form, in the Second Discourse!14 Nevertheless, do not this sentiment of vic-
tory and this tone of triumph rest on a misunderstanding? As I said, Pascal 
does not, properly speaking, propose a hypothesis. He is not a candidate in 
the scientific competition which Rousseau claims to have won hands down. 
It is certainly not he who would boast about “showing how” man has become 
evil. He stresses, on the contrary, the obscure, impenetrable character of 
the dogma. He even emphasizes his distance in relation to the attempts, as 
ingenious as they are eloquent, of Augustine to make the dogma humanly 
plausible by imagining what may have happened between Adam and Eve, 
Satan and God in the garden, for it is doubtless the great saint and doctor 
who is aimed at when Pascal writes: 

We conceive neither the glorious state of Adam, nor the nature of his 
sin, nor the transmission which was made of it in us. These are things 
which happened in the state of a nature altogether different from ours 
and which go beyond the state of our present capacity.15 

Where the theological tradition, including the most orthodox and 
accredited, mobilizes all the resources of reason and of the imagination in 
order to try to conceive how these great things could have happened, Pascal 
takes literally the mysterious character of the dogma, judging that all these 
conjectures are useless for the only thing that matters, to be delivered from 
the slavery of sin: 

All of this would be useless to know in order to leave it; and all that 
matters to us is to know that we are miserable, corrupt, separated from 
God, but redeemed by Jesus Christ; and it is that of which we have 
admirable proofs on earth.16

It is in the encounter between the most common human experience and 
the obscurity of the most impenetrable dogma that the light which sets in 
motion the becoming-Christian appears. Nevertheless, the dogma does not 
so much explain a wickedness that we already know in another way as it 
does a wickedness of which we were unaware—a wickedness, an injustice of 

14  In this latter work, Rousseau already presents his doctrine as a scientific hypothesis: “One must not 
take the research into which one can enter on this subject [the state of nature and the origin of society 
and inequality], for historical truths, but only for hypothetical and conditional reasonings…similar to 
those made every day by our physicists about the formation of the world” (OC 3:132–33).
15  Pensées, fr. 402, p. 264. 
16  Ibid. Emphasis mine. 
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whose depth we would forever remain unaware if the dogma of the Fall and 
of redemption, received in faith, did not give it to us to know. The dogma 
explains less than it warns us and opens to us another path: 

Whoever does not hate in himself his amour-propre, and this instinct 
which prompts him to make himself God, is indeed blinded. Who 
does not see that nothing is more opposed to justice and truth? For it 
is false that we deserve that, and it is unjust and impossible to succeed 
at it, since all demand the same thing. It is thus a manifest injustice in 
which we are born, of which we cannot rid ourselves and of which we 
must rid ourselves. 
 Yet no religion [save the Christian one] has noticed that it was a 
sin, nor that we were born in it, nor that we were obliged to resist it, nor 
thought to give us remedies for it.17

I have already cited these decisive lines from Pascal. Let us place beside them 
these no less decisive lines from Rousseau: 

I showed that the unique passion which is born with man, namely self-
love, is a passion indifferent in itself to good and bad; that it becomes 
good or bad only by accident and according to the circumstances by 
which it develops. I showed that all the vices which are imputed to the 
human heart are not natural to it; I told the manner in which they are 
born, I followed, so to speak, their genealogy, and I showed how, by 
the successive alteration of our original goodness, men finally become 
what they are.18

Rousseau and Pascal both invoke evidence, but it is not the same evi-
dence. Where Pascal asks, “Who does not see…?” Rousseau affirms, “I 
showed…” Pascal appeals to each one’s intimate experience, to the experi-
ence of the moral agent within each of us; Rousseau proclaims the perfectly 
and exhaustively demonstrative character of his theory of man. While Pascal 
urges the moral agent that we are to be thoroughly warned of the injustice 
of his amour-propre and of the obligation to cure oneself of it in practice, 
Rousseau draws us back well short of our practical condition since what he 
shows us is the “genealogy” of the moral agent within us, or how the human 
being passed from a condition of indifference to good and evil to a condition 
oriented or ordered according to this opposition. While Christian dogma 
absolutely rejects all pretension to know here below what it aims at, the 
theory of man proclaims an integral knowledge of everything that is to be 
known. While Christian dogma warns us to become Christian, encourages 

17  Pensées, fr. 524, p. 359.
18  Lettre à Christophe de Beaumont, in OC 4:936.
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us to do so, and provides us with the means, the theory of man declares that 
knowledge of man’s becoming is complete without the least reference being 
first made to eventual practical consequences. 

Some of these consequences, it is true, are not difficult to perceive. Doubt-
less the most important is that we ought in the end to consider human vices 
as superficial modalities of our being. How otherwise to see them developing 
themselves starting from a psychic condition or substance in which they were 
before absent? How otherwise to be capable of discovering and explaining 
when and how they “entered”?19 Evil, conceived as an accidental or circum-
stantial modality of an original passion that is fundamentally indifferent to 
good and evil, could not be profoundly rooted in us. That does not rule out 
that it is very virulent and very inconvenient, but it does rule out that it is 
profoundly attached to our nature. Hence Pascal and Rousseau, contrary to 
what this latter affirms, do not give different explanations of a same human 
phenomenon, of the same wickedness, but they orient us toward two very 
different phenomena, toward two opposed moral perceptions. While Pas-
cal affirms that “we are born unjust,”20 Rousseau affirms that “man is born 
good,” not only because he has demonstrated it but because he has “the hap-
piness to feel it.”21  From these opposed diagnoses flow opposite practical 
consequences. While Pascal sends everyone, and first of all himself, back to 
penitence, Rousseau directs the accusation against the others’ gaze22 or, in 
abstract terms, against “society” and “inequality.” 

◆  ◆  ◆

Let us try to collect the terms of the debate between Rousseau and Pascal. For 
the latter, the original phenomenon, upon which all depends, is the disposi-
tion of the will with which we are born, this essentially unjust disposition 
which makes it so that every self ceaselessly demands that the world be at its 
service, demands to be loved, esteemed, preferred. Rousseau shares up to a 
certain point this clinical description of amour-propre, underlining in par-
ticular—as does Pascal—this madness of amour-propre which makes it so 

19  “Let us set down as an incontestable maxim that the first movements of nature are always right: 
there is no original perversity in the human heart. There is not a single vice in it about which we can-
not say how and where it entered” (Émile, book 2, in OC 4:322).
20  Pensées, fr. 397, p. 252. 
21  See the “note for philosophers” in the “ Last response” to the critics of the Discourse on the Sciences 
and the Arts, in OC 3:80. 
22  See in the Confessions how he extenuates his misdeed in the affair of Marion’s ribbon, and regar-
ding the abandonment of his children.
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that each self demands of other selves that they prefer it to themselves. But for 
Rousseau this madness flows from a train of accidents and of circumstances, 
from a history which has turned self-love inside out, a disposition which has 
in itself nothing evil, into a vicious amour-propre. This amour-propre, viru-
lent as it may be, must be seen as a superficial modality of our being since it 
is something which has happened to self-love, and which therefore does not 
essentially belong to our being. 

The “theory of man” is the theory of self-love. The decisive “technical” 
element of the latter is that self-love is “the unique passion which is born 
with man” and that this passion is “in itself indifferent to good and evil.” 
Thus Rousseau does not say that man is born “just” or with a “good will.” 
He avoids the ground upon which Christian dogma finds its foothold and its 
meaning, that of the will. Self-love cannot be said to be good or bad because it 
is not a matter of the will. As a passion, therefore as passivity, it is necessarily 
indifferent to good and evil, the choice of good or evil presupposing the active 
intervention of the will. It is plausible that every human being finds in himself 
self-love as the first or essential passion, and an innocent passion as long as 
it does not motivate an unjust action toward other human beings, an unjust 
action which would demand the intervention of the will. Each one, originally 
and naturally, prefers himself, but this preference would not become unjust, 
or would not really become preference, until it becomes active and motivates 
an unjust action. In any case, in setting down that self-love is in itself indif-
ferent to good and evil, Rousseau deprives Christian dogma of its foothold in 
common experience. By placing at the center or at the root of human being 
a perfectly “neutral” power, he gives his theory an advantageously scientific 
turn, and opens a vast career for the ingenuity of the theoretician. What 
ancient or modern author was more cleverly persuasive than the author of 
Emile? Conversely, to start from the thesis that man is born unjust, or then 
that he is born just, severely circumscribes the theoretician’s scope. Christian 
dogma sets down these two claims together, the first man’s sin having lodged 
in injustice a being created in justice. 

How does one pass from a neutral power, indifferent to good or evil, to 
a psychological and moral faculty which confronts the alternative of good or 
evil? Rousseau assures that this is the work, or rather the effect, of “circum-
stances.” One must then admit that the will, which is present but dormant, 
was progressively awakened by the shock of accidents from the exterior. Thus 
a will which was at first entirely passive or morally indifferent, a will with 
neither direction nor any tendency whatever, actualizes itself by becoming a 
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vicious will, depraved preference, crazed amour-propre. If that is the case, the 
will as a capacity for good and evil does not properly belong to the nature of 
man. For the theory of man, one might say, man has—properly speaking—no 
will, save when it is bad. The disagreement between Rousseau and Christophe 
de Beaumont or Pascal does not revolve around the orientation of the human 
will, but on its reality. While Rousseau stresses its secondary and accidental 
character, Christian dogma brings out its power and its ambiguity: after the 
Fall, the human will remains flexible to good and evil, while at the same time 
being from then on the slave of a radically unjust disposition of which it can-
not be cured, except through grace. 

As I said, Rousseau turns to best advantage the ostensibly scientific char-
acter of a morally neutral self-love. At the same time, he derives advantage 
from the familiarity and obviousness with which this notion is invested in 
our eyes. Self-love—who would find it difficult to give a pregnant meaning 
to this notion? Nevertheless, this notion, as I have also stressed, entails an 
abyss of obscurity, insofar as from this passion, which is indifferent to good 
and evil, must arise a will able to choose between good and evil, or rather a 
principally bad will, since it is animated by amour-propre.

One could object that I have simplified, not to say distorted, the “theory 
of man” by not distinguishing from self-love, which is indifferent to good or 
evil, the original goodness which seems necessarily to entail a certain orien-
tation toward the good. Rousseau in fact expresses himself in this way: 

The fundamental principle of all morality, on which I have reasoned 
in all my writings, and which I developed in this latest one [the Emile] 
with all the clarity of which I am capable, is that man is a naturally 
good being, loving justice and order; that there is no original perver-
sity in the human heart, and that the first movements of nature are 
always right.… 
 I also explained what I understood by this natural goodness, 
which does not seem to be deduced from the indifference to good and 
evil which is natural to self-love.23

These propositions seem to imply that natural goodness includes a primi-
tive orientation of the will in the direction of good. In the subsequent lines, 
Rousseau complicates his analysis by bringing in the duality of the human 
being divided between the soul and the body, and what he calls “love of 
order” which is proper to the soul. He takes up again the dualist theses of the 
Vicar without taking up again the description that the latter gives of moral 

23  Lettre à Christophe de Beaumont, OC 3:935–936.
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experience, and which is close to Christian spirituality.24 He distinguishes 
three stages: the first is that of natural man who has no conscience because 
he has “compared nothing” and, “limited to physical instinct alone,” is “null” 
and “stupid”; the last is described thus:

When finally all the agitated particular interests clash, when self-love 
beginning to ferment becomes amour-propre, when opinion, making 
the entire universe necessary to each man, causes them all to become 
born enemies of one another and makes it so that none finds his own 
good except in the ill of another, then the conscience, weaker than the 
exalted passions, is stifled by them, and no longer remains in men’s 
mouths except as a word made to deceive each other mutually. Each 
one then feigns that he wants to sacrifice his interests to those of the 
public, and they all lie.25

This final stage is characterized by a specific moral orientation, but this 
one is entirely bad. If the moral ambiguity, the flexibility, of the human will 
must appear, it seems that it must be in the second stage of the development 
of amour-propre, the intermediary stage. It is the stage during which men 
“begin to cast a glance at their similars…to acquire ideas of propriety, of jus-
tice and order,” and the “morally beautiful begins to become perceptible to 
them, and the conscience acts.”26 The distinction between virtues and vices 
appears, but it strangely rests on a device in which the will does not intervene: 

Then they have virtues, and if they also have vices, it is because 
their interests clash, and their ambition awakens in measure as their 
enlightenment extends. But as long as there is less opposition of inter-
ests than there is agreement in knowledge, men are essentially good.27

It will be admitted that the theoretician here has trouble hiding his 
embarrassment. Thus, it is the interplay of “interests” and “knowledge” which 
determines men’s moral state, this latter never taking root in an ambiguous 
disposition of the will. It must, besides, be observed that Rousseau brings 
in the will in the description of none of the three stages of development of 
amour-propre; it is neither mentioned nor evoked in any of the three stages. 
This confirms, and to a certain degree explains, the distance brought out by 
Christopher Kelly between the descriptions Rousseau gives of the sentiment 

24  The Vicar says: “Feeling myself dragged along, combated by these two contrary movements, I said 
to myself: no, man is not one; I want and I do not want, I feel myself at the same time slave and free; I 
see the good, I love it, and I do the bad” (Émile, in OC 4:583).
25  Lettre à Christophe de Beaumont, in OC 4:937.
26  Ibid., 936.
27  Ibid., 936–37.
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of the just and the unjust, and the diverse theoretical explanations he gives 
of it. The theory of man is determined all the way through by an absence, 
the absence of the will. A sentence of the Letter brings out how much of a 
stranger Rousseau is to this principle of Christian, as well as pagan, ethics, 
according to which to regulate one’s life is to regulate one’s will: 

The theory of man is not a vain speculation, when it founds itself 
upon nature, when it proceeds with the support of facts through well-
connected consequences and when, in bringing us to the source of the 
passions, it teaches us to regulate their course.28

What does Rousseau mean by the “source of the passions”? It is this primitive 
passion indifferent to good and evil that is self-love, and it is also the disequi-
librium which will transform this indifference into a division between good 
and evil, but a division which does not have a properly moral character, the 
disequilibrium being between the opposition of interests and the extent or 
agreement of knowledge. In such a way that, properly speaking, the sentiment 
of the distance or the opposition between the just and the unjust remains 
unexplained in the “theory” of Rousseau, contrary to his ringing claims in the 
Letter to Christophe de Beaumont. In Pascal’s perspective, even if the Chris-
tian religion has “understood man well,” Christian mysteries cannot further 
“explain” moral experience since they forbid any access to the “great things”—
and first of all the Fall—to which they refer. Conversely, they preserve this 
moral experience and consolidate it by stressing, intensifying, engraving its 
characters: Christian life is only a constant effort to measure and to correct, 
with the help of God, the essential injustice of the self. If men knew why their 
will is divided, why they want the good which they do not do, and do the evil 
they do not want, they would not have this moral experience. If they knew 
how to explain why their will is enslaved, it would no longer be so.

28  Ibid., 941.



2 6 1A Socratic Pedagogy? Rousseau’s Response to D’Offreville 

© 2023 Interpretation, Inc.

A Socratic Pedagogy? Rousseau’s Response  
to D’Offreville

Je a n-F r a nç oi s  P e r r i n

Université Grenoble-Alpes (emeritus)

jeannicolasclamanges@gmail.com

All this, Sir, hardly seems very philosophical to you; nor does it to me.

—Rousseau to Aymon de Franquières

Study of Rousseau’s correspondence shows that he rather quickly compelled 
recognition as the fascinating figure of a possible moral guide or spiritual 
director, in the eyes of a whole generation of youth in search of orientation in 
the second half of a disoriented century, marked by the growing crisis of the 
state, the slow but certain retreat of Catholic practice and culture in France, 
and the emergence of new aspirations and new moral problematics that 
neither Catholicism nor abstract deism, nor modern atheism, could satisfy. 
Faced with this demand, Rousseau sometimes adopts an attitude of caustic 
rudeness, systematically counseling the path toward oneself in accordance 
with duties owed and commitments made, responding on practical terrain 
to the sentimentally virtuous fancies of his correspondents. Sometimes, too, 
he responds substantively: to the moral principles that Carondelet, who has 
lost faith and seeks truth on the side of contemporary freethinkers, claims to 
give himself, he sharply opposes the aporias of their materialist-necessitarian 
foundations, and leaves him with a farewell after having recognized the 
antinomy of their respective moralities, not without having deplored that 
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“the heart’s peace” is not granted the abbot.1 Does the young Aymon de Fran-
quières share his metaphysical doubts with him? Rousseau takes up again 
the whole chain of reasonings which were his at the time of the Profession 
of Faith of the Savoyard Vicar, but the body of principles has become more 
flexible: the proof of sentiment dominates, the necessity of being consoled no 
less, and the preference, not to say the roll of the dice for the cause of God 
rather than nothingness, because life is made better by it, at the risk of having 
believed in what is not.2 He also happens to recognize his powerlessness, as 
when faced by Henriette’s distress. “You are to me an afflicting and humiliat-
ing enigma. I believed that I understood the human heart, and I understand 
nothing of yours. You suffer and I cannot bring you relief.”3

In all these cases and many others, it is the word “duty” which arises 
under his pen as the foundation of his response, a duty to communicate a 
truth “which is not so much metaphysical as moral,” as he says to Dom Des-
champs.4 This commits him to an adaptation of his thought and of his style 
to the questions of his correspondents. In relation to this, what Christopher 
Kelly writes with respect to his approach to political questions applies just as 
well to the letters we are discussing: “His account of the practical limits of rea-
son.…led him to tailor his mode of presentation to the specific audience he 
had in mind for a particular work”5—the central stake being, as it is in all of 
his work, but most particularly in his letters, to discern “between useful and 
other truths.”6 Thus letters of moral and spiritual direction, but so to speak 
made to measure according to what Rousseau perceives one who is writing to 
him is able to understand and comprehend during some distraught moment 
of his existence, while gambling on the discernment of a celebrated author 
considered as a master of wisdom.

If, however, these letters are therefore responses as adapted as possible 
to their authors, Rousseau also knows that posterity will read them, since he 
organized everything in order to have his correspondence published: certainly 

1  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, letter of March 4, 1764, in Correspondance complète de Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, ed. R. A. Leigh, 50 vols. (Geneva-Oxford: SVEC, 1965–1988), 19:200 (no. 3166). Hereafter 
referred to as CC with volume, page number, and letter number.
2  January 15, 1769, in CC 37:13–27 (no. 6529). 
3  November 4, 1764, in CC 22:9 (no. 3621).
4  June 25, 1761, in CC 9:28 (no. 1437).
5  Christopher Kelly, Rousseau as Author: Consecrating One’s Life to the Truth (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2003), 103.
6  Ibid., 49.
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as documentation appended to his Confessions, but also because he judged it 
to be useful with respect to the transmission of his thought in the future. He 
was not mistaken in this plan, since some of his letters have become, to some 
degree, as seen by the critics, elements of his work considered on the same 
plane as his published works. This has been the case since the publication 
by Henri Gouhier of an anthology of “philosophical letters” collected from 
Rousseau’s correspondence, and which he presented “as appendices to vari-
ous chapters of his philosophy.”7 Such an inclusion does not need to be proved 
regarding the letter to Franquières, but it does need to be proved regarding 
the letter to d’Offreville, about which a recent commentator writes: “We will 
examine one of the most developed expressions of the doctrine of interest 
in Rousseau: that is the letter of October 1761 to Grimprel d’Offreville.…
We read this letter as a full-fledged work, which defends a precise position 
on interest.”8 It is the limits of such a strictly philosophical approach, which 
is moreover shared by the scholarly literature for half a century now, that we 
will examine, not in order to deny its pertinence from the disciplinary point 
of view for what it reveals, today, about the resonances of this letter with the 
fundamentals of Rousseau’s thought, but more in order to show that reading 
and study of this letter require taking into account its rhetorical dimension 
and therefore its enunciative disposition. To this end we will successively 
broach the topics of the religious system of reference in which d’Offreville 
presents his difficulty; then the at first deliberately destabilizing character of 
Rousseau’s response; next the pedagogical stakes of his enunciative strategy; 
and, finally, that of his prevarication regarding the metaphysical dimension 
of these questions, to the benefit of the suggestion of an experience of thought 
which he judges of a kind to clarify efficiently the controversy in question. 
We thereby hope to bring out certain aspects of what one could call a quasi-
maieutic epistolary pedagogy for the use of those to whom one must not 
under any circumstances tell everything because they are not well equipped 
for it, but whom one can try to lead to ask themselves good and useful ques-
tions instead of those in which they get themselves entangled.

7  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Lettres philosophiques, ed. Henri Gouhier (Paris: Vrin, 1974), 8.
8  Michael O’Dea, “L’intérêt chez Rousseau: Une réhabilitation en cours,” in Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
en 2012: Puisqu’enfin mon nom doit vivre, ed. Michael O’Dea, Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth 
Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 154.
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On Alms: Charity at the Risk of Interest

The problem that d’Offreville had submitted in his letter is the following: 
a friend with whom he is living on familiar terms and for whom, as his 
response of the 17th of October will attest, he feels great esteem, “claims, no 
doubt judging the sentiments of others on the basis of his own,”

that no man thinks, nor as a consequence carries out motions, except 
relatively to himself, even including his alms, and affirms that he is 
right to relate everything, even the good works he does, to himself. In 
vain did I represent to him that, since ambition and vanity ought not 
to be the spring that ought [sic] to stir our soul, one of the qualities 
that is essential and inseparable from alms both spiritual and bodily 
was to be vividly moved by the disgrace of the one to whom one gave 
them, that we would uselessly claim to enjoy the reward for our alms, 
if we give them either through vanity or with the aim of pushing away 
the miseries of our life. Finally, I was unable to bring into his heart 
this conviction that whoever, however noble the object he has in view, 
proposes only his own particular interest was far removed from his 
own advantage, that the wisdom and the heroism of virtue consisted 
in being animated by noble motives, that as for me I had always given 
alms with disinterested aims, and that I was easily persuaded that 
many others were governed by the same reflections.9

The terms in which d’Offreville poses this problem signal clearly that he rea-
sons, as to himself, within a Catholic framework; it is in effect only in such a 
context that his distinction of “alms as much spiritual as corporeal” makes 
sense, the first being defined thus by the Dictionary of Trévoux (1771 edition) 
in the article “alms”: “One sometimes calls alms, a spiritual deed of mercy 
practiced toward one’s fellow man; but in this sense one never says it alone, 
one adds the epithet ‘spiritual,’ spiritual alms; ‘alms’ alone always signifies 
manual alms.”10 

It is therefore not only a question of material beneficence, to take up again 
here a term put into competition with the term “charity” by the Enlighten-
ment since its promotion by the abbé of St. Pierre, but also of a purely moral 
beneficence practiced toward him who is supposed to experience the need for 
it. St. Thomas Aquinas formulates the distinction between kinds of alms thus: 

9  September 15, 1761, in CC 8:128–29 (no. 1494). 
10  Dictionnaire universel françois et latin, 6th ed., 8 vols. (Paris: Compagnie des libraires associés, 
1771), 1:647, https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Dictionnaire_de_Trévoux/6e_édition,_1771/AUMÔNE.
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“[it] is founded with reason on the variety of deficiencies of one’s fellow man. 
Some of them are relative to his soul, and spiritual alms are ordained for them. 
Others are relative to his body, and corporeal alms are ordained for them.”11 
As to their relation: “He who gives corporeal alms does not intend to buy a 
spiritual good by means of a corporeal good, because he knows that spiritual 
goods are infinitely superior to the corporeal ones, but it is by the sentiment of 
charity which animates him that he hopes to obtain a spiritual fruit.”12

D’Offreville formulates this fruit as a claim to “enjoy the reward of our 
alms,” the hope for which is strictly conditioned by their absolutely “disin-
terested” character, according to his own words. Here he follows the classic 
formulation of the First Epistle to the Corinthians which defines charity thus: 
“it does not seek its own interest,”13 a definition that  Fénelon, in his “Exposi-
tion of different kinds of love” which introduces his Maxims of the Saints 
Explained, clarifies by distinguishing what the soul wants for itself and what 
it wants for love of self:

The disinterested soul in pure charity waits, desires, hopes for God 
as her good, as her reward, as what is promised to her and which is 
everything to her. She wants it for herself, but not for love of self. She 
wants it for itself, in order to conform herself to God’s good pleasure, 
who wants it for her. But she does not want it for love of self, because it 
is no longer the motive of her own interest which incites her.14

It is true that d’Offreville admits, as an acceptable motivation for his act, 
the compassion experienced by him who benefits from his good work or his 
alms, an element which is outside of the Fenelonian definition, but he evi-
dently recognizes in that definition the precept of loving God and one’s fellow 
man as oneself which, according to Trévoux, “obligates us to do for one’s fel-
low man everything that we would reasonably want to be done for us” in case 
we would find ourselves in the same state of material or moral deficiency.15

11  Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae II-II, q. 32 (“Alms”), a. 2 (conclusion), ed. and 
trans. Projet Docteur Angélique (2017), http://docteurangelique.free.fr/livresformatweb/
sommes/3sommetheologique2a2ae.htm#_Toc476936718.
12  ST II-II, q. 32, a. 4, solution 2.
13  Saint Paul, 1 Corinthians 13:5, trans. Lemaistre de Sacy (Paris: R. Laffont, 1990), 1490.
14  Fénelon, Œuvres, ed. J. Le Brun, 2 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1983–97), 1:1011.
15  Dictionnaire universel françois et latin, 1:647. 
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For all that, one should point out, on this terrain of compassion for one’s 
fellow man, that his answer to Rousseau of October 17 insists upon a dis-
tinction, which is essential in his eyes, between what comes about through 
natural sentiment and what comes about through spiritual will, the second 
alone being the agent of authentic charity, while the first participates in the 
original corruption of humanity:

I say that the alms of those who act only through the sentiments of 
nature and through that so dangerous interest which has its source in 
our corporeal being do not belong to virtue, one of the moral attributes 
of divinity; that they cannot be the object of God’s rewards, who does 
works of charity only through an all-natural inclination, because man 
in his nature being physically or morally corrupted by sin, he loves 
only the search for his own interests and the rules of human propriety. 
Now, good works being by right divine, it is not by the senses that we 
ought to enjoy the pleasure of doing some, but uniquely through the 
sentiment of the spiritualized soul, from which we must necessarily 
conclude that everything that does not have its principle only in the 
human spirit cannot and must not be attributed to true religion.16

According to him, then, there is no authentic virtue if it is not purely 
spiritual in its intention, that is to say, ultimately of divine inspiration; this 
intersects with the classical debate about the virtues of the pagans, reconciled 
in the Trévoux in the article “alms” by means of a more accommodating per-
spective which claims that, without deserving heaven, their actions “have a 
moral goodness of a natural order, and which could by grace and a supernat-
ural motive, be elevated to the supernatural order. Such, for example, is the 
aid a Pagan gives to a poor person in his necessity.”17 This d’Offreville does 
not grant, all the more so in that with him the moral approach is founded 
upon a radically dualist philosophical approach to the relation between soul 
and matter (which the context allows us to situate as being on the side of 
Malebranchist occasionalism); that is what his answer of October 17 suggests:

I did not conceive. . . that man had to be metaphysically certain that 
another being which existed outside of us could be the occasional cause 
of our morally good or bad actions, without at the same time becom-
ing the object of our reflections that a cause superior to all motions 
has within it the faculty of forming, without deriving their origin in 
the senses? It is evident that I am speaking of the soul, that purely 
spiritual substance, the greater part of whose ideas and thoughts form 
within it and in its essence, without their being incited in it by the 

16  October 17, 1761, in CC 9:179–80 (no. 1511).
17  Dictionnaire universel françois et latin, 1:647. 
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impression of external objects: for there are other thoughts that our 
soul forms according to things that we represent to ourselves as a cor-
poreal image, and which are furnished to it by the vivid impression of 
the organ of the senses.18

Without Any Interest? A Provocative Response

Rousseau will not answer this second letter where, after the metaphysical 
digression just quoted, his correspondent develops his point of view and 
that of his friend fairly clearly regarding the judicial case that he himself had 
submitted to them in order to help them to clarify their disagreement. What 
might strike one at first in his answer to the first, is that despite what he could 
guess about the Christian presuppositions of his correspondent, it is not on 
this terrain that he chooses to answer him, as it appears from the manner in 
which he sums up the problem that is posed:

Your adversary maintains that every man acts, whatever he does, only 
relatively to himself, and that even to the most sublime acts of virtue, 
even to the purest acts of charity, each relates everything to himself.
 You, Sir, think that one must do good for the sake of the good 
itself without any return of a personal interest, that the good works 
that one relates to oneself are no longer acts of virtue, but rather of 
amour-propre; you add that our alms are without merit if we give them 
only through vanity or with a view to pushing away from our mind the 
idea of the miseries of human life, and in that you are right.19

On one hand, the reduction of every motive in every act to self-love considered 
as a fact—the adversary’s position; on the other, the radical incompatibility 
of every virtuous act with amour-propre and the lack of pity considered as an 
ought-to-be. Now, if he concedes the validity, in itself, of this moral require-
ment, it is to grant the essential of the opposing thesis:

But as to the ground of the question I must admit to you that I am of 
your adversary’s opinion: for when we act we must have a motive to 
act, and this motive cannot be foreign to us, since it is us that it puts 
into action: it is absurd to imagine that being me I would act as if I 
were another. Is it not true that if one told you that a body is pushed 
without anything touching it, you would say that this is not conceiv-
able? It is the same thing regarding morality, when one believes that 
one acts without any interest.20

18  October 17, 1761, in CC 9:179–80 (no. 1511).
19  October 4, 1761, in CC 9:143 (no. 1500).
20  Ibid.
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“One does not conceive that a being acts without motives, any further than 
one does that the arm of a balance moves without the action of a weight,” 
writes Diderot in his Letter to Landois (1756).21 But with the paradox of the 
self-moving stone (the Spinozist argument of the letter to Schuller22 which 
was “widely promulgated in the 18th century,” according to Véronique Le 
Ru),23 which aligns moral reason with physical reason, it is d’Offreville’s 
metaphysical and religious presuppositions which are instantly revoked, at 
least at first sight, in favor of what Pierre Force calls “the interest paradigm,”24 
summarized thus by Helvétius in De l’esprit: “if the physical universe is 
subjected to the laws of motion, the moral universe is no less so to those of 
interest”;25 a paradigm which runs from the Epicureans to Sade, while pass-
ing through Hobbes, La Rochefoucauld, and Mandeville, without denying its 
resonance into our own day.

If d’Offreville had reread the Discourse on the Origin and Foundations 
of Inequality, he would have found there that in the first state of nature, “the 
love of well-being is the sole motive of human actions,”26 and as to the state 
of society, everything functions there in fact as Hobbes and Mandeville 
described it. According to this a posteriori rereading, he could then have 
objected to the apparent agreement between Rousseau and his opponent 
about the role that pity, second natural passion anterior to reason, plays 
in his system, which, as we know, serves as lever to overturn Mandevil-
lian anthropology, because if the latter “sensed very well that with all their 

21  Denis Diderot, Correspondance générale, in Œuvres complètes, ed. J. Assézat and M. Tourneux, 20 
vols. (Paris: Garnier, 1875–77), 19:436.
22  “Conceive now, if you will, that the rock, while it continues to move, thinks and knows that it 
makes an effort, as much as it can, to move itself. Assuredly this stone, since it is conscious only of 
its effort and is in no way indifferent, will think that it is very free and that it perseveres in its motion 
only because it wills to. Such is the human liberty that all boast of possessing and which consists in 
this alone, that men are conscious of their appetites and are unaware of the causes that determine 
them.” Spinoza, Letter 58, in Œuvres, ed. and trans. Charles Appuhn, 4 vols. (Paris: GF Flammarion, 
1966), 4:304.
23  Véronique Le Ru, “Le scepticisme ‘raisonnable’ ou le matérialisme athée de D’Alembert à l’aune 
de la question de la liberté,” Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale, no. 93 (2017): 80. This argument is 
taken up again in the article “Liberté” in the Encyclopédie.
24  Pierre Force, Self-Interest before Adam Smith: A Genealogy of Economic Science (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2003), 7.
25  Helvétius, De l’esprit, 3 vols. (Paris: Durand, 1758), 1:73. 
26  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discours sur l’origine et les fondements de l’inégalité, in Œuvres complètes, 
ed. Bernard Gagnebin and Marcel Raymond, 5 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1959–95), 2:166. Hereafter 
referred to as OC with volume and page number.
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morality men would never have been anything but monsters, if nature had 
not given them pity in support of reason”:

he did not see that from this sole quality flow all the social virtues 
that he wants to deny men. In effect, what are generosity, clemency, 
humanity, if not pity applied to the weak, the guilty, or to the human 
species in general? Even benevolence and friendship are, to consider it 
well, products of a constant pity fixed on a particular object.27

But d’Offreville does not remember this, and the “wise man” to whom he 
submits his problem is careful, in all of his letter, not to breathe a single word 
of it to him, leaving him therefore with the sentiment that “at bottom” it is his 
opponent and friend who is right.

From Emile, then in press, Rousseau could moreover have drawn an 
argument of a nature to reassure his young correspondent, but he made noth-
ing of it. Thus when his response opens by presenting the problem posed as a 
correlative of that of knowing “whether there is a demonstrated morality or 
not,” he is silent about what he said regarding this in the Profession of Faith 
of the Savoyard Vicar:

If the conscience is the work of prejudices, I am no doubt wrong, and 
there is no demonstrated morality; but if to prefer oneself to every-
thing is an inclination natural to man, and if nevertheless the first 
sentiment of justice is innate in the human heart, let the one who 
makes of man a simple being resolve these contradictions, and I will 
no longer recognize any but one substance.28

D’Offreville could certainly have found there a concession to his opponent, 
starting this time however from the classical motif of homo duplex by com-
bining with the “selfish hypothesis” a paradigm just as well recognized in the 
history of ideas: that of the “moral sense” (Shaftesbury)29 either connatural or 
innate (Hutcheson, Smith) to the human species. When reading him, Rous-
seau could only have instantly sensed his adherence, a priori one might say, 
to the thesis of conscience as an innate divine instinct, immediately upon 
reading him, as his correspondent’s response will confirm with regard to the 
predictable future of the criminal juror reported in the case submitted to 
him, where it is question of “the conscience, that sentiment of our soul and 

27  OC 1:155.
28  Émile, in OC 4:584.
29  See Laurent Jaffro, “Les ambiguïtés et difficultés du sens moral,” in Normativités du sens commun, 
ed. C. Chappe-Gautier and Sandra Laugier (Paris: PUF, 2009), 303–18. 
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innate in all hearts, that irreproachable witness” etc. (Cf. the extract in note 
56 below.)

As to the argument in Rousseau’s response concerning the impossibil-
ity of a motion without cause in the material order as in the moral order, 
Emile presents it entirely differently by defining the human being, against 
Helvétius and the materialists, as able to put itself in action, that is to say, 
endowed with liberty:

No material being is active by itself, and I am. However much one 
disputes this with me, I feel it, and this sentiment which speaks to 
me is stronger than my reason which combats it. I have a body upon 
which the others act, and which acts upon them; this reciprocal action 
is not doubtful; but my will is independent of my senses; I consent 
or I resist, I succumb or I am victorious, and I sense perfectly within 
myself when I do what I willed to do, or when I only give way to my 
passions.30

Thus are the thesis of the necessary determination of all human acts by self-
love, and that of moral liberty in accordance with this necessity, included or 
harmonized with one another:

Doubtless I am not free not to will my own good, I am not free to want 
my own ill; but my liberty consists exactly in this, that I can will only 
what is fitting for me, or that I consider as such, without anything 
foreign to me determining me.

And when he objects to d’Offreville: “it is absurd to imagine that, being me, 
I would act as if I were another,” he has not forgotten that he wrote in Emile, 
immediately following upon what we just read: “Does it follow that I am not 
my master, because I am not master of being someone else than me?”31

Pedagogy: Making One Think without Indoctrinating

He therefore had at hand, within his own theses, enough to respond in accor-
dance with his doctrine to the anxiety of his young correspondent; and even 
without this, he could indicate to him the possibility of putting forward to 
his opponent a point of view such as that of a well-known Christian moralist 
like Jacques Abbadie: “consequently it is a great aberration to oppose the love 
of ourselves to divine love, when it is well regulated. For what is it to love 
oneself properly? It is to love God. And what is it to love God? It is to love 

30  OC 4:585.
31  For this and the preceding quotation: Émile, book 4, in OC 4:586. 
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oneself properly.”32 That is the heart of the Malebranchist argument against 
the quietism of pure love to which d’Offreville seems quite near. It is true 
that Abbadie is Protestant; but Rousseau could refer his correspondent to the 
article “Love” in the Encyclopédie which copies it out in extenso.

But instead of that, he did so to speak the exact opposite, by first simulat-
ing a core agreement with his opponent. Why did he proceed in this way? One 
can suppose that he preferred to push him to think by himself, rather than 
to reassure or indoctrinate him. That would be the reason why, once he has 
pummeled him a little, he encourages him to reflect on the meaning of the 
word “interest,” by suggesting that it could be that there is a latent disagree-
ment regarding this topic with his adversary. On one hand, a purely material 
interest: a kind of “commerce” of gratitude and/or of reputation obtained in 
exchange for a benefit granted without empathy, Rousseau rejoining here a 
classical criticism of the interest gift which runs from Seneca to Mme. de 
Lambert, and passing through Montaigne and La Rochefoucauld;33 on the 
other, a “spiritual and moral” interest “which does not at all depend on the 
advantages of society, which is relative only to us, to the good of our soul, 
to our absolute well-being. . .  which, for all that it does not have perceptible, 
material objects, is no less true, no less great, no less solid, and to say every-
thing in a word, the only one which, stemming intimately from our nature, 
tends to our genuine happiness.”34 

Robert Derathé held this distinction, which casts light in his opinion on 
what Rousseau intends in writing the Profession of Faith, to be fundamental: 
“I therefore do not believe. . .that it is impossible to explain by consequences 
of our nature the immediate principle of the conscience independent of rea-
son itself”; he interpreted there a psychological correspondence between a 
“metaphysical dualism” and a “duality of ‘primitive impulsions’”: instinct 
for self-preservation and moral instinct.35 A good half century later, Bruno 
Bernardi comments on the distinction in these terms: “False interest and 
genuine interest would therefore refer, in their opposition, to two distinctive 

32  Jacques Abbadie, L’art de se connaître soi-même ou la recherche des sources de la morale (Lyon: 
Anisson and Posuel, 1696), 244 (part 2, chap. 6).
33  See Jean-François Perrin, ”Un questionnement radical de la civilité des Lumières: La question de 
l’amitié dans la correspondance de Rousseau durant la crise des années 1757–1758,” in O’Dea, Rous-
seau en 2012, 9–28.
34  October 4, 1761, in CC 9:144 (no. 1500).
35  Robert Derathé, “Les rapports de la morale et de la religion chez J.-J. Rousseau,” Revue Philos-
ophique de la France et de l’Étranger 139 (1949): 151. His italics for the quotation (for the original 
quotation, see OC 4:600).
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principles: the soul and the body on one hand, the spontaneity of the self 
and social artifice on the other....Material interest is related to social artifice 
which first affects our mind. This interest which has as its object our abso-
lute well-being seems to be the very one that the second Discourse showed 
was related to the principle of self-preservation common to all those living. 
Material interest is an interest belonging to opinion and the spiritual interest 
is a vital interest.”36 This is a complete hermeneutic reversal, since the com-
merce of interest that Derathé relates to the instinct of self-preservation is 
now seen as artificiality belonging to opinion, while what he understood as 
moral instinct here becomes “vital interest.” Let us add moreover that a recent 
analysis of this letter defines this latter as a kind of spiritualist mutation in 
the problem of self-love since the second Discourse:

The second interest corresponds to self-love, since it “tends to our 
advantage without making use of anyone.” One will note (for it is per-
haps new) that genuine well-being is specifically linked to the human 
soul. Now, at the outset the distinction between self-love and amour-
propre did not entail that dimension; self-love in the man of Nature 
corresponds to a healthy will to preserve his own life and to assure his 
own well-being, this first man being an animal almost like the others. 
At the time of the Discourse on the Origins of Inequality, Rousseau 
does everything to make his thought compatible with the materialist 
convictions of his friends, without for all that adhering to them; in the 
letter to d’Offreville, on the contrary, as in the Profession of Faith of 
the Savoyard Vicar which shortly precedes it, the reality of the soul is 
loudly affirmed. The letter will in a way spiritualize interest, although 
within limits that are interesting to delineate.37

When Bernardi, on the basis of this letter, orients the whole of Rousseau’s 
system toward a critical problematization of the metaphysical dualism38 

often ascribed to him39—this to the point of interpreting in him a doctrine 
of immanence40—O’Dea seems to draw (prudently) in the other direction. 
One specifically encounters here a good example of Rousseau’s pedagogy for 
the benefit of young correspondents who were seeking his help with philo-
sophical and moral questions which had become central at some point in 
their lives—without having, most of the time, any training other than, at 

36  Bruno Bernardi, La fabrique des concepts: Recherche sur l’invention conceptuelle chez Rousseau 
(Paris: Honoré Champion, 2014), 285–86.
37  O’Dea, “L’intérêt chez Rousseau,” 155. 
38  Bernardi, Fabrique des concepts, 287.
39  Since Henri Gouhier, Les méditations physiques de J.-J. Rousseau (Paris: Vrin, 1970).
40  Bernardi, Fabrique des concepts, 298.
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best, a traditional one, and without having read his works themselves other 
than superficially or partially. Consideration of this subtle pedagogy, always 
directed to particular persons, is unfortunately neglected when it is reduced 
to the strict logic of concepts peculiar to philosophical hermeneutics.

For Rousseau evidently does not confine himself to matters relative to 
the question which worries his correspondent, in adding that with regard to 
this a Christian has no other alternative than to be consistent with his faith 
within the perspective of his salvation. It is in this that his best-understood 
interest consists, whether it obligates him to all sacrifices, or whether he sub-
limates his lesser benefits, as by the way d’Offreville, aspiring to enjoy the 
“reward” of his alms, was suggesting from the start—a retribution from the 
other world which falls anew under the cutting edge of the contrary thesis, 
one of whose formulations is, as Pascal writes, that “All men seek to be happy. 
This is without exception.…It is the motive of all the actions of all men, even 
those who are going to hang themselves.”41 That is certainly the foundation of 
what Diderot enjoyed pointing out in the article “Charity.”

The theologies are sufficiently in agreement in moderating both pure 
love and mercenary love; but some maintain that in order to attain 
the truth, one must reduce pure love to its rightful limits; others on 
the contrary, that one must correct mercenary love. These last proceed 
from an incontestable principle; namely, that we very naturally seek 
to make ourselves happy. That is, according to Saint Augustine, the 
most well-understood truth, the most constant and the most clarified. 
Omnes homines beati esse volunt, idque unum ardentissimo amore 
appetunt; et propter hoc caetera quaecumque appetunt. That is the cry 
of humanity; it is the inclination of nature.…It is evident that this 
principle, that man seeks in everything to make himself happy, once 
avowed, he has the same ardor for supernatural beatitude as he does 
for natural beatitude: it suffices that the first is known and demon-
strated to him. Let us effectively interrogate one’s own heart, for our 
heart can here represent that of all men: let us listen to the inner senti-
ment, and we will see that the aim of happiness accompanies men even 
in the occasions most contrary to happiness itself.

Rousseau therefore abandons the first proposed semantic distinction 
concerning the substantive “interest,” in order to suggest a third way which 
would focus the discussion upon the question of knowing if it is possible to 
do good for the sole pleasure of doing good, without any sort of calculation: 
“you will perhaps ask me if there is some other interest more immediately, 

41  Pascal, Pensées, in Moralistes du XVIIe siècle, ed. P. Sellier (Paris: R. Laffont, 1992), 363.
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more necessarily linked to virtue by its nature, and which must make us 
love it uniquely for itself.”42 Neither for love of self nor for love of oneself, 
then, but for love of the thing itself for itself. Now this alternative, barely 
suggested, is eluded as involving a series of “metaphysical” problems which 
condition one’s assessment of it and which Rousseau limits himself to enu-
merating to his correspondent, by indicating to him in fine that everything 
fundamentally depends on the question of knowing if the innateness of the 
moral conscience is or is not a “prejudice,” as the contemporary thinkers who 
support his adversary’s thesis affirm. This gives him some grain to mill by 
obliging him to dig down to the implicit foundations of his own thesis. The 
points previously mentioned: the love of moral beauty, natural love of order, 
their primacy over that of the passions, are of course treated in Emile.

Everything is indifferent to us, they say, outside of our interest; and, 
quite to the contrary, the sweetness of friendship, of humanity, con-
sole us in our pains; and, even in our pleasures, we would be too alone, 
too miserable, if we did not have someone with whom to share them. If 
there is nothing moral in the heart of man, from whence these trans-
ports of admiration for heroic actions, these raptures of love for great 
souls? This enthusiasm for virtue, what relation does it have to our pri-
vate interest? Why would I want to be Cato who tears his own entrails, 
rather than Caesar triumphant? Take from our hearts this love of the 
beautiful, you take all the charm from life.43

But here is how the Letter on the Theater (1758), which d’Offreville may 
have read but to which he in no way alludes, links the innate love of self and 
the innate love of the beautiful:

As to me, were I again to be called wicked for daring to maintain that 
man is born good, I think it and I believe that I have proved it; the 
source of the interest which attaches us, which is honest and which 
inspires in us aversion to evil, is in us and not in the plays.…The love 
of the beautiful is a sentiment as natural to the human heart as love of 
oneself; it is not born of the arrangement of scenes; the author does not 
bring it, he finds it there; and from this pure sentiment that he gratifies 
the sweet tears that he causes to flow.44

42  October 4, 1761, in CC 9:144 (no. 1500).
43  Émile, book 4, in OC 4:596.
44  OC 5:22.
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An Experience of Thinking in Trio

Rousseau therefore avoids for his correspondent this foundational debate, 
which he can carry on elsewhere, regarding similar questions, with inter-
locutors he considers capable of understanding him (like Vernes, Usteri, or 
Franquières), so as to orient him toward a concrete case drawn from English 
judicial reports. In so doing, he adds his argument to the habitual practice of 
his kind, that of a thought experiment intended to test this or that hypoth-
esis, whether it be in the physical-moral domain (that is Diderot’s game in 
D’Alembert’s Dream) or in the juridical-moral domain, and that is again his 
game in this letter to Sophie Volland of October 12, 1761: 

Here is a question. A rascal with a warrant out on him consults a law-
yer, as to whether he can safely turn himself in. The lawyer examines 
his case and says yes, he will get him out of it. Not at all. The prisoner 
is at risk of being hanged. In the midst of his peril, he has his lawyer 
brought to him. He says to him: But Sir, they say I will be hanged. I 
knew that, the lawyer coldly replies. That is what you deserve. Did this 
lawyer do well or badly? There is enough matter there to argue for 
three days and three nights without cease.45

In the example given by Rousseau for d’Offreville’s consideration, an assas-
sin with no warrant against him finds himself appointed as juror in an 
English trial of an individual accused of murder. The other jurors examine 
the case and conclude that the accused is guilty. He alone concludes that 
he is innocent, maintaining his opinion despite everything, knowing that 
the examination will end only when unanimity is obtained, the jurors being 
deprived of food as long as it does not result. It ends in favor of the accused. 
A while later, one of the jurors gathers from the one who has obtained the 
acquittal by dint of endurance that he is himself the assassin. 

Rousseau admits that the case might be concocted (it is at least partially 
so according to R. A. Leigh,46 which will not prevent Rousseau from taking 
it up again in his Dialogues in support of an argument directed against the 
secrecy of legal procedures in France), but he presents it to him nonetheless, 
knowing that the age is fond of judicial cases47—he himself and the best of 
his kind being in no way unaware of the subtleties of Catholic casuistry48 

45  Denis Diderot, Lettres à Sophie Volland II, in Œuvres complètes, 19:69. 
46  In reality, in such a situation one would dismiss the jury and begin the trial again. 
47  See Sarah Maza, Vies privées et affaires publiques: Les causes célèbres de la France prérévolutionnaire 
(Paris: Fayard, 1997).
48  See Jean-François Perrin, “Du droit de taire la vérité au mensonge magnanime: Sur quelques 
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which they pastiche or parody on occasion (Voltaire) in favor of their own 
cause: “To dispute the validity of the fact would be to adopt a bad pretext; for 
one can always establish it as a supposition and seek, all extraneous interest 
put aside, what any man with good sense, who would be neither virtuous nor 
a rascal, would do in a similar case in his own interest.”49 The context of the 
proposed reflection is methodically made precise: an examination of the case 
under every aspect; the impossibility that one is dealing with a devotee of 
virtue since it is about an assassin in whose interest it is to make the accused 
disappear; the risk the same assumes of denouncing himself by his obsti-
nacy, constituted as an indication of culpability; the paradox of this obstinacy 
contrary to prudence; no element of “perceptible interest” (material interest 
distinguished from spiritual and moral interest above) likely to incite him 
to it. From which the enigma proposed to exercise their sagacity: “There was 
nonetheless only a very powerful interest which could have determined him 
thus in the secret of his own heart to every kind of risk; what then was this 
interest to which he sacrificed his very life?”50 

An enigma whose solution he reserves, since he will not respond to 
d’Offreville’s answer which one will see below. But before quitting the field, 
he suggests to them, in the guise of a methodological viaticum, first carefully 
to examine the alternative of condemnation or absolution of the accused by 
the assassin juror, the first assuring his tranquility, the second exposing him 
to every risk, and then to weigh the consequences for the rest of his life in each 
case, both clearly making explicit while doing so “the motives for the course 
of action he would have chosen.” Only at the cost of doing this, he pursues, 
will d’Offreville know exactly what he is talking about with his adversary 
and friend. The latter, he again anticipates, may want to avoid the debate by 
arguing from an a priori distinction between the decision to commit or not 
to commit a crime and that of performing or not performing a beneficial act; 
one will have to answer that one cannot essentially differentiate a crime that 
is favorable to you but from which you abstain, from a beneficial act that is 
exacting but which is unknown to men. The two situations are equivalent, for 
“one can have no interest in itself in not doing bad without having a similar 
interest in doing good.”51

arrière-plans théoriques et pratiques de la Quatrième Promenade,” Littératures, no. 37 (1997): 115–30. 
49  October 4, 1761, in CC 9:146 (no. 1500).
50  Ibid.
51  Ibid.
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He adds that the identification of happiness with virtue, and so of a cal-
culation of interest in favor of the latter, constitutes an illusion. If one can 
accord to the opposing thesis that to pretend to do good as an end in itself 
is an illusion masking the interest one has in doing it, “since it gives the 
soul an inner satisfaction, a contentment in itself without which there is no 
genuine happiness,” and if it is certain that a wicked person cannot be happy 
“because happiness becomes poisoned in a corrupt soul, like the pleasure of 
the senses in an unhealthy body” (which Sade would never admit but the 
author of the System of Nature accords),52 it is not true that either virtue or 
vice guarantees in any way happiness in this world, although the first alone 
opens up the possibility for it while all along supporting its contrary, which 
d’Holbach again more or less accords.53 That is why, Rousseau concludes, 
although Diderot does not say any different, each one’s well-understood 
interest is to practice it, knowing—which the second, unless in error, never 
maintains—that there are cases when sustaining the ordeal supposes that 
one can resort to the beyond. This theme of remuneration by the Divine for 
the pains suffered here below by the just is vigorously defended in the Pro-
fession of Faith54 and will be developed in 1769 in the letter to Franquières, 
in connection with the debate about the happiness of the just in the very 
midst of injustice in Plato’s Republic.55

The young man thus finding himself equipped with a precise pre-
framing of the proposed debate, Rousseau there suspends his remarks, 
abandoning the two friends to a free examination pro et contra of the 
theoretical grounds and practical consequences of their respective theses, as 
long as they both consent to lend themselves to it. D’Offreville’s answer will 
largely confirm their disagreement: besides, the pragmatic good sense of 
his adversary’s analysis there contrasts advantageously with his own meta-
physical dogmatism, which has remained rigorously impenetrable to his 

52  “All things considered, nevertheless, although subject to afflictions, to physical ills, to poverty, 
to calumny, injustice, ingratitude, hatred, the good man in the midst of his reverses, of his pains 
and sorrows…finds support within himself…he feels his own dignity, he…consoles himself by 
the confidence he has in the justice of his cause. These holds are not made for the wicked: subject…
to infirmities and to the vagaries of fate, he finds at the bottom of his heart only worries, regrets, 
remorse;…he is not sustained by his conscience; his mind and his body are overwhelmed at once on 
every side.” D’Holbach, Système de la nature, 2 vols. (London, 1770), 1:323 (part 1, chap. 15).
53  Ibid.
54  OC 4:589.
55  January 15, 1769, in CC 37:13–27 (no. 6529). See Republic 360a–361c.
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correspondent’s efforts to bring him to more solid ground.56 As Stevenson 
wrote: “For the true, Babel is a divergence regarding morals.”57

56  “According to strict rule, he said, it is better to save the guilty than to cause an innocent to perish. 
The juror in question began from this principle in order to hold fast in favor of clemency, and hav-
ing in addition on his side the deprivation of provisions which necessarily had to implement what 
he wanted, that is to say to bring his colleagues over to his opinion, and bring them to submit to it 
rather than to persist in condemning an innocent and dying of hunger, the secret he told after is an 
indiscretion; he was human in holding out against his colleagues, and imprudent in declaring himself 
guilty.…I am tempted to believe on the basis of this response from my adversary…that he grants 
everything to nature, that he admits only its law, that he attributes to it all of our thoughts, a system 
which would not be admissible. Finally, Sir, you can judge…if it is sufficient to do acts of justice for 
God, to ennoble duties toward others, to confine oneself to natural law which, despite the magnificent 
ideas it gives us, is nonetheless enveloped in some darkness…It would, it seems, dishonor Christian-
ity.…When I reflect on the motives that determined the colleague in question, I consider it from 
another point of view.…Fear of causing suspicion by his obstinacy that he was himself guilty of the 
crime which had been falsely imputed to the accused, and the desire to think about the preservation of 
his corporeal being, were not the first impression seized by his mind. A law superior to the natural law 
calling him to repent in memory of God himself, he recognized, in the moment that these reflections 
occurred to him, the origin of his being…and thinking that he had violated the rights of humanity 
by staining his hands with a homicide, the laws of truth and justice prevailed over the sentiments 
of a corrupt nature and of a crude interest which seem mutually to exclude one another.…As to the 
different sensations that the soul of this juror would have experienced in the case that, having escaped 
human justice, he would have condemned to death, in concert with his colleagues, the alleged guilty 
man, it is indubitable, setting aside the barrier of prejudice, that remorse following the crime just as 
the shadow follows the body, the conscience, that sentiment of our soul and innate in all hearts, that 
irreproachable witness, that severe and incorruptible judge of the operations of the other, and of the 
morally good or bad actions of the body, would ceaselessly have torn his heart, burdened with two 
crimes, without nevertheless depriving him of the gratifying hope of enjoying the goods of the other 
life by expiating them here below, because according to the dogma of revealed religion there are no 
inexpiable crimes. That is my sentiment regarding the question you asked me, and that I responded to 
in the manner I think.” Douai, October 17, 1761, in CC 9:180–81 (no. 1511).
57  Robert-Louis Stevenson, Travels with a Donkey in the Cevennes (London: Chatto and Windus, 
1909), 173. 
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Burke’s Philosophic Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and 
Beautiful, published in 1757, deserves special notice, both for its intrinsic 
philosophic interest and for its influence on Kant’s later view of the sublime. 
Burke’s title already signals its Lockean/Humean provenance: ideas have 
origins open to philosophic inquiry. What is new in Burke1 is not his iden-
tification of these origins with simple and universal sensations of pleasure 
and pain, an identification that links him directly to these immediate intel-
lectual forebears,2 but the underlying pathos and openness to mystery that 
accompanies it.

When I say, I intend to enquire into the efficient cause of sublimity 
and beauty, I would not be understood to say that I can come to the 
ultimate cause. I do not pretend that I shall ever be able to explain, 
why certain affections of the body produce such a distinct emotion 
of mind, and other; or why the body is at all affected by the mind.… 
A little thought will show this to be impossible.…That great chain of 
causes, which linking one to another even to the throne of God him-
self, can never be unraveled by any industry of ours. When we go but 

1  For a further comparison of Lockean and Burkean aesthetic principles, see Dabney Townsend, 
“Lockean Aesthetics,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 49, no. 4 (Autumn 1991): 349–61.
2  Montesquieu, on the other hand, registers an instructively mixed elegy for the premodern under-
standing of sublimity in his brief fragment “On Taste.” See, for example, Montesquieu, “Mes pensées,” 
Œuvres complètes, ed. Roger Caillois, 2 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1949–1951), 1:1536–49. On Montesquieu 
and Burke, see also Christopher Kelly, “Rousseau and the Illustrious Montesquieu,” in The Challenge 
of Rousseau, ed. Eve Grace and Christopher Kelly (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 19. 
Burke, who admired Montesquieu’s essay on taste, which appeared in published form in l’Encyclopédie 
(1757), would include a partial translation in his own review in the Annual Register (which Burke both 
founded and edited). Montesquieu’s nostalgia is not for a philosophy of final causes (his disapproval of 
which rivals that of Locke), but for the imaginative identification of Divinity with particular emotions, 
an identification that he especially associates with ancient Judaism and Paganism. 
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one step beyond the immediately sensible quality of things, we go out 
of our depth.3

The ignorance of final causes that was, for Hume, a liberating insight is dark-
ened in Burke by the realization of the limits of human industry:

All we do after is but a faint struggle that shows we are in an element 
which does not belong to us. So that when I speak of cause, and efficient 
cause, I only mean certain affections of the mind, that causes changes 
in the body (and conversely).…As if I were to explain the motion of 
a body falling to the ground, I would say it was caused by gravity… 
without attempting to shew why it operated in this manner. (E 130)

Given the ultimate inscrutability of final causes, Burke is especially at 
pains to show that the “real cause of beauty” is neither “proportion,” “fitness,” 
“perfection,” nor anything to do with reason, i.e., “use” (E 96–112). Perfection 
is, indeed, so far from being a cause of beauty, that this quality,

where it is highest in the female sex, almost always carries with it 
an idea of weakness and imperfection.4 Women are very sensible of 
this for which reason, they learn to…counterfeit weakness.…Beauty 
in distress is much the most affecting beauty.…I know that it is in 
everybody’s mouth, that we ought to love perfection. This is to me a 
sufficient proof, that it is not the proper object of love. Who ever said, 
we ought to love a fine woman, or even any of (those) beautiful ani-
mals, which please us? (E 110)

Women may well know how to make use of beauty; for the men attracted 
to them, on the other hand, another explanation is required, which Burke 
finds both in immediate pleasure (in what serves or, at least, does not threaten 
us) and, where female beauty is “most affecting,” in a combination of pleasure 
(both direct and one arising from feelings of sympathy) and a sublime delight 
associated with the apprehension of someone else’s pain.

The more general statement of Burke’s thesis about the origins of the idea 
of the sublime and beautiful is this: all human passions originate in simple 
ideas of pleasure and pain, ideas subject to a misunderstanding Burke means 
to rectify. Against the common (Lockean) view that pain consists in the dim-
inution or absence of pleasure, Burke maintains, conversely, that pleasure 

3  Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, 
ed. J. T. Boulton (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1958), 129. Hereafter abbreviated E.
4  But cf. Burke’s contemporaneous description in a private notebook of his own feminine ideal 
(actually his future wife, Mary Nugent). See Dixon Wecter, “The Missing Years in Edmund Burke’s 
Biography,” PMLA 53, no. 4 (1938): 1114. As Burke there makes clear, physical beauty is the least of 
such a woman’s attractions.
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and pain are independent of each other, such that the sudden diminution of 
pain (a state Burke terms “delight”) is an affect qualitatively different from 
ordinary pleasure. With this energizing, potentially transporting “delight,” 
and that generally calmer (and more trivial) pleasure, Burke respectively 
identifies the experience of the sublime and of the beautiful.

Delight, the “strongest emotion that the mind is capable of feeling,” owes 
its peculiar power to its association with the natural drive to self-preserva-
tion, as distinguished from the more episodic, generative drive that mainly 
fuels the social passions (E 41–44).5 Burke’s elevation of self-preservation on 
the basis of its power calls to mind Hobbes’s earlier replacement, as the focus 
of his political science, of the summum bonum of the ancients with the sum-
mum malum of violent death. Aesthetically, as well as metaphysically, man 
is to be guided, not by a spurious knowledge of human perfection, but by the 
felt imperatives of his individual corporeal nature.

In this bodily economy, the intermittent, and never genuinely urgent, 
pangs of sexual desire play a decidedly secondary role. The pleasures of gen-
eration may sometimes be “rapturous and violent,” and may even constitute 
“the highest pleasure of sense”; still, their absence “scarce amounts to an 
uneasiness,” and, for the most part, “hardly affects at all” (E 40). (One is here 
reminded of Kant’s insistence that no man would satisfy his lust at the price 
of being hanged immediately thereafter.)6 Bereft lovers dwell upon their loss 
of pleasure; those stricken by true pain feel afflicted, not by the loss of health 
but by the pain itself. (The pain of debt is qualitatively different, one could 
say, from a decrease in the pleasure of consumption.)

Burke’s depreciation of positive pleasure is thus not without a certain 
teleological bite. The generation of mankind is “a great purpose,” to which 
men must be incited. Still, it is by no means designed “to be our constant 
business,” and hence “it is not fit that its absence should be attended by any 
considerable pain” (E 41). Man is directed “from below” by “providence,” 
which measures out his pains and pleasures with a view to maximizing his 
life interest. The “final cause” of the difference between the self-preserving 
and the social/sexual passions lies in the greater urgency of life and health, 
necessary as they are “for the performance of all duties.” Thus, whatever 

5  Burke also notes a further pleasure in society associated with the passions of “imitation,” “sympa-
thy,” and “ambition,” that takes a variety of mixed forms (E 44), as well as a pleasure, whose purpose 
remains obscure to him, in our relation with animals (E 43).
6  Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, AK 5:30. Kant’s elaboration of the moral implications 
of this fact (which sketches out the basic plot of Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure) is discussed below.
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threatens their destruction strongly affects us. And, since “we were not made 
to acquiesce” in either life or health, neither is “attended with any real plea-
sure, lest satisfied with that, we should give ourselves over to indolence and 
inaction” (E 41).7 

Contrary to first impressions, it is not final causes as such that Burke’s 
“philosophic inquiry” eschews, but only those (like the idea of “perfection”) 
that derive their motive power from something other than the senses. That 
providence directs us “from below,”8 for purposes of preservation and propa-
gation, is, as it appears, self-evident. Nature seems a kinder place to Burke 
than it does to Lucretius.9

And yet each, in different ways, posts warnings against the snares of 
Venus.10 Burke explicitly links pleasure (as distinguished from delight) with 
qualities of friendly and useful innocuousness that verge (e.g., in the case 
of dogs) on the contemptible (E 67).11 The pleasures associated with beauty 
replace rational utility with use of a peculiarly infantile (and hence altogether 

7  Remarkably, Burke does not take the fact that we need not be bribed by the promise of extraordi-
nary pleasure to elect life and health as a sign of their intrinsic goodness (as Aristotle and Rousseau 
differently maintain). Burke’s insistence that no positive pleasure attaches to our normal state is 
connected with his assumption (shared with Hobbes and Locke) that this state is one of inertia (rather 
than, as Aristotle and Rousseau differently have it, activity) from whose dangers we must be driven by 
discomfort. Too much well-being, on this view, is intrinsically unhealthy. 
8  See E 49: Providence has framed us to find pleasure or delight, according to the purposes of our 
being, “solely from our natural constitution,” that is to say, “without any intervention of the reasoning 
faculty”; and E 45: “the influence of reason in producing our passions is nothing near so extensive as is 
commonly believed.” 
9  Thus, Burke’s explicit rejection of the (Lucretian) account of why we take pleasure in (the repre-
sentation of) suffering from which we are ourselves exempt. “It is a common observation, that objects 
which in the reality would shock…are the source of a very high species of pleasure.…[This] satisfac-
tion has been commonly attributed…to the contemplation of our own freedom from the evils which 
we see represented.…It is a practice much too common in inquiries of this nature, to attribute the 
cause of feelings which merely arise from the mechanical structure of our bodies, or from the natural 
frame and constitution of our minds, to certain conclusions of the reasoning faculty” (E 44). Burke’s 
preferred account is a complex mixture (of delight and pleasure?) that has the providential purpose of 
pressing us to help our fellows (E 46). 
10  For a Freudian/Lacanian reading of Burke’s deprecation of beauty, see Linda M. G. Zerilli, “Text/
Woman as Spectacle: Edmund Burke’s ‘French Revolution,’” The Eighteenth Century 33, no. 1 (1992): 
47–72, and Signifying Woman: Culture and Chaos in Rousseau, Burke, and Mill (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1994). Zerilli’s main claim, namely, that Burke’s revulsion had the public role of 
women as its primary target, ignores the obviously “public” character of Marie Antoinette’s standing 
first as princess and then queen, not to speak of all feminine holders of high rank, whose nobility of 
status for many legal purposes overshadowed their subordinate status as daughters and wives. 
11  “Love approaches much nearer to contempt than is commonly imagined” (E 67). Burke, who here 
contrasts the useful amiability of dogs with the sublimity of untamed wolves, will later call dogs  
(i.e., greyhounds) beautiful (E 116). Burke’s distinction between pleasures associated with use and 
those associated with beauty is not a very stable one.
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unreflective) kind. The “real cause of beauty,” says Burke, is a certain “qual-
ity” in bodies that acts “mechanically” upon the human mind “through 
the intervention of the senses.” That quality, which embraces “smallness,” 
“smoothness,” “delicacy,” and “gradual variation,” is nowhere more manifest 
than in womanly beauty, which presents “no sudden protuberance” on a sur-
face that yet constantly changes. Observe, he says,

that part of a beautiful woman where she is perhaps the most beau-
tiful, about the neck and breasts; the smoothness; the softness; the 
easy and insensible swell; the variety of surface, which is never for 
the smallest space the same; the deceitful maze, through which the 
unsteady eye slides giddily, without knowing where to fix, or whither 
it is carried. (E 115)

Drawing back from that vertiginous maze (with a nod to Hogarth’s famous 
“line of beauty”) Burke immediately asks, “is not this a demonstration of that 
change of surface continual yet hardly perceptible at any point which forms 
one of the great constituents of beauty” (E 115). But if constant, imperceptible 
change is all (or mostly) what womanly beauty is about, whence the deceit 
and giddy loosening of vision? It is clear enough, in any case (to us, his read-
ers, if not to the contemplated contemplator of beauty) where that vision is 
likely to be heading, and it is not a place in which abrupt “changes of surface” 
are lacking. 

Perceptible or not, abruptly changing or not, the dangerous element 
(despite surface appearances) in beauty, to which Burke quickly alludes, 
recalls his earlier discussion of the enervating character of pleasure as distin-
guished from delight. Pleasure predisposes us to a potentially life-threatening 
languor. The delight attending pain and terror (when it does not press too 
closely), on the other hand, is associated with an activity-arousing and life-
enhancing vigor. Paradoxically, the feeling of the sublime, stimulated by what 
seems to threaten us, is more benign, at least for us as individuals, than the 
feeling of the beautiful that is stimulated by what strikes us as innocuous. To 
the extent that we understand this fact, the beautiful and the sublime, as we 
shall see, trade places in fulfillment of the highest claims of human ambition.

Ambition is, like sympathy and imitation, a social passion; it is allied 
(from below) with the generative drive, and yet implanted in us (from above) 
for the sake of human progress. The idea of excellence, derived from the 
pleasure we take in contemplating our excelling in what others value, is so 
detached from any notion of intrinsic good as to press those who excel in 
nothing else to take pride in misery. Still, there is a peculiar good associated 
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with ambition, and that one might almost call intrinsic, which links the plea-
sure of ambition with the delight associated with sublimity. 

Whatever…tends (for reasons good or bad) to raise a man in his own 
opinion, produces a sort of swelling and triumph that is extremely 
grateful to the human mind; and this swelling is never more perceived, 
nor operates with more force, then when without danger we are conver-
sant with terrible objects, the mind always claiming to itself some part 
of the dignity and importance of the thing which it contemplates. (E 50) 

Hence the “sense of inward greatness” with which great rhetoricians, accord-
ing to Longinus, fill the reader’s mind (E 51). In such swellings of rhetorical 
ambition—unlike the bosomy “swell” of the beautiful (E 115)—pleasure 
coexists with manly vigor, and this despite Burke’s later claim that the sub-
lime and beautiful rarely join without diminishing each (E 124–25).12

But in what can such inner greatness consist, given Burke’s restriction of 
our knowledge to the province of the senses? The answer follows in a section 
devoted to providing justification for Burke’s own sort of philosophic inquiry:

The more accurately we search into the human mind, the stronger 
traces we everywhere find of his wisdom who made it.…A discourse…
on the use of the passions…cannot be barren of praise to him, nor 
unproductive to ourselves of that noble and uncommon union of sci-
ence and admiration, which a contemplation of the works of infinite 
wisdom alone can afford to a rational mind. (E 52)

Here, “nobly” caught between effectual knowledge and astonished incom-
prehension, one finds strength in weakness and experiences thereby an 
“elevation of mind” that “ought to be the principal end of all our studies.” 
But Burke does not leave matters here: in order, in addition, to erect one’s 
passions upon “sure principles,” one must pursue them “through all their 
variety of operations, and pierce into the inmost, and what might appear 
inaccessible parts of our nature, Quod latet arcana non enarrabile fibre (what 
lies obscure and beyond expression in its deepest fibres)” (E 52–53).13

In this reversal of the religion-destroying meaning of Lucretius’s own 
“horror” before a nature “laid open and uncovered in every part,” Burke 
evokes the rites of ancient soothsayers, even as he recommends violent pen-
etration, on reason’s part, of nature’s “inmost.” Burke pursues knowledge, 

12  Although as he later adds, this is less the case when sublimity, rather than beauty, predominates.
13  Persius, Satires 5.29. The context is an attack on superficial and bombastic rhetoric and accompany-
ing praise of Stoicism.
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one is tempted to conclude, not for its own sake, but for the double thrill of 
penetration to the point of self-annihilating mystery (cf. E 68). As Lucretian 
wonder (or “horror” in Latin) is interpreted by Burke as terror, so Horace’s 
vaunted philosophic “fearlessness” is understood as a last gasp of futile for-
titude (E 69). It is, after all, “our ignorance of things,” not things themselves, 
“that causes all our admiration” (E 61).

Where Hobbes sought to dispel the “kingdom of darkness,” Burke looks 
to “obscurity” for a renewed source of corporeal and mental vigor and inspi-
ration (E 58–59, 143ff.). Enlightenment, for all its manifold advantages, also 
tends, perversely, to give greater scope and weight to the desire for pleasure 
than is strictly natural. Sublime feeling (i.e., religion aestheticized, or ter-
ror without guilt) can serve as a preventative against organic enfeeblement 
resulting from a rationally induced inflation of the role of pleasure (especially 
the pleasures of consumption) in the economy of human life.

That invigorating effect is described in the fourth section of the essay, 
on “the efficient cause of the sublime and beautiful” (E 129ff.). The sublime, 
like terror, is produced by a certain violent and unnatural nervous tension 
originating from the mind (in contrast to the similar tension produced by 
bodily pain). In explaining how pain (or something like it) can be a source of 
positive delight, Burke once again appeals to “Providence”:

Providence has so ordered it, that a state of rest and inaction, however 
it may flatter our indolence, should be productive of many inconve-
niences; that it should generate such disorders, as may force us to have 
recourse to some labour, as a thing absolutely requisite to make us 
pass our lives in tolerable satisfaction; for the nature of rest is to suf-
fer all the parts of our bodies to fall into a relaxation, that not only 
disables the members from performing its functions, but takes away 
the vigorous tone of fibre which is requisite for carrying on the natural 
and necessary secretions.…In this languid inactive state, the nerves 
are more liable to the most horrid convulsions, than when they are 
sufficiently braced and strengthened. Melancholy, dejection, despair, 
and often self-murder is the consequence…of this relaxed state of the 
body. (E 135) 

Rest (along with pleasure, its immediate accompaniment) eventually gives 
rise, in short, to convulsions more “horrid” than those accompanying pain 
and fear (especially in “weaker subjects”) (E 132). Philosophic inquiry draws 
beneficent (if not altogether natural) attention both to the destructive con-
sequences of a feeling that we naturally seek (and which is closely associated 
with sexual delight), and to its “best remedy,” that is, “labour” (E 135).
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Labor (or the surmounting of difficulties) is not only an expenditure, in 
itself undesirable, of time and effort (as with Locke) but a necessary preserva-
tive of organs coarse and delicate. Just as muscles need exercise if they are not 
to grow languid and diseased, so our “finer parts” respond to a more rarified 
vibration of the fibers (associated with images of danger, vastness, darkness, 
and the like) whose clearing and invigorating force renders it delightful. Sub-
limity is to those finer parts what healthy labor is to muscle (E 135).14

As for love, and accompanying feelings of beauty, the effect is almost the 
reverse: one becomes “softened, relaxed, enervated, dissolved, melted away 
by pleasure.”15 All the constituents of beauty (smoothness, sweetness, gradual 
variation, smallness, unmottled color) naturally tend toward a relaxation 
of the fibers (E 150). If any doubts remained as to the natural use of these 
constituents, Burke mentions the “gentle stroking with a smooth hand” that 
“allays violent pains and cramps…swellings, and obstructions” (E 151), the 
“milk” that constitutes “the first support of childhood” (E 154), and the dis-
tinct rocking motion employed by nurses (E 155)—effects, in short, that find 
unambiguously healthy scope only among babies and young children. Love 
without gallantry (and its bracing images of beauty in distress) is, for Burke, 
both infantilizing and potentially dangerous. 

All the more reason to be struck, in his earlier discussion of the sublime, 
by the natural use of vertigo:

I have often experienced, and so have a thousand others; that on first 
inclination towards sleep, we have been suddenly awakened with a 
most violent start; and that this start was generally preceded by a sort 
of dream of our falling down a precipice: whence does this strange 
motion arise; but from the too sudden relaxation of the body, which by 
some mechanism in nature restores itself by as quick and vigorous an 
exertion of the contracting power of the muscles? (E 148) 

As with the giddiness provoked by female beauty, vertigo is the body’s natu-
ral response to the too great relaxation to which pleasure tempts us. 

In sum: despite first appearances, beauty is a source of genuine danger, 
and sublimity an avenue of self-preserving restoration. The genius of art (and 

14  Compare Longinus, for whom enjoyment of the sublime is effortless (On the Sublime, section 
1, “Oeconomia”). On this point, see Marc Shell, The Economy of Literature (Baltimore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1978), 103–4, cited in Tom Furniss, Edmund Burke’s Aesthetic Ideology 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 298n. 
15  Kant’s later citation of this passage, in the Critique of Judgment, will add “dying away” to this 
already rather dismal list (AK 5:277n).
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artful commentary) is to sublimate beauty (through its association with a 
variety of high-minded challenges) sufficiently to render it not only innocu-
ous but also fortifying.

In Burke’s later Reflections on the Revolution in France (about which Kant 
will have much to say), these themes reemerge with heightened poignancy. 
The sublime theater in which he had previously put stock has turned into 
the “real tragedy” of revolution, in which actors weigh “as it were in scales 
hung in a shop of horrors—so much actual crime against so much contingent 
advantage.”16 From the natural feelings inspired by this spectacle of the fra-
gility of human greatness, Burke would have us, “purified by terror and pity,” 
learn “great lessons” (R 70, 71).17 In revolutionary France, the sublime has 
assumed an “unnatural” and “monstrously” feminized form.18 The “effects” 
of wealth are worshiped as “first causes” (R 69). And the old economy made 
up of ancient opinions and rules of life, an economy whose loss “cannot pos-
sibly be estimated” (R 68), has been crushed into a “homogeneous mass” (R 
162) and then “sublimed” and “(as it were) volatilized” (R 168)19 into paper 
money by a false metaphysics of speculative gain.20

Against this volatizing of all natural difference, Burke famously appeals 
to a peculiar sort of chivalry:

I hear, and I rejoice to hear, that the great lady [Marie Antoinette]… 
has borne that day (one is interested that beings made for suffering 

16  Emund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France, ed. J. G. A. Pocock (Indianapolis, IN: Hack-
ett, 1987), 71. Hereafter abbreviated R.
17  “When kings are hurled from their thrones by the Supreme Director of this great drama and 
become the objects of insult to the base and of pity to the good, we behold such disasters in the moral 
as we should behold a miracle in the physical order of things. We are alarmed into reflection; our 
minds (as it has long since been observed) are purified by terror and pity, our weak, unthinking pride 
is humbled under the dispensations of a mysterious wisdom” (R 70–71). Burke’s allusion to Aristotle’s 
famous description of the effect of tragedy alters its meaning; Aristotle speaks of being purged of, 
rather than by, fear and pity. Nor does the latter speak, as Burke does here, of reason thereby being 
“instruct[ed]” by “our passions” (R 70).
18  See, for example, his description (altogether fictional, as it proved) of the heads of the king’s body-
guard, “stuck upon spears,” while the royal captives followed “amidst the horrid yells, and shrilling 
screams, and frantic dances, and infamous contumelies, and all the unutterable abominations of the 
furies of hell in the abused shape of the vilest of women.” These “Theban and Thracian orgies” are not 
likely to be greeted, Burke notes, by much “enthusiastic ejaculation” (R 63). See also his characteriza-
tion of the “inverted” physiognomy of the new French Assembly, in which “women, lost to shame,” 
and “according to their insolent fancies, direct, control, applaud, explode [the men]; domineering over 
them with a strange mixture of servile petulance and proud, presumptuous authority” (R 60).
19  French volatility contrasting here with a healthier English “sluggish[ness]” (R 48).
20  Cf. Burke’s preferred “speculation,” which, rather than “exploding general prejudices,” seeks out 
their latent wisdom and thus avails itself of the “general bank and capital of nations” (R 76). 
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should suffer well), and that she bears…the whole weight of her accu-
mulated wrongs, with a serene patience…[and] with the dignity of a 
Roman matron; that in the last extremity she will save herself from the 
last disgrace; and that, if she must fall, she will fall by no ignoble hand. 
 It is now sixteen or seventeen years since I saw the queen of 
France, then the dauphiness, at Versailles, and surely never lighted on 
this orb, which she hardly seemed to touch, a more delightful vision. 
I saw her just above the horizon, decorating and cheering the elevated 
sphere she just began to move in…full of life and splendor and joy. 
Oh! what a revolution!…Little did I dream when she added titles of 
veneration to those of enthusiastic, distant, and respectful love, that 
she should ever be obliged to carry the sharp antidote against disgrace 
concealed in that bosom. (R 66)

Beauty’s bosomy maze, formerly described as lacking all “protuberances,” 
now quite properly conceals its own sharp weapon (the queen’s hidden 
means of self-extinction), given the refusal of the men of France to perform 
their own customary office:

I thought ten thousand swords must have leaped from their scabbards 
to avenge even a look that threatened her with insult. But the age of 
chivalry is gone. That of sophisters, economists, and calculators has 
succeeded; and the glory of Europe is extinguished forever. Never, 
never more shall we behold that generous loyalty to rank and sex, that 
proud submission, that dignified obedience…which kept alive, even in 
servitude itself, the spirit of an exalted freedom. The unbought grace 
of life, the cheap defense of nations, the nurse of manly sentiment…is 
gone! (R 66–67)

Against the predations of the calculators, Burke recalls an old (idealized) 
economy of unbought grace and generous loyalty. The free gift of pleasure 
(whose infantalizing tendencies Burke once decried) can and must become, 
in revolutionary times, a “nurse” of manly feeling.

In short, suffering beauty (to whose affective power Burke’s early essay 
already attested)21 must replace the cult of terror, if the glory of Europe is not 
to be altogether extinguished. In the circumstance, Reflections reverses the 
supremacy of the sublime over the beautiful that Burke’s Enquiry had urged.22 
Self-preservation (whose sublimization had proved all too volatile) is to be 
replaced by the principle, “origin[ating] in the ancient chivalry,” which feels a 
stain to feminine honor “like a wound,” which has “produced a noble equal-
ity” without “confounding ranks,” and which has given Europe a character 

21  See E 100.
22  The true revolution, as Burke says, is one of the sentiments.
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superior to all of Asia, and perhaps even to “those states which flourished in 
the most brilliant periods of the antique world” (R 67). 

It is not the (formerly stressed) “dread” of majesty—not the sublime 
“power” of “institutions in kings and commanders” (E 62)—that Burke now 
speaks of, but the distressed loveliness of feudal monarchy and manners. For 
states, as for poems, “it is not enough to be beautiful; one must also be sweet.” 
“To make us love our country, our country ought to be lovely” (R 68). In place 
of a “mechanic philosophy” according to which laws “are to be supported 
only by their own terrors, and by the concern which each individual may find 
in them from his own private speculations or can spare to them from his own 
private interests,” Burke now urges, as a softening “aid” and “supplement” 
to law, political “embodiments” able to create “love,” “veneration,” “admira-
tion,” and “attachment” (in that order) (R 68).

But is the object of that veneration real? Mechanic philosophy aims to 
dissolve the “pleasing illusions” that “made power gentle and obedience lib-
eral,” that “harmonized the different shades of life.” It aims, in a word, to 
explode the “decent drapery” that “covers the defects of our naked, shivering 
nature” (R 67). Are we to conclude, then, that our imagined “dignity” is, in 
fact, only illusory? Burke is caught, it seems, on the horns of his own rhe-
torical construction: if afflicted modesty (or female beauty enhanced by its 
peculiar weakness) is to have maximum effect, the truth that modesty would 
hide must indeed be ugly. (Queens must actually be, as a mechanic philoso-
phy insists, “animal[s]…not of the highest order” [R 67].) If that affect is not 
maximized, we are back in the coils of our own shivering and naked terror. 
Burke may still speak approvingly of the “natural entrails” of Englishmen, 
not yet “completely embowelled” and “stuffed” (like birds) with “blurred 
shreds of paper” (R 75). He may find comfort in the “cold sluggishness” of 
English nature, naked or not. He cannot bring himself to call its lingering 
principle true. We cherish our prejudices (he says), only “because they are 
prejudices” (R 76).

Burke’s difficulty, then, is not merely rhetorical. If beauty is enhanced by 
feigned imperfection, as he maintains, then the goodness of what attracts us 
is doubly illusory (or, alternatively, referable to an omnipotent God whose 
purposes are ultimately inscrutable to us). As we have seen, Burke tries to 
ground the philosophical sublime at the point at which advancing knowledge 
meets confusion, that is, in the “astonishment” that arises from a recognition 
of ignorance. Unlike the Socratic knowledge of ignorance that it superficially 
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resembles, however, Burke presses reason to its limits, not for the sake of wis-
dom, but to achieve a certain swelling feeling of astonished uplift.

The Politics of Beauty and Sublimity

In sum: beauty and sublimity have an ambiguous political valence for Burke, 
suitable for deployment in opposing ways as the occasion might demand. Ini-
tially a positive quality that invested fear of violent death—the fundamental 
passion of early modern political thought from Hobbes onward—with a noble 
elevation bordering on religious awe, it would later serve, in its monstrously 
feminized form, as an antipodal focus of political and moral revulsion. And 
beauty, originally associated with the imperfect and diminutive, would 
become the primary quality to which Burke appealed in shoring up attach-
ment to traditional manners and institutions now under siege. As Mary 
Wollstonecraft immediately grasped,23 motherhood, natural and unnatural, 
was the fulcrum around which Burke’s own rhetoric hinged, revolving back 
and forth even as his principles remained, as he insisted, unchanged. Thus 
whereas in the Philosophic Enquiry Burke had linked obedience to admira-
tion (we “submit to what we admire, but we love what submits to us; in one 
case we are forced, in the other we are flattered into compliance” [E 113]), 
in Reflections he associates it primarily with love: if men are to love their 
country they must find it lovely. 

To be sure, Reflections does not entirely ignore the harsher virtues, which 
remain crucial, not only for the discipline of armies but also in framing 
reform in accordance with a general attachment to antiquity. We are to “fear 
God; we look up with awe to kings, with affection to parliaments, with duty 
to magistrates, with reverence to priests, and with respect to nobility” (R 76). 
Still the rhetorical emphasis has shifted, with repeated reassurances not only 
as to the “liberality” and “unbought grace” of the submission he means to 
encourage, but also as to the shared elevation of even the most humble, given 
a “mild majesty and sober pomp” in which even “the poorest man finds his 
own importance and dignity” (R 86).24 And where he had earlier stressed 
the vital importance of industry and exertion to counter the ill effects of a 
“relaxation” associated with “beauty” and “luxury” (E 135, 149, 151), he now 

23  Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Men, was perhaps the earliest response to 
Burke’s Reflections to appear in print. 
24  In a similar vein, Burke praises the “mixed system of opinion and sentiment,” originating in “the 
ancient chivalry” and operating through the “soft collar of social esteem,” that “mitigated kings into 
companions and raised private men to be fellows with kings” (R 67). One would hardly know, given 
Burke’s language, that the “hard collar” of the law was also necessary.
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considers the “timid[ity]” and “sluggish[ness]” of landed wealth to be virtues 
justifying the continuing predominance of “great masses” to counterbalance 
the energy of the talented and ambitious few (R 44–45; see also 48, 75).25

English liberty for Burke rested upon three pillars: monarchy, nobility, 
and commons. The task of the prudent statesman, on such a view, lies in 
shoring up whichever pillar is most fragile, and weakening whichever is over-
bearing in the given moment: hence Burke’s opposition to George III during 
the time of the American crisis, and his opposition to his own Parliamentary 
Party when it leaned too closely toward revolutionary France. What Burke 
most feared, in 1790, was a democratic spirit run amok, without moderation 
or restraint. And what he thought most needed was a revived affection for 
the aristocracy, an affection to be elicited without provoking the indignation 
of those already influenced by egalitarian principles of natural right. In sum 
and speaking solely biographically: where he had earlier sought to open up 
a greater place among the intellectual and political establishment, including 
a powerful landed aristocracy, for talented individuals like himself, he now 
seeks to inspire the middle and lower ranks with a fondness for the estab-
lished order based less on awe and reverence than on love and sympathy for 
imperiled beauty. Thus Burke does not here insist that those in possession of 
landed wealth, or who otherwise hold aristocratic or royal sway, are the natu-
ral superiors of those who are to cherish them. On the contrary, once stripped 
of the trappings of convention they are “naked and shivering” like all the 
rest of us.26 Most of their superior abilities of reasoning and judgment are 
here attributed to education and manners, with talent and opportunities for 
exhibiting moral virtue evenly distributed, as we are led to assume, among 
the few and many.27 One would hardly know, given Burke’s presentation of 
the English constitution in Reflections, that anyone “rules” or is “ruled” at 
all.28 In short, Burke’s modified defense of aristocracy in Reflections is not the 

25  On the latter point, see Harvey Mansfield, “Burke and Machiavelli on Principles in Politics,” in 
Machiavelli’s Virtue (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 81–97.
26  Compare in this regard the rather different rhetorical emphasis (and aim) of Burke’s later “An 
Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs” (1791), which speaks emphatically of government by a 
“natural aristocracy,” guided by reason and reflection, as the true “state of nature,” absent which a 
“people” is merely a mob (397–98). Still, even here, Burke stresses the beauty of this natural harmony 
(and hence by implication, the voluntary compliance of those less favored by fortune), rather than an 
imposing sublimity by which respect might be “forced.” It is rather the “common sort of men” who, 
bereft of their “proper chieftains,” are now called “terrible.” See “An Appeal from the New to the Old 
Whigs,” in Burke’s Politics, ed. Ross J. S. Hoffman and Paul Levack (New York: Knopf, 1949), 398–99.
27  As in Burke’s reference to “the happiness that is to be found by virtue in all conditions; in which 
consists the true moral equality of mankind” (R 32). 
28  “Rule” and its cognates usually appear in the sense of “a rule” or principle, and never in reference to 
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traditional “Aristotelian” argument for rule of the best but, in the face of what 
Burke saw as a new and menacing challenge, an effort to reconcile the new 
science of political economy with a cultivation of the manners—sexual and 
spiritual—necessary to sustain a stable and incrementally progressive social 
order mainly devoted to the protection of property. 

That this is not Burke’s complete or final view is suggested by his later, 
more emphatic insistence on the rightful claims of the natural aristocracy 
that constitutes the true “state of nature,” and absent which a people is merely 
a mob.29 For here, in response to Fox’s expressed admiration for France, and 
Burke’s own subsequent break with the Whigs—the party to which he had 
devoted twenty years of dedicated service—a different issue was uppermost: 
namely, defeating the view, apparently endorsed by Fox, that the Whig revo-
lution of 1668 had envisioned ongoing popular sovereignty, which would 
allow a current majority to alter the laws however they pleased. In politics 
everything depends upon the circumstances. 

Burke’s insight into how aristocratic manners and privileges might best 
be defended in a democratic age may owe something to his own experience, 
the significance of which as a source of political wisdom he never ceased to 
stress. Burke was born in Dublin to parents who were descended on both 
sides from the old Irish nobility30 that had been displaced by the Protestant 
ascendancy. While his father, who practiced law, was a convert (probably 
very recent) to Anglicanism, and although Burke was raised in the Church 
of England, his mother remained a Catholic, and his sisters were both edu-
cated as Catholics and in turn married within the Roman Church, as was 
common in the case of daughters in such circumstances. Burke was raised, 
however, largely by his maternal uncle31 (as was common practice among the 

the governance of England.
29  Burke, Burke’s Politics, 395–96.
30  Such is certainly the view advanced by O’Connor and O’Donnell; and while Bourke harbors doubts 
as to whether evidence to this effect is conclusive, he admits that this was certainly Burke’s strong 
belief (38), which for purposes of the present argument is what mainly matters. For an instructive 
account of Burke’s Irish family background and the surrounding political and historical context, see 
Richard Bourke, Empire and Revolution: The Political Life of Edmund Burke (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2015), chap. 1.
31  Burke’s surviving encomium suggests him to have been a man of generous and upright character, 
who succored the needy in the manner that Burke later urged upon the wealthy generally in lieu of 
government support. See The Correspondence of Edmund Burke, ed. Thomas W. Copeland et al., 10 
vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1958–1978), 1:346, cited in Katherine O’Donnell, 
“Burke and the Aisling: Homage of a Nation,” Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies 30, no. 3 (2007): 
406–7.
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old aristocracy)32 in County Cork, where the Nagel family retained a place 
of prominence among the local peasantry, despite the family’s official loss of 
noble status.33 County Cork remained an outpost of Gaelic Irish long after its 
official loss of status, and it seems likely that the young Burke both heard it 
spoken among his relatives and was himself familiar with the language. The 
old aristocratic civilization was, moreover, one of high literary refinement, 
in which spoken poetry played an especially prominent role; young Burke 
was likely exposed to the traditional “noble” gatherings combining poetic 
contests with lively political and philosophic discussion that continued to 
flourish there well into the eighteenth century.34 

The effect of this early experience on Burke’s later rich use of language 
was likely considerable. I am more interested here, however, in how it may 
have helped inform his political understanding and its apparent ambiva-
lences. Educated at “hedge” and Quaker schools close to his maternal family, 
he subsequently attended Trinity College in Dublin,35 where he established a 
debating society along lines reminiscent of the gatherings he had experienced 
among his mother’s aristocratic relatives.36 He left for England at the age of 
twenty-two to study law on his father’s urging. He subsequently established 
himself as an Englishman, albeit one whose Catholic wife and ongoing sym-
pathy with the Irish cause burdened his political career throughout. 

Burke’s father was a difficult and demanding man, with whom Burke got 
along uneasily; and it is tempting to take personally the latter’s claim in the 
Enquiry that children rarely love their fathers in the same unmixed fashion 
that they do their mothers. In short: Burke was aided by his own political 
and moral formation to appreciate the “softer” side of feudal aristocracy, and 

32  Katherine O’Donnell, “Aisling Gheár—A Terrible Beauty: The Gaelic Background to 
Burke’s Enquiry,” in  The Science of Sensibility: Reading Burke’s “Philosophical Enquiry,” ed. Koen 
Vermeir and Michael Funk Deckard (Springer: Dordrecht, 2012), 139–50.
33  Bourke, Empire and Revolution, 30.
34  According to O’Donnell, “Aisling Gheár,” 142, a common theme of such Jacobite poetry depicted 
Ireland “as a beautiful maiden or suffering old woman defiled by boorish masters,” one who “begged 
for…restitution” by a “lover over the seas,” sometimes identified as a Stuart, “to her [former] state of 
bountiful beauty” (142).
35  Its curriculum, according to Bourke, Empire and Revolution, 51, included Lucian, Sallust, Homer, 
Virgil, Theocritus, Ovid, Terence, Epictetus, Justinian, Horace, Juvenal, Velleius, Cicero’s De officiis, 
Xenophon’s Cyropaedia, Livy, Demosthenes, Aeschines, Sophocles, Suetonius, Tacitus, and Longinus 
on the sublime. Students also studied physics, astronomy, and some rudimentary mathematics: in 
short, the classic “humanist” curriculum, plus some attention to modern science.
36  Katherine O’Donnell, “Edmund Burke’s Political Poetics,” in Anáil an Bhéil Bheo: Orality and 
Modern Irish Culture, ed. N. Cronin, S. Crosson, and J. Eastlake (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, 2009), 175–88. 
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to recognize the pathos of a lost world of gentility from which he himself 
descended and to which he by all ancient rights continued to belong. At the 
same time, he understood the need, precisely if the remnants of that order 
were to be saved, for a new sort of defense, based not on the deliverance by a 
foreign Catholic king of which the traditional Irish harpists sang, but on new 
men like his father who had made their peace with both the Anglican Church 
and a new economic order based largely upon commerce.37

Burke’s curiously “feminized” presentation of the ancient regime,38 as 
epitomized by Marie Antoinette both ascendant and under duress, was thus 
prepared by his own early life. Certainly the conditions of the Irish peasants 
had been more favorable under their own chieftains than they were in submis-
sion to absentee English landlords who bore them little religious or linguistic 
sympathy. And this consideration may help explain Burke’s apparent cold-
ness in his late essay regarding the question of scarcity suffered by English 
rural workers, who were surely better off than their Irish counterparts, and 
whose uprising might have called to mind the peasant disturbances from 
whom he had earlier endeavored to disassociate the old Catholic gentry dur-
ing his earlier service in Ireland.

Similarly, Burke’s virilized individual lends a chivalric cast to the “ratio-
nal and industrious” as understood by Locke, that is, to the new commercial 
class that Burke sought to enlist in the seemingly unlikely task of “saving” the 
old landed order from the predations of the “radicals,” some of them them-
selves vocal defenders of the rights of private property.39 For Burke held that 
there is a natural harmony between that commercial class and the remnants 
of the old aristocratic order that the former, in his view, had a strong interest 
in preserving, even prior to the irruptions in France. Thus Burke’s peculiar 
understanding of the manners and morals most apt to preserve a liberal 
commercial order, an understanding so different from that of Adam Smith 
and most of the American founders—including the need for an established 
church and the perpetuation of traditional laws of couverture. Drawing 

37  On the “pragmatic” religious attitude of Burke’s convert father, arising from a desire for “family 
advancement” and “material prosperity,” see Bourke, Empire and Revolution, 31.
38  On this point, see Stephen K. White, “Burke on Politics, Aesthetics, and the Dangers of Modernity,” 
Political Theory 21, no. 3 (1993): 515–16, along with Linda Zerilli’s “Lacanian” response, “No Thrust, 
No Swell, No Subject? A Critical Response to Stephen K. White,” Political Theory 22, no. 2 (1994): 
323–28.
39  According to the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen (1789), for example, 
the “end of all political associations” is the preservation of the “natural and imprescriptible rights” to 
“liberty, property, security, and resistance of oppression.” 
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partly, it seems likely, on the family romance of his own youth, Burke drapes 
the striving individual in the costume of the chivalric hero, reversing—so to 
speak quixotically—Cervantes’s famous trope.40 

In any case, and whatever its affective sources, Burke’s ploy would reso-
nate well beyond England, including Germany and elsewhere. Indeed, his 
peculiar attentiveness to the shared interests of commerce, landed wealth, 
and established religion, and his accompanying tolerance for high levels of 
formal social inequality, has made him especially attractive to American 
conservatives seeking to shore up the post –Civil War compromise between 
the industrial North and Southern pining for a “lost cause” of white “pater-
nalism” along with chattel slavery. This is not by any means to say that all 
contemporary conservative appropriations of Burke are covert appeals to 
racism, or that Burke’s thought is not rich enough to encompass a variety 
of understandings of a healthy political order. Still, the peculiar genius of 
his rhetoric stems in no small measure from its substitution of the sublime 
aura of masculine power with which the aristocratic order was traditionally 
invested, with the softer, more beguiling garments of distressed feminine 
beauty. Far from threatening others with oppression, the “grandi” of Burke’s 
time must be protected from the predations of a savage liberty spearheaded 
by a deranged and atheistic philosophy.41 It is thus a mistake to associate 
Burke’s cause primarily with that of the oppressed as such,42 though he was 
unusually generous and charitable in his personal dealings. Instead, in his 
treatment of France and India, no less than of Ireland, that cause is better 
understood as one linked to the waning order of the Irish Catholic gentry, 
lovingly reimagined, to which he belonged by birth and blood. As Burke was 

40  The same might be said of Burke’s innovative treatment of “prescription.” As Mansfield observes 
(Machiavelli’s Virtue, 103–5), Burke makes a term borrowed from Roman private law into “a funda-
mental part of public law.” On this innovation as the gist of Burke’s originality, see Paul Lucas, “On 
Edmund Burke’s Doctrine of Prescription; Or, an Appeal from the New to the Old Lawyers,” Histori-
cal Journal 11, no. 1 (1968): 35–63. For a very different (and in my view quite misguided) account of 
the lingering influence of Burke’s upbringing on his later politics, see Isaac Kramnick, The Rage of 
Edmund Burke: Portrait of an Ambivalent Conservative (New York: Basic Books, 1977). On the perils 
of this and other efforts at “psychobiography,” especially with a view to establishing that Burke was a 
“crypto-Catholic,” see Bourke, Empire and Revolution, 34–38. As Burke would have been the first to 
insist, one can admit the importance of experience, including early experience, in the formation of an 
individual’s political judgment, without succumbing to psychological reductionism.
41  On “grandi” (members of the nobility) and princes in Machiavelli, see Mansfield, Machiavelli’s 
Virtue, 92–95. 
42  Cf., for example, Conor Cruise O’Brien, who stresses this point, and Gibbons, who treats him as a 
precursor of a later anticolonialism. See O’Brien, The Great Melody: A Thematic Biography of Edmund 
Burke (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).



 2 9 6  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 49 / Issue 2

perhaps the first to grasp, aristocracy must be softened and familiarized43 to 
retain a place in an increasingly democratic age.

43  For the application of a similar insight under very different circumstances, see Alexis de Toc-
queville, Democracy in America, trans. and ed. with introduction by Harvey C. Mansfield and Delba 
Winthrop (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), part 2, chaps. 9 and 12; see also editors’ 
introduction, xxxi.
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Introduction

In no other of Shakespeare’s plays does a single character so control events 
as does Prospero in The Tempest. As his “project” (2.1.294, 5.1.1, Epi.12)1 
unfolds over the course of the play, all (or almost all) of the other characters 
finally bend to his purposes. And since Prospero’s “project” is aimed in the 
first place at recuperating the stolen dukedom of Milan, the central interest 
of the play is his management of the other characters in order to achieve 
that end. And as he brings that end to completion, he does appear singularly 
wise in the art of rule. Indeed, as one scholar has observed, we are “more 
interested in Prospero’s wisdom in ordering events than in the way the other 
characters pursue their own ends.”2 True though this is, it is also true that 
part of Prospero’s wisdom consists in his very understanding of “the way 
the other characters pursue their own ends,” in his insight into the springs 
of human action. Moreover, as even brief reflection is sufficient to show, his 
“project” extends well beyond returning himself to power. For, to take only 
one example, the elaborate measures he takes to secure the love match of 
Ferdinand and Miranda are not strictly speaking required for that return. In 
fact, Prospero’s “project” includes a delicate and extensive involvement with 
the other characters, altering the ends they pursue and shaping their souls. 
Our interest in Prospero’s political wisdom and his management of events, 
then, compels us to wonder both about his understanding of the human 

1  The lineation is that of the Arden Shakespeare. William Shakespeare, The Tempest, ed. Frank Ker-
mode (New York: Methuen, 1983). 
2  Paul Cantor, “Shakespeare’s The Tempest: The Wise Man as Hero,” Shakespeare Quarterly 31, no. 1 
(1980): 68. 
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beings with whom he involves himself, and what his broader intentions are 
in involving himself with them as extensively as he does.3 

Of course, Prospero’s success in managing events depends not only upon 
his wisdom but also upon his “magic,” or his “Art” (1.2.24–5) as he also calls 
it, for that magic increases his power immeasurably. Whatever difficulties 
one might encounter in interpreting the power he exercises over the elements, 
Prospero’s use of magic is less an obstacle to understanding his wisdom in 
ruling than an aid, for by making Prospero’s wisdom efficacious, his magic 
also makes it visible. Accordingly, in this paper I consider the two greatest 
and subtlest instances of Prospero’s use of magic: the betrothal masque of act 
4 and the harpy-banquet scene of act 3. These two episodes, each in its own 
way, are exemplary of the methods and aims of Prospero’s art of rule and of 
the wisdom with which he deploys his magic. Moreover, granting as they 
do access to Prospero’s moral psychology and to the moral effect he aims to 
achieve, these two episodes are crucial to discerning the larger aims of Pros-
pero’s “project,” which proves to be a reform of Italian politics, at the heart of 
which is an appreciative critique of Machiavelli. 

The Betrothal Masque of Juno and Ceres

The betrothal masque of act 4 is the crowning event in the courtship of Ferdi-
nand and Miranda. Offered in celebration of their engagement, the masque 
both marks the end of the labors Prospero imposed on Ferdinand—labors 
Ferdinand now learns were but “trials of thy love” (4.1.6)—and looks for-
ward to the happiness awaiting the couple in marriage. In expectation and 
confirmation of that happiness, Prospero uses his magic to create a spectacle 
of joy and festivity in which the goddesses Juno and Ceres bestow blessings 
on the couple and nymphs dance hand-in-hand with human harvesters. And 
yet, the masque does not immediately follow Prospero’s acknowledgment of 
Ferdinand’s success, for no sooner has Prospero announced that Ferdinand 
“Has strangely stood the test” (7) of the trials by which he has won Miranda’s 
hand, than he immediately imposes a new constraint, accompanied by a new 

3  Because I infrequently cite them below, I wish to acknowledge my indebtedness to the following 
studies: Howard White, Copp’d Hills toward Heaven: Shakespeare and the Classical Polity (The Hague: 
Martinus Nijhoff, 1970), esp. chap. 6; David Lowenthal, Shakespeare and the Good Life (Lanham, MD: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 1997); Paul Cantor, “Wise Man as Hero”; Paul Cantor, “Prospero’s Republic: 
The Politics of Shakespeare’s The Tempest,” in Shakespeare as Political Thinker, ed. John Alvis and 
Thomas G. West (Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press, 1981), 239–55; Timothy W. Burns, Shake-
speare’s Political Wisdom (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), chap. 5. 
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warning. Should Ferdinand break Miranda’s “virgin-knot” before the day of 
marriage, Prospero tells him,

No sweet aspersions shall the heavens let fall
To make this contract grow; but barren hate,
Sour-ey’d disdain and discord shall bestrew
The union of your bed with weeds so loathly
That you shall hate it both.… 
 (4.1.18–22)

So important is this exhortation to chastity that Prospero will return to it 
again twenty-five lines later and incorporate its message into the masque 
itself. Indeed, with its references to the “chaste crowns” of “cold nymphs,” 
to “temperate nymphs,” and to “the dismissed bachelor.…Being lass-lorn,” 
and, most importantly, by making Ceres’s participation in the ceremony, 
and thus her blessings, contingent upon the exclusion of Venus and Cupid, 
the keynote of the masque is sexual temperance (4.1.66, 67–8, 132, 86–101).4 
Chastity prior to marriage is central to Prospero’s most elaborate and the-
atrical lesson for Miranda and Ferdinand. What purpose does he hope to 
achieve by emphasizing chastity? And why does Prospero present this teach-
ing in the form of the masque? 

Prospero’s basic objective is relatively straightforward. He teaches sexual 
temperance in order to teach Ferdinand and Miranda self-restraint or mod-
eration more generally. And if his choice of means is in part dictated by the 
paucity of temptations on the island, those means would also have recom-
mended themselves by the power of the desire to be restrained—a power 
violently attested to by Caliban’s attempted rape of Miranda (see 1.2.348–50). 
For this reason alone, sexual self-restraint aids the cultivation of self-restraint 
more broadly. But Prospero’s emphasis on self-restraint is primarily meant to 
have a political significance, for Prospero reasonably regards immoderation 
as an important and common cause of injustice. Consider again Caliban’s 
attempted rape of Miranda. Similarly, Prospero foils the conspiracy of Cali-
ban, Stephano, and Trinculo by enticing them to reach out their hands for 
what is not their own, making that act of incontinence emblematic of their 
attempted crime. Stephano’s inability to resist the temptation posed by the 
shining apparel laid before him illustrates his unfitness to rule (4.1.223–54). 

4  Egan rightly notes this crucial theme but goes too far in concluding that “the generative, sexual 
impulse…is strictly expelled from the world of the masque.” Robert Egan, “This Rough Magic: Per-
spectives of Art and Morality in The Tempest,” Shakespeare Quarterly 23, no. 2 (1972): 178. The sexual 
impulse is not “strictly expelled,” but rather subjected to rule and satisfied only within the confines of 
marriage. 
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The alcoholic immoderation that stokes the fires of their conspiracy is yet 
another, comic image of the same problem.5 The sexual temperance Prospero 
attempts to teach Ferdinand and Miranda, then, is meant to be a preparation 
for the moderation, and hence the justice, he hopes will characterize their 
future rule. 

But Prospero’s exhortation and his accompanying warning are a failure; 
rather than accomplish his end, they show the difficulty in accomplishing it. 
Despite Ferdinand’s solemn assurances in response to that warning (4.1.23–
31), only moments later Prospero finds the couple in an embrace warm enough 
to presage more. Accordingly, he exhorts them again to “be true” and “not 
give dalliance / too much the rein.” But having done so, Prospero now adds 
a further observation: “the strongest oaths are straw / To th’ fire i’ th’ blood” 
(4.1.51–53). He thus recognizes that neither Ferdinand’s assurances nor the 
fear of a distant (and hypothetical) future in which disdain and discord have 
made the marriage bed hated are likely to succeed in restraining the passions 
of the couple. Against the tendency of love to throw off or break the con-
straints imposed on it,6 fear and oaths prove weak and unreliable measures. 
And it is in light of his recognition of the failure of his initial exhortation 
and warning that Prospero finally introduces the masque as a new means to 
govern the couple’s desire, for with the masque Prospero no longer attempts 
to govern merely by inspiring fear, but by addressing the hope of happiness 
that belongs to their love. Now that hope was displayed most powerfully 
through the labors Prospero had imposed on Ferdinand. For Ferdinand’s 
willingness to labor at the tasks of a slave for the sake of Miranda and her 
wish to shoulder those burdens herself to alleviate his pains—in short, their 
willingness to suffer for their love—showed that they expected from it a good 
so surpassing in excellence as to compensate for any trials they suffered in its 
behalf (3.1.1–7). And it is that hope for a supreme good to which the masque 
appeals in its effort to encourage self-restraint. 

The masque begins with Iris bidding Ceres to join Juno “A contract of true 
love to celebrate; / And some donation freely to estate / On the blest lovers” 
(4.1.84–86). In responding to this call, Ceres makes her participation in the 
masque contingent upon the exclusion of Venus and Cupid. But in affirm-
ing that Ceres need have no fear of their company, Iris reminds Ferdinand 
and Miranda of their late dalliance: “Here thought they to have done / Some 

5  Lowenthal, Shakespeare and the Good Life, 44. 
6  On the tendency of love to lawlessness, see Miranda’s two infractions of Prospero’s injunctions 
(3.1.36–37, 57–59). Caliban’s attempted rape of Miranda is a related, though different, case. 
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wanton charm upon this man and maid, / Whose vows are, that no bed-right 
shall be paid / Till Hymen’s torch be lighted: but in vain” (4.1.94–97). On the 
brink of a masque that promises the blessings of the gods, Iris reminds the 
couple of the threat posed by their brush with immoderation. To the extent 
that fear remains, it is not fear of punishment but fear of the collapse of their 
hopes. 

Prospero’s choice of Juno and Ceres as the two goddesses of the masque 
is charmingly appropriate, and not only because of their traditional role in 
marriage ceremonies. In the previous act, Prospero had listened as Ferdi-
nand, affirming his love of Miranda, had called out: “O heaven, O earth, bear 
witness to this sound / And crown what I profess with kind event, / If I speak 
true” (3.1.67–70). Prospero thus arranges his masque such that the queen of 
heaven and (with only slight liberty of interpretation) the queen of earth do 
in fact bear witness to their love and do in fact “crown with kind event” the 
declaration of that love. The happiness that the masque promises to the young 
couple is thus a gift conferred upon them by the gods. In keeping with this, 
the appearance of the goddesses on stage is meant to confirm for Ferdinand 
and Miranda their sense that their love somehow connects them to the gods. 
For when they first see one another and fall in love, both Miranda and Fer-
dinand suspect that the other is a divine being (1.2.412–14, 420–22, 424–25). 
Now to be sure, that first impression does not last. But neither does it simply 
vanish. In his last speech of the play, Ferdinand assures his father that though 
Miranda is mortal, nevertheless, “by immortal Providence she’s mine” 
(5.1.188–89; see also 1.2.415–17). Prospero’s art in the masque is directed to 
strengthening this feeling: both in bringing the goddesses onstage to bestow 
their blessings, and in representing a happy commerce of gods and men in 
the concluding dance of nymphs and human harvesters, Prospero articu-
lates, and hence affirms and deepens, what the lovers had already sensed in 
their experience. 

Prospero, however, does not leave it at that. He introduces moderation 
into the vision of their happiness, making it the condition on which the ful-
fillment of their hopes depends. But just as with his choice of Juno and Ceres, 
so too does Prospero’s introduction of moderation—of moral virtue—have a 
root in their love. Both Ferdinand and Miranda had testified to their confi-
dence in the excellence of their beloved’s character, and it was the presumed 
presence of such virtue that was in part responsible for their love of one another 
(1.2.460–62 and context, 3.1.46–48). Moreover, Miranda’s virginity was taken 
by Ferdinand as a sign of that excellence (1.2.430, 450–52; for Miranda’s own 
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evaluation of her “modesty,” see 3.1.53–54). The introduction of moderation, 
sexual and general, then, is not so strange as it may first appear. And this helps 
to understand why Prospero makes it the condition of the couple’s happiness. 
Since their love is in part rooted in their admiration for one another’s virtues, 
by seeking to preserve and to encourage their virtue, Prospero seeks to protect 
a source of that love and to keep at bay the threat of disdain and discord. In 
short, by entering into their experiences, by articulating and drawing on its 
various elements, Prospero addresses the longings of the lovers’ hearts and 
speaks to how they can achieve what they long for. As a result, the masque, 
unlike his earlier warning, is a success. And, confident in that success, when 
the masque finally ends, Prospero invites the couple to retire unchaperoned 
to his cell (4.1.161–62). And at their next and final appearance, when Prospero 
reveals the couple to Alonso and the court party in act 5, they are engaged in 
a game of chess, safely parted by the board between them.7 

Thus far we have concentrated on the form of the masque, but what 
is its content, and, in particular, the content of the blessings given in it? 
Juno begins: “Honor, riches, marriage-blessing,  / Long continuance, and 
increasing, / Hourly joys be still upon you! / Juno sings her blessing on you” 
(4.1.106–9). Then Ceres: 

Earth’s increase, foison plenty, 
Barns and garners never empty; 
Vines with clust’ring bunches growing; 
Plants with goodly burthen bowing;
Spring come to you at the farthest
In the very end of harvest!
Scarcity and want shall shun you;
Ceres’ blessing so is on you. 

 (4.1.110–17) 

The blessings offered by the goddesses are those of worldly goods: of honor or 
of power and authority, of wealth, and of the fruits of agriculture. However 
appropriate for future rulers, the deeper significance of the blessings, and 
Prospero’s intention in offering them, emerges only by noticing their relation 
to an earlier scene in which Gonzalo, the old, honest, and loyal counselor to 
the king of Naples, imagines a commonwealth “Had I plantation of this isle” 
and “were the King on ’t” (2.2.139, 141). In his commonwealth, says Gonzalo, 
there would be “no name of magistrate”; there would be no “riches”; and 

7  By concentrating on the sexual overtones of chess, Poole overlooks the contrast between the 
embrace at 4.1.51 and the separation at 5.1.172. William Poole, “False Play: Shakespeare and Chess,” 
Shakespeare Quarterly 55, no. 1 (2004): 52–53 and 65–66.
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of “contract, succession, / Bourn, bound of land, tilth, vineyard, none; / No 
use of metal, corn or wine, or oil.” In short, Gonzalo would banish from his 
commonwealth all that constitutes the blessings of Juno and Ceres. Juxtapos-
ing nature to civilization, Gonzalo finds in nature a spontaneous abundance 
sufficient “to feed my innocent people” (2.1.155, 160). With “all foison, all 
abundance” secured by nature, there would be no “treason, felony, / Sword, 
pike, knife, gun, or need of any engine” (2.1.156–57). The vice and violence 
so characteristic of civilized life, and so palpably present onstage in the form 
of Antonio and Sebastian, are avoidable. Not nature, but “civilization” itself 
gives rise to them by establishing inequalities of rank and fortune and by 
making natural plenty no longer sufficient. Sovereignty, private property, 
agriculture, metallurgy—“civilization” and its arts—are a sort of curse that 
awakens the vices that make of human life a trial. In their absence, there-
fore, Gonzalo’s people, all equal and idle, would remain “innocent and pure” 
(2.1.151).

Because Gonzalo’s “Golden Age” is a challenge to the blessings of the 
masque, which accepts and endorses the very things Gonzalo rejects (com-
pare 4.1.106–17 with 2.1.144–49), it forms the background against which we 
must try to understand those blessings. Likewise, Prospero too accepts the 
vices that Gonzalo suggests accompany the “blessings” (5.1.126–29, esp. 128–
29). In what sense then are the “blessings” of civilization genuine blessings? 
Why bless Ferdinand and Miranda with these blessings if they are accompa-
nied by vice and violence? In the first place, these blessings are presented in 
the masque as marks of divine favor, the deserving of which depends on the 
practice of moderation. And by making the condition of the blessings the 
practice of moderation, Prospero may intend to suggest that the blessings 
of civilization become truly blessings—that is, truly good—only when they 
stand on the ground of moderation. In this way, Prospero intimates that the 
very goodness of the goods of civilization depends upon moderation or upon 
moral virtue more generally. But this observation also shows that Prospero 
does not simply reject Gonzalo’s attack. Taken on its own, civilization and 
its goods are at best a mixed blessing. But for those possessed of moderation, 
the necessity of living with, and hence learning to manage, the propensity to 
vice that arises together with those very blessings does not of itself turn those 
blessings to curses. But Prospero may also think beyond the private good of 
Ferdinand and Miranda to the public good which ought to be their concern 
as rulers. And in this respect, he may hope to impress upon them the thought 
that good rule, understood as moderate rule, is requisite to make of civiliza-
tion a blessing more widely applicable. 



 3 0 4  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n      Volume 49 / Issue 2

And yet, one might still wonder whether Prospero has fully met Gon-
zalo’s challenge. Are the goods of civilization good enough to outweigh the 
cost of self-command and of the vice and violence that accompany them? 
Although the masque responds to Gonzalo’s critique of civilization, it 
remains silent about one item among those of which Gonzalo had spoken. 
Nowhere among the blessings of the masque is there mention of “Letters” 
or learning. Gonzalo, however, in addition to sovereignty, property, agricul-
ture and so forth, had also eliminated “Letters” (2.2.146), and rightly so, for 
the possibility of letters depends upon the civilization he calls into question. 
Now, for Prospero, learning of the sort that tore him away from a concern 
with rule remains a good greater than his kingdom (1.2.167–68). It may well 
be, then, that the most important good of civilization, at least to Prospero, is 
the understanding of the world that it makes possible, and that it preserves 
and transmits in “letters,” even if the conditions of that possibility also intro-
duce new moral perils. The masque, in other words, may point beyond the 
blessings it promises to Ferdinand and Miranda by silently drawing to our 
attention the blessing of understanding. 

And the dissolution of the masque itself offers us a glimpse of one aspect 
of that understanding, just as it also reminds us of treason and felony. For 
the masque is brought to a sudden end by Prospero’s recollection of the mur-
derous conspiracy of Caliban, Stephano, and Trinculo. Calming Ferdinand’s 
alarm at the sight of his agitation, Prospero then delivers the most famous 
speech of the play.

Our revels now are ended. These our actors,
As I foretold you, were all spirits, and 
Are melted into air, into thin air:
And, like the baseless fabric of this vision,
The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces,
The solemn temples, the great globe itself,
Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve,
And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,
Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff 
As dreams are made on; and our little life
Is rounded with a sleep. 
 (4.1.148–58)

Here, in the expression of his understanding of the world, Prospero stands 
in his sharpest contrast to Ferdinand and Miranda. For by reflecting on the 
impermanence of all that the world contains and of the very world itself, 
and by stating that all who inherit the world “Leave not a rack behind,” he 
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intimates the absence of any permanent care, or even any lasting memory, of 
human beings. But for Ferdinand and Miranda, it is “immortal Providence” 
that has brought them together and the providential care of the gods that 
blesses them. But this very contrast may also indicate a certain similarity, 
for Prospero, on one hand, and Miranda and Ferdinand, on the other, look 
beyond the present world—one to its final impermanence and the other to 
gods whose favor or disfavor shapes this world. For neither, then, could poli-
tics or rule occupy the totality of their concerns. In this respect, the masque 
confirms one of Prospero’s central objectives with Ferdinand’s trials: to help 
him to see that his love of Miranda and all it promises is more important to 
him than his own or any kingdom. Having called on heaven and earth to 
crown with kind event his declaration of love, Ferdinand then makes that 
declaration: “I, / Beyond all limit of what else i’ the world, / Do love, prize, 
honour you” (3.1.71–73, my emphasis; see also 3.3.37–39 and 5.1.172–73). 

If Prospero thus supplies Miranda and Ferdinand with an understand-
ing of the world and of themselves different from his own, it nevertheless 
shares the sense that there is something of deeper significance to human life 
than politics. And Prospero has perhaps given an indication in the speech 
we have been considering of why he might have chosen to encourage this 
sense in Ferdinand and Miranda. “We are such stuff as dreams are made on, 
and our little life is rounded with a sleep”—so Prospero concludes his reflec-
tions. What does Prospero mean by this beautiful line? I think he means 
that despite and because of our very mortality, human beings tend to make 
images of themselves and the world—however imaginary, however dream-
like—in accordance with which they attempt to live their lives; Antonio and 
Sebastian, Caliban and Stephano (see 2.1.203–4, 216–22, 267–69; 3.2.102–6, 
29 with 33–35, 83–84) no less so than Ferdinand and Miranda. The character 
of a human life—the ends one chooses to pursue—would then depend to a 
great extent on the character of these dreams. In recognition of this tendency, 
Prospero creates his masque. 

The Harpy-Banquet Scene and Alonso’s Penitence

Just as the masque is the culminating event of Prospero’s “project” for 
Miranda and Ferdinand, so is his forgiveness of his enemies in act 5 the 
culminating event in his “project” with respect to them. Now this act of 
remarkable generosity on Prospero’s part is in no way diminished by the fact 
that Prospero never intended his enemies any harm (1.2.15, 29–30). Nor is it 
sufficiently explained as the outward expression of his resolve that “Though 
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with their high wrongs I am struck to th’ quick, / Yet with my nobler reason 
’gainst my fury / Do I take part: the rarer action is / in virtue than in ven-
geance” (5.1.25–28), for we do not yet know why “nobler reason” is on the 
side of forgiveness rather than vengeance. It is true that an answer may seem 
to be supplied in the immediate sequel, for Prospero avers that “they being 
penitent, / The sole drift of my purpose doth extend / Not a frown further” 
(5.1.28–30). And Alonso is indeed deeply repentant, so much so that upon 
seeing Prospero he immediately returns Milan and begs pardon (5.1.118–19). 
But to say nothing of the fact that Antonio and Sebastian display no such 
repentance, we do not yet know how Prospero understands Alonso’s peni-
tence, why he thinks it reliable, and hence why his purposes should extend 
no further. 

To understand Alonso’s penitence and the anguish from which he suffers 
in act 5, we must go back to the third act, where, in the other great production 
of his magic, Prospero addresses the crimes of Alonso, Antonio, and Sebas-
tian. As he does in the masque for Ferdinand and Miranda, so here Prospero 
speaks to the court party by calling on the aid of Ariel and other spirits. To 
“strange and solemn music” Prospero’s spirits spread a banquet before them 
and “dancing about it with gentle actions of salutations” invite Alonso and 
the others to eat (3.3, stage direction following line 17). But when they reach 
for the food laid before them, Ariel appears “like a Harpy” amid thunder 
and lightning, claps his wings, and the banquet vanishes. The theatricality 
prepares Ariel’s “three men of sin” (3.3.53) speech which follows immediately. 
But it serves its own purpose too, for it illustrates the first lesson of Prospero’s 
effort: as the purported good of the food is replaced by a punishing harpy, so 
the purported good of a usurped Milan is now, as Ariel proclaims, to receive 
its due punishment. The crucial importance of the speech that follows is 
underlined by the fact that, although the speech is delivered by Ariel, Pros-
pero leaves no doubt that it was composed by him and delivered as written 
(3.3.85–86).

You are three men of sin, whom Destiny,— 
That hath to instrument this lower world
And what is in ’t,—the never surfeited sea
Hath caused to belch you up; and on this island,
Where man doth not inhabit,—you ’mongst men
Being most unfit to live.
.   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .
    But remember,—
For that’s my business to you,—that you three
From Milan did supplant good Prospero:
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Expos’d unto the sea, which hath requite it,
Him and his innocent child: for which foul deed
The powers, delaying, not forgetting, have
Incens’d the seas and shores, yea, all the creatures,
Against your peace. Thee of thy son, Alonso,
They have bereft; and do pronounce by me
Ling’ring perdition—worse than any death
Can be at once—shall step by step attend
You and your ways; whose wraths to guard you from—
Which here, in this most desolate isle, else falls
Upon your heads,—is nothing but heart-sorrow
And a clear life ensuing. 
 (3.3.53–58, 69–82)

The aim of the speech, supported by the terrifying appearance of a harpy, 
is to present the reality of providential forces at work in this world which, 
delay though they may, never fail to avenge past wrongs, as they now do 
against Alonso, Antonio, and Sebastian. But in the very act of making this 
claim, Ariel is forced to turn more directly and exclusively to Alonso, for the 
brunt of the punishment—the purported death of Ferdinand—falls on him. 
And of the three men, Alonso is the one affected most deeply by Ariel’s per-
formance. While Antonio and Sebastian attempt to defend themselves with 
drawn swords against the “fiends” (3.3.102), Alonso sinks in grief, finding his 
guilt proclaimed all around him and accepting the death of Ferdinand as the 
price of his crime: “the billows spoke…The winds did sing…and the thun-
der…pronounc’d / The name of Prosper; it did base my trespass. Therefore 
my son i’ th’ ooze is bedded” (3.3.96–100). 

Now, Prospero’s approach to Alonso through the death of Ferdinand is 
recommended by what we see of Alonso earlier in the play. To begin with, 
his first substantial lines are expressions of grief over the loss of his son 
(2.1.103–5). More importantly, Alonso appears from the beginning inclined 
to accept responsibility for that loss, for when Sebastian cruelly asseverates 
that “The fault’s your own,” Alonso dejectedly replies, “So is the dear’st o’ th’ 
loss” (2.1.131). Alonso’s responsibility would seem to rest on his responsibility 
for his daughter Claribel’s marriage to the king of Tunis, which forced a voy-
age across the Mediterranean and created the occasion of Ferdinand’s death. 
And Alonso himself points to the marriage, wishing now that “I had never / 
Married my daughter there! For, coming hence, / My son is lost” (2.1.103–
5). Because the marriage is the proximate cause of Ferdinand’s death, and 
because he is responsible for that marriage, Alonso is formally responsible for 
Ferdinand’s death too. 
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But Claribel’s marriage to the king of Tunis was insisted upon by Alonso, 
despite being loathed by Claribel and objected to by his friends and coun-
selors. It is resented by Sebastian and almost certainly by Claribel too, and 
perhaps also by others (2.1.119–27). Might Alonso then suspect, in light of the 
expression of Sebastian’s resentment and now that he is himself paying the 
price for that marriage, that he was wrong to insist on it, that he was morally 
wrong to sacrifice his daughter’s happiness to his own purposes? I think he 
does, and that he accordingly regards the marriage not only as a proximate 
cause, but as the moral cause, of Ferdinand’s death. And being responsible for 
that marriage, he is also morally responsible for the death of his son. At any 
rate, though Alonso wavers regarding whether Ferdinand has in fact died in 
the storm (2.1.318–19, 3.3.7–9), and thus also wavers with respect to his own 
culpability, when he does accept that Ferdinand has died he nowhere enter-
tains the idea that his death was simply a matter of chance, the unlucky result 
of a freak storm at sea. Alonso’s moral experience, then, such as we see it early 
in the play, is bound up with love of his children. Grieving over Ferdinand, he 
is stimulated to consider anew his actions toward Claribel. And yet it is obvi-
ously the case that just as his moral sensibility posed no obstacle to turning 
out Prospero and Miranda from Milan and exposing their lives to the sea, 
so his love of Claribel posed no obstacle to sacrificing her happiness. When 
the play opens, Alonso’s awareness of both his love of his children and his 
moral commitments is apparently a dim one, and Prospero’s objective with 
respect to him is therefore to deepen that awareness, and, more particularly, 
to deepen the latter by means of deepening the former.

Given the importance of Claribel’s marriage to Alonso’s moral experience, 
why did he insist on it? This aspect of the play has received scant attention.8 
Nevertheless, one commentator has argued persuasively that Alonso marries 
Claribel to Tunis for the sake of a grand plan—inspired by Machiavelli—to 
unify Italy and secure its southern flank.9 However improbable such a claim 
may appear at first, it is supported by two important features of The Tempest. 
First, the political backdrop of the play emphasizes the struggle for power 
in which a southern Italian kingdom comes to dominate a northern Italian 
dukedom. Indeed, although Milan is nominally Antonio’s, Alonso so con-
trols it that he can speak in the presence of Antonio of Ferdinand as “mine 

8  Kunat rightly observes that the “frame device” of Claribel’s marriage “has generally been ignored 
because it does not seem essential to the action” of the play. John Kunat, “‘Play me false’: Rape, Race, 
and Conquest in ‘The Tempest,’” Shakespeare Quarterly 65, no. 3 (2014): 311. 
9  Lowenthal, Shakespeare and the Good Life, 32–36. 
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heir / Of Naples and Milan” (2.1.116–17, my emphasis; see also 137).10 Having 
drawn attention to the fact that Alonso has secured himself in both the North 
and South, Shakespeare makes us wonder whether Alonso’s ambitions extend 
to the Roman lands that lie between. And this suspicion is supported by the 
second feature: Claribel’s marriage to Tunis is the occasion for a series of 
jokes about “widow Dido” that lead to a blurring of the geographical distinc-
tion between modern Tunis and Dido’s Carthage.11 However irrelevant to the 
action of the play the jokes may seem, the allusions to Dido and Aeneas recall 
the Virgilian prehistory of Rome, and, in particular, the broken marriage 
underlying the Punic Wars.12 In this light, Alonso’s marriage of his daughter 
to Tunis may well appear an alliance to repair the ancient rupture and protect 
the southern border of what Alonso may hope to be a new, unified Italy. And 
for this end—for his Machiavellian enterprise to make a new Rome protected 
as it was not before—the sacrifice of his daughter’s happiness appeared a price 
worth paying. 

Capitalizing on Alonso’s new awareness of the depth of his love for his 
children, Prospero turns, in the harpy scene, to deepening Alonso’s moral 
sense—to bringing that sense more forcefully before him and to making it 
operative in his life. He therefore confirms Alonso’s feeling of moral cul-
pability for Ferdinand’s death. In doing so, however, Prospero reorganizes 
the landscape of Alonso’s guilt, for he replaces Claribel’s marriage as the 
source of that responsibility with the injustice done both to Prospero and to 
Miranda. Now, such a step is, of course, necessary for Prospero’s purposes, 
but it might seem to replace an immediate and clear cause with one remote 
in time and less obviously connected to the events leading to Ferdinand’s 
purported death. Weakening the causal connection, the substitution might 
in turn weaken Alonso’s guilt. And yet, the substitution makes sense, both 
morally and psychologically. First, it makes the twofold punishment—exile 
from the world of men and the loss of Ferdinand—commensurate with the 
crime: exile from Milan and the likely death of an innocent child. The min-
sters of fate or destiny, though long-delaying, act in accordance with justice. 
And second, by including the injustice done not only against himself but also 
against Miranda, Prospero addresses the source of Alonso’s conscience. For 

10  For further evidence of Alonso’s control of Milan, see 1.2.112–13 and 5.1.118; cf. 5.1.132–34.
11  Kermode observes that these “apparently trivial allusions” have “never been properly explained.” 
Kermode, The Tempest, 46, note to 2.1.74. One great strength of Lowenthal’s interpretation is precisely 
that it offers an account of the significance of these jokes. Kunat, by contrast, fails to take up this task. 
Kunat, “‘Play me false,’” 311–12, 325. 
12  See especially Aeneid, 4.590–629.
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as we have seen, his concern with morality arises from his love of his chil-
dren—from his concern with Ferdinand’s welfare and Claribel’s happiness. 
And his own grief over Ferdinand may therefore help him to see the gravity of 
the crime committed against Miranda, against an “innocent child” exposed 
to the merciless sea. And that crime, needless to say, was part and parcel of 
the political crime against Prospero. Alonso’s new awareness of his love of his 
children is the handle Prospero uses to deepen his concern for justice.13 

To summarize briefly the argument thus far: Prospero finds Alonso 
already inclined to believe that he is to blame for Ferdinand’s death. Alonso’s 
guilt, then, is in no way the product of Prospero’s art, even though it was 
Prospero’s art, in raising the storm and separating father and son, that pro-
duced the occasion for his experiencing it. And Prospero further uses his art 
to confirm Alonso’s inclination, thus removing any lingering doubt about 
his culpability, and to connect Alonso’s guilt for Ferdinand’s death to the 
injustices committed against himself and Miranda. But the most important 
use of his art is to bring Ariel onstage as a divine avenger of injustice, thus 
making the providential forces that care for justice and punish injustice pal-
pably real. And in bringing that punishment in the way he does, he sharpens 
Alonso’s own sense of his guilt, for he teaches him that he has offended not 
only against Prospero and Miranda, but against nature and the gods too. 
Now the outcome of Prospero’s use of his art in this way is that Alonso’s guilt 
so tortures him that he is driven to thoughts of suicide. After recognizing that 
Ferdinand has been taken in recompense for his trespass, Alonso proclaims 
in despair: “I’ll seek him deeper than e’er plummet sounded, / And with him 
there lie muddied” (3.3.101–2). By inflicting this enormous psychic pain, 
Prospero succeeds in making justice a force in his life. And as we have already 
noted, when he returns to his senses in act 5, Alonso, righting his wrongs 
to the best of his ability, returns Milan and begs Prospero’s forgiveness. But 
Prospero’s success goes farther still than merely recovering his dukedom. For 
as Alonso’s surrender of Milan shows, Prospero has succeeded in making 
justice a deeper concern for Alonso than his ambition. For Alonso, then, 
Prospero has awakened moral concerns that limit his political actions. And 
in all of this Prospero simply amplifies what was already implied in Alonso’s 
sense that he had wrongly sacrificed Claribel’s happiness to political aims. 

13  For further confirmation of the importance of the crime against Miranda in Alonso’s own mind, see 
5.1.197–98, where Alonso begs Miranda’s forgiveness, and 5.1.143–52, where Prospero’s conceit that he 
too has a lost a child in the late storm elicits from Alonso his only display of compassion in the play.
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But however well Prospero succeeds with Alonso, he fails with Antonio, 
and his failure is instructive. Unlike Alonso, Antonio remains unrepen-
tantly silent in response to Alonso’s forgiveness (5.1.130–34). In this way, he 
confirms the freedom from the pangs of conscience that he had claimed for 
himself earlier in the play. When Sebastian tepidly objected to the murder of 
Alonso by referring to the conscience, Antonio replied:

Ay, sir; where lies that? If ’twere a kibe,
’Twould put me to my slipper: but I feel not
This deity in my bosom…
 (2.1.271–73)

Keeping Alonso’s experience in mind, perhaps it should not be a surprise 
to find that Antonio lacks any strong attachment of love to another human 
being.14 As a result, Prospero is unable to work on his soul as he does on 
Alonso’s; the raw material is missing for deepening his moral experiences. 
And without those experiences, Antonio remains to the end without that 
“deity in [his] bosom” to punish him for his wrongs. There is, then, a limit 
to what Prospero can achieve with his magic. He can indeed use his magic 
to inflict pains on Antonio, but he cannot transform those external punish-
ments into internal ones. To continue with those punishments would be but 
cruelty; and where no good outcome is foreseeable, there is no good reason 
to continue. 

Accordingly, Prospero’s forgiveness of Alonso, on one hand, and Antonio 
and Sebastian, on the other, are of different sorts. His forgiveness of Alonso is 
offered freely in recognition of Alonso’s grief and repentance, with confidence 
in the moral revolution that has taken place in him, and knowledge of the 
basis of that revolution. In contrast, his forgiveness of Antonio and Sebastian 
is prefaced by the threatening notice that he knows of their conspiracy and 
“here could pluck his highness’ frown upon you, / And justify you traitors: at 
this time / I will tell no tales” (5.1.127–29). Their conspiracy to murder Alonso 
Prospero holds in reserve against future attempts at wrongdoing. While he 
may forgive Antonio, he does not mistake his forgiveness for trust. Knowing 
the limits of what he can accomplish, Prospero is moderate in his aims and 

14  The play includes one reference to a child of Antonio’s, a son whom Ferdinand concludes has died 
in the storm (1.2.440–41). In a footnote to this passage, Kermode reports that scholars typically regard 
these lines as a vestige of source material or an early draft. He further reports the dissent of Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge, who speculated that Antonio’s son had sailed in one of Alonso’s other ships, and 
that Ferdinand assumed that those ships and their passengers had been destroyed in the storm. See 
Kermode, The Tempest, 38. If Coleridge is right—or if any similar solution is right—Antonio’s lack of 
grief is all the more striking. 
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cautious in his attitude. He makes no attempt to eliminate vice altogether; he 
simply remains ever watchful, seeking to control it as best he can. 

Conclusion: Prospero’s Art and His Intentions

In both the masque of act 4 and the harpy-banquet scene of act 3, Prospero’s 
art is directed to articulating in word and image the feelings and thoughts 
that are already present—even if only dimly recognized—in his addressees. 
But in the process of articulating those feelings and thoughts, Prospero also 
modifies or adds to the experiences in question. In the case of Ferdinand 
and Miranda, he attaches their hopes of happiness to moderation, bringing 
virtue into the center of their vision; and in the case of Alonso, Prospero 
alters his understanding of the moral causality at work in Ferdinand’s death, 
thereby transforming and deepening his moral experience. The first object 
of his art is thus to teach morality, and whatever the differences in the two 
cases, his success in both depends on two crucial factors. First, Prospero 
finds in the love of one person for another, whether of parent for child or of 
lover for beloved, the germ of a moral concern that he develops into a broader 
moral perspective. Second, he supports his moral teaching by underscoring 
the gods’ care for the morality that he teaches. Prospero’s moral success, 
however, initiates a still larger political reform, for by concentrating his 
moral teaching on the future rulers Ferdinand and Miranda and the pres-
ent king of Naples, Prospero intends to restore moderation and justice to a 
privileged position in Italian political life. And entailed in that reform, as 
we have seen, is the recognition on the part of Ferdinand and Alonso that 
there is something of deeper importance to them than their kingdoms and 
their ambitions. In sum, Prospero’s political art aims at a moral and political 
reform of Italian politics, and it accomplishes those ends by a transforma-
tion of the ends and priorities of the characters whom he affects. And yet 
this transformation, as we have also seen, is authorized by the characters 
themselves, for such a transformation as Prospero accomplishes is possible 
only because their experiences of love and morality are already a challenge 
to the priority of politics.

Prospero’s reform, however, can be placed in a still larger context, one 
best seen by considering his education of Alonso. By encouraging Alonso’s 
sense that justice imposes limits to political action, Prospero drives a wedge 
between political success or efficacy, on one hand, and morality, on the 
other. And this amounts to an objection to the teaching of Alonso’s master, 
Machiavelli, for it was Machiavelli who most famously sought to eliminate 
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the distinction, and hence the tension or conflict, between moral and politi-
cal virtue.15 In doing so, Machiavelli suggested that there were no trans- or 
extrapolitical concerns that rightly controlled political action; politics was 
to be neither guided, nor inspired, nor limited by considerations that tran-
scended strictly political ones. That perspective is powerfully, if subtly, 
conveyed in The Tempest by Alonso’s sacrifice of Claribel’s happiness for the 
sake of his new Rome. And his education at the hands of Prospero, in turn, 
undoes his effort to live according to Machiavelli’s teaching. 

But if Prospero restores the distinction between moral and political 
virtue, he nevertheless exhibits an appreciation of an important aspect of 
Machiavelli’s teaching. When the Master and Boatswain are reunited with the 
Neapolitan party, Alonso finds in their return something “more than nature” 
can account for, concerning which an “oracle / Must rectify our knowledge” 
(5.1.243–45). In response to this indication of Alonso’s new willingness to 
consult oracles, and, by extension, their interpreters, Prospero urges him not 
to worry over the strange events and promises to “resolve you, / Which to you 
shall seem probable, of every / These happen’d accidents” (5.1.246–50). There 
is every reason to doubt that Prospero intends to tell Alonso the truth of all 
that has happened on the island, and in particular, the truth about his provi-
dential experience.16 But by promising to explain events to Alonso, Prospero 
makes himself, rather than the oracle, their interpreter; rather than surren-
der Alonso to religious powers, he maintains control over him, thus blunting 
the most extreme or dangerous political consequences of the belief in divine 
providence that he has nourished in him. 

But if Prospero shares some of Machiavelli’s concerns, how is one to 
understand his ultimate political objective? Why reopen the distinction 
between moral and political virtue Machiavelli had sought to close, precisely 
when that distinction lends itself to dangers Prospero, like Machiavelli, seeks 
to forestall? To see what Prospero hopes to achieve politically, we do best 
to turn to Ferdinand and Miranda, for as the play ends, they are poised to 
assume control, sooner or later, over both Milan and Naples (1.2.58, 5.1.150). 
And though it is difficult to know what the character of their rule will be, 
their final exchange offers a glimpse. Drawing Alonso and his men toward 

15  The Prince, chap. 15.
16  I agree with Burns that Prospero’s “probable” account will accord with the “pious education in 
divine providence” he has provided. But to leave it there allows the significance of Prospero’s promise 
to go unexplained. Burns, Shakespeare’s Political Wisdom, 213. 
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his cell and beckoning them to look in, Prospero reveals Ferdinand, alive and 
well, playing at chess with Miranda. 

Miranda: Sweet lord, you play me false.
Ferdinand:              No, my dearest love,
     I would not for the world.
Miranda: Yes, for a score of kingdoms you should wrangle,
      And I would call it fair play. 
   (5.1.172–75) 

To be sure, Miranda has much still to learn about human beings (see 5.1.181–
84), but she has evidently absorbed something of the lessons of her father’s 
mistaken withdrawal from politics in Milan. And, in the face of Ferdinand’s 
striking readiness to surrender the “world,” she reminds him of what gover-
nance requires of them. Sketched here is both the sense that politics is not 
the deepest human concern, and the recognition that this need not lead to 
an irresponsible renunciation of the “wrangling” that good rule requires 
and even justifies.17 In this respect, Ferdinand and Miranda prove to be an 
imitation of Prospero himself, who has shown by his action in the play that 
the recognition that politics is not the highest end of human life need not 
be an insuperable obstacle to wise political rule and the execution of the 
harsh measures it requires. And if Prospero’s ranking of rule, together with 
his awareness of the limits of what can be politically and morally accom-
plished, contributed to his moderation, he may have hoped that the double 
perspective embodied in the chess scene would contribute to the moderation 
of Ferdinand and Miranda’s rule that he had also tried to inculcate in the 
masque. 

The reform that Prospero thus accomplishes is characterized by two 
features: the restored distinction between moral and political virtue, and 
the sense, even or especially among rulers, that there are human ends more 
important than political ones. And if Prospero himself favors the second fea-
ture on account of the potential dangers of the first, the second feature too 
is not free of dangers, as Ferdinand’s words suggest. Especially if Prospero’s 
political reformation is finally imperfect, however, we may wonder whether he 
does not have an additional objective. By drawing attention to ends that claim 
to transcend political life, and by restoring the potential for conflict between 
political and moral virtue, Prospero may seek to encourage reflection of the 

17  Contrast Poole, “False Play,” 70. Shrewder are the observations of Loughrey and Taylor, who note 
the significance of the scene for “the play’s political action and its concern with the idea of govern-
ment.” Bryan Loughrey and Neil Taylor, “Ferdinand and Miranda at Chess,” in Shakespeare Survey 35, 
ed. Stanley Wells (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 114. 
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sort he himself evidently engaged in regarding the variety of human ends, 
their competing claims, and the hierarchy among them. His own activity in 
The Tempest bears ample witness to his understanding of the tension between 
those ends, of the sources of this tension and of its significance for human 
life. Indeed, that understanding is the core of Prospero’s political wisdom, 
and it is that wisdom that Shakespeare chooses to display in The Tempest. 
Perhaps, then, Prospero’s moral teaching is meant also to reopen a path lead-
ing to the wisdom so artfully deployed in his magic throughout The Tempest. 
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According to us, a moral book is a book about moral people. But the old idea was 
almost exactly the opposite; a moral book was a book about immoral people.

—G. K. Chesterton1

English writer Henry Fielding (1707–1754) began writing novels in the 1740s, 
after a successful career as a playwright and theater director. My focus is on 
only one of Fielding’s novels—probably the first he actually wrote, dealing 
with the criminal career and public hanging of a noted thief (and “thief-
taker” fencing stolen goods), Jonathan Wild.2 This early novel by Fielding 
lacks many of the endearing characteristics of his later novels, such as Joseph 
Andrews and Tom Jones, which examine the virtues of competing forms of 
goodness and sociability in an emerging, modernizing liberal society. Jona-
than Wild examines the vices of criminality through a framework of literary 
irony devised by Fielding to test how far readers are prepared to go in follow-
ing the supposed hero Jonathan Wild in claiming that his criminal exploits 
are evidence of his self-esteemed virtue of greatness, despite the absence in 
Wild of any traces of the virtues of goodness. 

1  G. K. Chesterton, “Tom Jones and Morality,” quoted in Henry Fielding: A Critical Anthology, ed. 
Claude Rawson (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1973), 330.
2  Henry Fielding, Jonathan Wild, ed. Hugh Amory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). This 
article relies on this Amory edition which is based on the first edition published in 1743. Fielding’s 
revised second edition, published in 1754, is available in Henry Fielding, Jonathan Wild, ed. David 
Nokes (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1982). See Jenny Davidson, “Jonathan Wild,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Henry Fielding, ed. C. J. Rawson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2007), 65–79.
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Fielding was part of a movement of literary innovation testing the norms 
of civic greatness. Fielding’s colleague Alexander Pope (1688–1744) was one of 
many writers who recoiled from the conventional trust in the so-called great-
ness of modernist literary civic and political leaders.3 The texts of classical 
literary criticism like Aristotle and Horace were at the heart of Pope’s writing 
on literary criticism, shaping a “neoclassical” protest against Whig exercises 
in literary and political modernism.4 Literary critic Lawrence Lipking invites 
us to view the 1740s as “the most innovative decade in English literature”: 
the decade following the fall of the Walpole government unleashed a literary 
eruption, illustrated in no small part by Fielding’s project begun with such 
dry humor in Jonathan Wild.5 

Fielding’s Literary Theory

The term “literary theory” refers to a wide variety of attempts to frame the 
study of literary criticism around philosophical theories of the nature of 
writing and reading. Wellek and Warren’s Theory of Literature (originally 
published in 1949) marks out the early years in the contemporary academic 
study of literary theory.6 The field of literary theory emerged from the tra-
ditional practice of literary criticism and has expanded rapidly over the last 
fifty years, with a preponderant focus on “postmodern” philosophies often 
resistant to traditional or “humanistic” literary criticism, and also dissenting 
from mainstream schools of analytical philosophy.7 Yet within the growing 
subfields of literary theory, one can discern substantial historical interest in 
the “premodern,” or better, early modern origins of contemporary literary 
practice, especially during those moments, such as the 1740s, when new writ-
ers articulated classically derived apologies for their literary innovations.8 

3  See, for example, “Essay on Man: Epistle IV,” in Alexander Pope: Selected Poetry and Prose, ed. Wil-
liam K. Wimsatt Jr. (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1951), 156–67. See generally Bertrand A. 
Goldgar, Walpole and the Wits (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1976), esp. 197–221; and “Field-
ing’s Periodical Journalism,” Cambridge Companion to Henry Fielding, 109–21.
4  See “An Essay on Criticism,” in Alexander Pope: Selected Poetry and Prose, 63–84.
5  Lawrence Lipking, “The Genie in the Lamp,” in High Romantic Argument: Essays for M. H. Abrams, 
ed. Lawrence Lipking (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1981), 136–38. On Jonathan Wild as a 
conservative critique of Whig political philosophy, see Michael McKeon, The Origins of the English 
Novel, 1600–1740 (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), 382–94.
6  Rene Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory of Literature, 3rd ed. (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1973).
7  Leading examples include Jonathan Culler, Literary Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997) 
and Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008). The alternative approach of “literary 
criticism” is well illustrated by Wayne C. Booth, The Company We Keep: An Ethics of Fiction (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1988).
8  Instructive here is M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical 
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This paper examines one such defense made by Fielding. The deeper 
philosophy in Fielding’s literary theory becomes clearer when we discover 
that one of Fielding’s intellectual authorities was English philosopher Lord 
Shaftesbury (1671–1713), whose Characteristics inspired Fielding to experi-
ment with new forms of literary humor or raillery, reflecting many ancient 
as well as modern approaches to the art of fiction writing.9 Fielding is decid-
edly a humorist, although his elusive irony makes his humor puzzling. This 
article tries to solve some of those puzzles. A good writer who was also a 
good reader, English novelist William Thackeray, noted that Fielding taught 
generations “to laugh wisely and fairly” and also educated “scholars” in “the 
exercise of thoughtful humour and the manly play of wit.”10 

A seasoned dramatist who staged over twenty plays, Fielding turned to 
novel writing in response to the 1737 Theatrical Licensing Act of the Walpole 
government. Plays by opponents of the Walpole government would thereafter 
not be officially licensed. Fearing the worst, the dramatist became a lawyer 
(later a magistrate) and went on to write many of the best pioneering English 
novels: Joseph Andrews (1742), Tom Jones (1749), and Amelia (1751). Critics 
suspect that Jonathan Wild was intended as an ironic critique of the ques-
tionable greatness of England’s first self-styled prime minister, “the great” 
Sir Robert Walpole.11 Critics also note that Fielding had literary as well as 
political opponents, including rival novelist Samuel Richardson, whose 
Pamela was answered by Fielding’s brief (and anonymous) Shamela (both 
1741). Fielding’s first published novel, Shamela is a critique of corrupt mis-
understandings of virtue, foreshadowing Fielding’s later political theme of 

Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1953); A Glossary of Literary Terms, 3rd ed. (New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971); and especially Doing Things with Texts: Essays in Criticism and 
Critical Theory (New York: Norton, 1989).
9  Samples of Fielding’s use of Shaftesbury are evident in The Criticism of Henry Fielding, ed. Ioan 
Williams (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970), 23, 57, 150, 253, 283. See also W. B. Coley, “The 
Background of Fielding’s Laughter,” ELH 26, no. 2 (1959): 229–52. On Shaftesbury and modern politi-
cal philosophy, see John Uhr, Performing Political Theory (Singapore: Palgrave, 2018), esp. 33–49. 
10  W. M. Thackeray, The English Humourists of the Eighteenth Century (London: Grey Walls, 1949), 
174. See also Thackeray, “Review of Fielding’s Works,” in Rawson, Critical Anthology, 263–66.
11  See, for example, Claude Rawson, introduction to The Life of Mr Jonathan Wild the Great, in Jona-
than Wild, ed. Amory, ix–xxxii. On Fielding’s anti-Walpole drama, see J. H. Plumb, England in the 
Eighteenth Century (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1963), 100. See also J. H. Plumb, foreword to 
Jonathan Wild, by Henry Fielding (New York: Signet Classics, 1961), xi–xvii. Note W. B. Coley, “Henry 
Fielding and the Two Walpoles,” Philological Quarterly 45, no. 1 (1966). On core philosophical issues, 
see Robert Faulkner, The Case for Greatness: Honorable Ambition and Its Critics (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2007).
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the goodness of regenerative civic virtue.12 The novel Jonathan Wild engages 
in this critique indirectly or ironically—appearing to illustrate and defend 
Wild’s own understanding of his questionable greatness. The novel examines 
the quality of human greatness as claimed by vicious criminals like Wild, 
with less direct attention paid to the scarce virtues of human goodness exam-
ined more thoroughly in later, more optimistic novels like Tom Jones. The 
somewhat bleak Wild novel can be read as one of England’s first political 
novels because of the close association made between the great criminal thief 
Wild and the dubious greatness of more than one unnamed “prime minister.”

Contemporary Literary Theory

Few political theorists have bothered with Fielding, despite the potential 
importance of Jonathan Wild as a pioneering political novel. Histories of 
political theory sometimes find novels useful as illustrations of political 
or public culture; novelists, however, rarely rate as proponents or cultiva-
tors of political culture.13 Habermas, for example, in his early work on the 
structural transformation of the public sphere, notes the role of Fielding’s 
rival novelist Richardson whose work influenced Rousseau’s and Goethe’s 
reflections on civil society; Fielding however passes unnoticed.14 Fielding’s 
biographers have dug more deeply into the writer’s literature and politics and 
their accounts of Fielding’s life and times help readers appreciate the close 
interest in political philosophy managed by this leading magistrate working 
so close to the vitalities, both good and bad, in English civil society.15 

Literary theorists tend to tell a different story. Some prominent literary 
theorists like Bakhtin note the importance of Fielding as one of the pio-
neers of the modern comic novel, with Jonathan Wild seen as a pioneering 

12  Douglas Brooks-Davies, introduction to Joseph Andrews and Shamela (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1980), vii–xiii. On Fielding’s critique of Richardson, see Terry Eagleton, “Walter Benjamin,” in 
The Eagleton Reader, ed. Stephen Regan (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), 203. Note also Thomas R. Cleary, 
Henry Fielding: Political Writer (Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1984), 190–97.
13  An important exception is R. S. Crane, ed., Critics and Criticism: Ancient and Modern (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1952). Note especially Crane’s chapter “English Neoclassical Criticism: 
An Outline Sketch,” 372–88. This chapter anticipates M. H. Abrams, “Pragmatic Theories,” in The 
Mirror and the Lamp, 14–21.
14  Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (Cambridge: Polity, 1989), 
49–50. On Fielding as “an historian of bourgeois society,” see Georg Lukacs, The Historical Novel 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1981), 16.
15  See especially Martin C. Battestin, Henry Fielding: A Life (London: Routledge, 1993); and Donald 
Thomas, Henry Fielding: A Life (New York: St Martin’s, 1990).
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example.16 Unfortunately, many other literary theorists qualify their evalu-
ation of Fielding’s literary worth. Fielding is praised, often conditionally, by 
literary theorists who examine the literary innovations in such later works as 
Joseph Andrews and Tom Jones. Yet few of these sympathetic literary theorists 
include Jonathan Wild in their list of Fielding’s “theory” contributions. This 
approach also ignores the bulk of Fielding’s general literary theory which was 
published in the three volumes of Miscellanies containing Jonathan Wild.17 
Fielding published Jonathan Wild as one part of a wider range of reflec-
tions on the nature of literary or public culture which reveal much about 
his framework for literary theory: Fielding’s important prefaces to his 1743 
miscellaneous collection convey his unusual blending of literary and political 
theory which continue to confuse literary as well as political critics. These 
prefatory contributions will be examined towards the end of this article.

Fielding’s place in literary theory is due in large part to his innovation in 
the art of writing novels. However, the real clue to his “theory” comes not only 
from his writing novels but also from his writing about novels, sometimes as 
digressions in his own novels and at other times in his prefaces and related 
critical writings. One of the few literary theorists to have acknowledged Field-
ing’s nonfictional analysis is Wayne Booth, with his close interest in classical 
uses of rhetoric by ancient and modern writers.18 Booth sees Jonathan Wild 
as Fielding’s most unusual novel because it so cleverly reveals the author’s 
“role as a magistrate and reformer of public manners.” Fielding’s cynical nar-
ration is a deliberate part of the author’s literary rhetoric which can and will 
change in his later novels. Prominent in this rhetoric is the use of irony to lead 
readers closer to the lack of goodness found in many influential examples of 
civic greatness, like Jonathan Wild and his many imitators.19 The narrator of 
Jonathan Wild is crafted by Fielding’s rhetoric for the political purposes of 

16  M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1981), 9, 164, 393, 398.
17  Now republished as Henry Fielding, Miscellanies, 3 vols., The Wesleyan Edition of the Works of 
Henry Fielding (Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press, 1972–1997). Jonathan Wild is included in 
Miscellanies, vol. 3, ed. Bertrand A. Goldgar (Oxford: Clarendon, 1997), 3–196, with Goldgar’s impor-
tant “General Introduction,” xix–xliv, and Amory’s valuable “Appendix 1: Textual Introduction,” 
197–224.
18  Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961). On the 
importance of digressions in Fielding, see Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, 2nd ed. (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1983), 438–39.
19  Booth, Rhetoric of Fiction, 2nd ed., 72, 82–83, 317. On irony in Fielding’s “realism,” see Erich Auer-
bach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (New York: Doubleday Anchor, 
1953), 408, 424, 434.
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that novel, just as the narrator of Tom Jones is later crafted to promote other 
social and political purposes.20

Fielding’s role as a critic as well as a writer of literature has received 
ambiguous support from literary critics. The dissenting, unambiguous view 
of a minority of literary critics has been that Fielding was “the most fearful 
and honest magistrate of his day” who became, according to Walter Allen, the 
“first English theorist of the novel.” Fielding’s practice of novel writing rested 
on his use of irony as “his great weapon against pretence, vanity, hypocrisy, 
inhumanity.” Allen judges that Jonathan Wild survives as “the grimmest and 
most brilliant prose satire we have.” Fielding thus stands out as a writer of 
engaging “comedy which, however remorseless, is still comedy.” Fielding’s 
novels have impact because the writer “is showing the age its face.”21 

The conventional wisdom of the majority of literary critics has less praise 
for Fielding. A significant yet troubling voice seeking to identify Fielding’s 
place in “the Epic Theory of the Novel” is Ian Watt’s classic analysis of the rise 
of the modern novel.22 Watt frames what has become a contemporary com-
monplace that Fielding’s arguments about literary theory are “unimpressive,” 
reflecting Fielding’s idiosyncratic “personal value judgments” drawn from 
his theatrical interest in entertainment. According to Watt, “not too much 
importance should be attached” to the famous preface to Joseph Andrews: 
Fielding’s literary criticism of his own work is flawed.23 Watt sees Fielding 
as leaning towards the ancients and away from the moderns in his confus-
ing articulation of “the neo-classical literary tradition” which misses that 
all-important “epic prototype” promised by Fielding. Watt claims that “Field-
ing’s Homerican style” of burlesque reveals “a somewhat ambiguous attitude 
to the epic model.” He claims that “a good Aristotelian like Fielding” would 
have known the philosophical and literary limits facing “this ambivalence” 
between classical Homeric epic and the “mock-heroic” comic dramas so pop-
ularly valued by Fielding’s audience. Watt concludes that Fielding’s genuine 

20  Booth, Rhetoric of Fiction, 2nd ed., 177–78, 211, 215–18. On Fielding’s irony, see Wayne C. Booth, 
A Rhetoric of Irony (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), 59–60, 179–84; A. R. Humphreys, 
“Fielding’s Irony,” in Rawson, Critical Anthology, 377–84; and especially Terry Eagleton, How to Read 
Literature (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013), 53–54, 58, 76, 101–2.
21  Walter Allen, The English Novel (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1954), 53–67.
22  Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1963), 249–70.
23  Ibid., 260–61.
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skills as dramatist of popular comedy undercut his avowed allegiance to the 
high principles of the classical epic.24

As we can see, many call into question the intellectual integrity of 
Fielding’s literary criticism. George Watson is a good example of the pre-
vailing academic ambiguity which acknowledges Fielding’s gifts as novelist 
yet doubts Fielding’s justification of his own literary philosophy. Fielding 
continues to be praised for his innovative novel writing, which is valuable 
because the writer is “deeply aware of the social context of the individual.” 
Watson, however, withholds praise for Fielding’s “incoherent” critical com-
mentary on general literary principles.25 To be sure, he accepts that Fielding 
is England’s esteemed pioneer in the art of “novel criticism.” The problem 
is that this “first critic of the novel” failed “to create a tradition, and had no 
disciples”: the root of this problem is that Fielding started his literary career 
as a dramatist and allegedly remained captivated by his love of “burlesque” 
or stage parody, apparently complicating his criticism with “endless difficul-
ties.” For example, the public figure Jonathan Wild emerges from that novel 
as a “prince of hypocritical scoundrels” in a work that, according to Watson, 
falls far short of the type of comedy outlined in Fielding’s ambitious preface 
to Joseph Andrews. For Watson, Fielding has no genuine “literary theory,” 
to use a concept only just emerging at that time of Watson’s scholarship. As 
a scholar of literary criticism, Watson sees Fielding’s well-intentioned criti-
cism as flawed, providing the English literary community with no more than 
a historically important “false start” to the development of high-principled 
literary criticism.

The Plot of Jonathan Wild

The epigraph with which this article begins has English writer Chesterton 
refer to the character of Tom Jones as less than fully moral. Chesterton’s 
thesis was that Fielding’s great gifts as a novelist reflected his ability to use 
characters of vice to help readers learn more about the nature of virtue. Here 
we encounter the idea that the writer Fielding intended to promote deeper 
understandings of individual and social virtue through his rich and colorful 
accounts of individual and social vice.26 Tom Jones stands between low vice 

24  Ibid., 264–65, 268–69.
25  George Watson, The Literary Critics (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1962), 72–80.
26  Useful here are Claude Rawson, “Fielding’s Style,” in Cambridge Companion to Henry Fielding, 
153–74; and Vivasvan Soni, “Judging, Inevitably: Aesthetic Judgment and Novelistic Form in Field-
ing’s Joseph Andrews,” Modern Language Quarterly 76, no. 2 (2015): 159–80.
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and high virtue, with Fielding using stories about this character to help read-
ers learn more about the pathways to virtue associated with this fascinatingly 
flawed individual.

One way to begin to correct misunderstandings of Fielding is to turn 
back to the texts themselves and try to see “the plot” of novels like Jonathan 
Wild as we imagine it was understood by author Fielding.27 A number of liter-
ary scholars have already begun to recover Fielding’s original understanding: 
one of the most impressive such studies is Crane’s chapter in his edited vol-
ume Critics and Criticism.28 Using Tom Jones as his example, Crane went to 
some lengths to contrast conventional criticism of the many confusing plot-
lines of this later Fielding novel with what Crane suggested was the deeper 
plot revealing Fielding’s underlying sense of philosophical integrity in this 
masterwork. In one surprisingly long footnote, Crane sought to clarify his 
approach to “the concept of plot” by reference to Aristotle’s Poetics, in contrast 
to the recent “extreme reduction of Aristotle’s principles” by those critics who 
reduce “the plot” through a “method” and “technique” made famous by “crit-
ics of the Scrutiny group” (that is, the so-called Leavisites).29 The plot should 
not be reduced “to action alone,” as though a critic could interpret a novel 
by collecting the activities of each character over the course of the recorded 
action. Crane’s alternative approach is to distill “the form of the plot” as “the 
most important virtue” brought to the work by the novelist intent on mov-
ing “our feelings powerfully and pleasurably in a certain definite way.”30 This 
alternative approach reflects Crane’s interpretation of Aristotle’s Poetics as 
an encouragement for critics to reconsider “the concept of the plot” in terms 
of a dialogue between writer and reader which uses the actions of characters 
to provide readers with evidence of the underlying unity and integrity of the 
written text. The unity might well be lost on many or most of the characters, 
with the implication that recovering the integrity of the text will involve ele-
ments of judgment from readers that capture the disguised or dispersed unity 

27  On mock-heroic themes of Jonathan Wild, see C. J. Rawson, “The Hero as Clown,” in Studies in the 
Eighteenth Century, ed. R. F. Brissenden (Canberra: Australian National University Press, 1973), 17–52.
28  R. S. Crane, “The Concept of the Plot and the Plot of Tom Jones,” in Critics and Criticism, 616–47. 
Note Wayne Booth’s high praise for this chapter in Rhetoric of Fiction, 1st ed., 217, 219; on Crane, see 
also Booth at 33, 36, 321, 372, 377.
29  Crane, “Concept of the Plot,” 617n7.
30  Ibid., 620–22. Note Frederick G. Ribble, “Aristotle and the ‘Prudence’ Theme of Tom Jones,” 
Eighteenth-Century Studies 15, no. 1 (1981): 26–47.



3 2 5Literary Theory in Henry Fielding’s Jonathan Wild

championed by the author. In Crane’s specific language, the “whole” of the 
plot is greater than the sum of the “parts” acted out by characters in the text.31

Fielding’s art of writing in Jonathan Wild includes very frequent ref-
erences to his “readers.” Three of the four books of the novel each contain 
fourteen chapters; the fourth and final book contains sixteen chapters. Almost 
each of these fifty-eight chapters has the narrator refer to the “readers,” with 
the implication that readers will take note of the comprehensive presence of 
the “writer” who might or might not be the narrator. By emphasizing the 
presence of “readers,” Fielding is nudging them to think a little bit harder 
about the role of the “writer.” The narrator emerges as yet another character 
in the novel, mediating between the author and the audience and eliciting a 
closer relationship between audience and the invisible author.32 Notably, in 
the final chapter of book 1, Fielding speaks more openly, either as narrator or 
as author, when he says that “For my Part, I own myself” when clarifying his 
own standards of greatness, including that type so disliked by Wild which 
can “embellish his Country with the Improvement of Arts and Sciences” 
(1.14).33 This example illustrates Fielding’s capacity occasionally yet strategi-
cally to inject himself closer into the action of the novel. Another occasion 
occurs in a long footnote revealing what “I shall conclude” about the display 
of different hats by competing gang members (2.6). Fielding can thus use the 
narrator to separate the audience from the novel’s many (twenty-five or so) 
characters so that readers can start to see beyond the alluring vices of Wild 
and his gang of followers; but also beyond the endearing virtues of those rela-
tively good characters like the Heartfree couple who are Wild’s main prey, 
with Mrs. Heartfree being Wild’s obsessive infatuation.34

The plot of Jonathan Wild involves three core concepts being explored by 
Fielding: greatness, goodness, and public integrity. I will examine each before 
turning to the related prefatory writings illustrating Fielding’s underlying art 
of comedy.35

31  Fielding’s irony is well examined by Aurelien Digeon, “Jonathan Wild,” in Fielding: A Collection 
of Critical Essays, ed. Ronald Paulson (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1962), 69–80, which is 
reproduced from Digeon’s The Novels of Fielding (New York: Russell and Russell, 1962), 96–128.
32  Abrams’s category of “pragmatic theories” relates this literary strategy to classical or “mimetic 
theories”: see The Mirror and the Lamp, 14–21. On Fielding as narrator, see Claude Rawson, Order 
from Confusion Sprung (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities, 1992).
33  Parenthetical citations are to book and chapter of Jonathan Wild.
34  For a brief but very useful account of irony, see Abrams, “Irony,” in A Glossary of Literary Terms, 80–84.
35  Excellent here is Ian Donaldson, The World Upside-Down: Comedy from Jonson to Fielding (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1970), 183–206.
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A. Greatness

The first concept, that of greatness, is at the forefront of Fielding’s novel. Jon-
athan Wild is formally titled The History of The Life of the Late Mr Jonathan 
Wild the Great.36 Fielding claimed little novelty in writing a work of litera-
ture about this former criminal who was hanged in 1725. Defoe’s impressive 
work of 1725 says as much about the criminal character of Wild as readers 
might ever expect to find.37 What is distinctive about Fielding’s title is the 
explicit reference to “Wild the Great.” The very first chapter introduces Wild 
as resembling the “ancient Heroes” Alexander and Caesar; yet in contrast 
to unnamed “Sages or Philosophers,” the narrator refuses “to confound the 
Ideas of Greatness and Goodness” and so presents Wild as carrying as little 
goodness as is consistent with his “Race to Greatness” (1.1). Fielding is thus 
inviting readers to view Wild as an exception to the normal blending of part 
greatness and part goodness: Wild is (or at least thinks he is) exceptionally 
great. Wild lacks goodness precisely because he wants to magnify his great-
ness, defined in this first chapter as “bringing all Manner of Mischief on 
Mankind,” imitating what Wild believes to have been the conduct of Alex-
ander the Great (1.3). 

If many believe that Alexander had Aristotle as his tutor, then along sim-
ilar lines Fielding introduces Wild’s own tutor in the character of Count La 
Ruse. In a novel with so many tawdry characters, Count La Ruse stands out 
as the initial mentor of Wild in the disguised arts of stealing and soon after 
as the most notable subject of Wild’s astute stealing skills. Wild’s potential for 
greatness reflects his belief that great leaders should never be dependent on 
their followers. Wild declares that no “statesman” is very different from “the 
Prig” or “what the Vulgar name a Thief”—thereby dramatically emboldening 
the Count’s more cautious advice about the hidden criminal skills required 
even of “a prime Minister” (1.5). Wild and the Count differ on where the skills 
of real greatness should be directed, with Wild convinced that “the States-
man” lacks the substantial “Honour” that a wily “Prig” can hope to extract 
from “his Gang.” Wild displays his greatness by eventually taking down his 
mentor, mainly because Wild is persuaded that the Count is wrong in his 
praise for the rewards likely to be won by leading statesmen through their 
deceitful betrayal of public trust. Wild proves his point not only by robbing 

36  Fielding, Miscellanies, 3:xlv. Note the slightly abbreviated title used in the text relied on in this 
article: Jonathan Wild, ed. Amory, 7.
37  Daniel Defoe, The Life of Jonathan Wild, in Jonathan Wild, ed. Amory, 183–218.
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the Count but also by doing all he can not to be robbed by his own gang of 
petty thieves. 

Wild’s contempt for political greatness allows him to wrestle away from 
the political mainstream a favorite classical political philosopher: Wild justi-
fies his own richer style of scheming by acknowledging what he has learned 
from Aristotle’s Politics about treating others as slaves of one’s own superior 
interests (1.8). The conventional honors of political life fall short of what Wild 
regards as the real nature of honor which is substantially about respect for the 
domination of power exercised by those in command, as Wild astutely strives 
to be in relation to his own gang of criminal followers. Knowing that “the Art 
of Policy is the Art of Multiplication,” Wild confesses that armed with a gang 
he can rightly expect to “be as Great as any Prime Minister whatsoever,” yet 
free from all the limitations of institutionalized politics (1.14). 

Fielding makes it difficult for Wild to assemble “his Gang,” precisely 
because each of his potential followers has an antagonistic self-interest which 
warns them away from serving under the braggart Wild. The gang is eventu-
ally formed but only after Wild is given a special opportunity to engage in 
a revealingly despondent soliloquy on “the State of Priggism” recorded by 
the narrator (2.4). Nothing great can occur without driving ambition, which 
Wild nurtures. Wild’s scheme to enlist his gang of followers illustrates one 
of the deep arts of greatness known as “Policy, or Politicks, or rather Pol-
litricks” (2.5). Is Fielding inviting us to think of conventional political leaders 
like Walpole as managers of “pollitricks”? The novel returns to Wild’s own 
“pollitricks” in a wonderfully brief chapter “Of Hats” (2.6). Fielding reveals 
Wild’s strategy of dominating the competitive world of gangland by getting 
his followers to cease what we might call their “hat-tricide” of misguided fac-
tionalism.38 Instead, what they have to focus on is not their favorite style of 
“hats” but instead their leader, Wild, who goes on to escalate his power over 
his gang by displaying how such an effective “Leader” (Fielding’s deliberate 
term) will not stop short of executing followers found to be unworthy of his 
trust (3.3). Book 3 concludes with an even more bleak challenge to Wild’s 
command over his gang when a follower called Blueskin resists the “Subser-
viency” leaders expect of followers (3.14). Refusing Wild’s request to hand 
over stolen goods, Blueskin denies that Wild is “the Head” of their gang who 
mistakenly think they must promote Wild’s own “Benefit and Advantage.” 
Wild replies that in “a legal Society,” Blueskin’s thesis about the limited role of 

38  Note S. T. Coleridge’s high praise for this chapter, “A Note,” in Rawson, Critical Anthology, 257.
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“the chief Magistrate” would hold; but in “an illegal Society” there is only one 
rule, which is “Nothing but a Head, and Obedience to that Head.” The gang 
comes to side with “their Leader” (again, Fielding’s deliberate term) against 
this instance of “Disobedience and Revolt.” Wild arranges to get the legal 
authorities to arrest Blueskin and have him sent to Newgate prison, a location 
and institution which dominates book 4, the novel’s final book (3.14). 

Book 4 traces Wild’s deluded greatness through the busily occupied 
Newgate prison where the leader is held after yet more rebellious attacks from 
disgruntled followers. The prize of greatness reassures Wild, even though the 
legal system finally accepts the advice of a mysterious magistrate who gathers 
evidence from Wild’s distraught victims, the good (if greatless) Heartfrees. 
The storyline of Jonathan Wild contains the eventual public hanging of the 
disgraced criminal leader (4.15). Our attention here, however, is with the 
deeper plot crafted by Fielding which involves two additional concepts worth 
examining.

B. Goodness

The second concept in the plot of this novel is goodness. Jonathan Wild 
contrasts the scheming cunning of Wild against the naive innocence of the 
Heartfree couple: the amiable jeweler Mr. Thomas Heartfree and his wife 
Mrs. Heartfree. Despite their modesty, neither of the two Heartfrees is a 
completely attractive or persuasive model of moral goodness. Fielding tests 
his readers to see if they can see ways of building on the naive strength of 
the Heartfrees to construct a more comprehensive model of goodness. Just 
as Wild retains minimal elements of basic decency as he grows into vicious 
criminality, so too the Heartfrees rely on a quite underdeveloped capacity for 
goodness in their struggle against the predator Wild. Fielding could easily 
have written about Wild and his cunning management of his criminal gang 
without reference to a couple like the Heartfrees. By including the Heartfrees 
in his novel, Fielding helps readers weigh Wild’s vice against some identifi-
able measure of virtue.39 The trick entertained by Fielding is to show how 
vulnerable the goodwill of the Heartfrees is to the social power of Wild’s 
criminality, through which the luckless Thomas Heartfree finds himself 
entrapped in Newgate Prison and the canny but socially inexperienced Mrs. 
Heartfree finds herself at sea—literally, striving to navigate her way back 

39  C. J. Rawson, Henry Fielding and the Augustan Ideal under Stress (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1972), 228–59; Davidson, “Jonathan Wild,” in Cambridge Companion to Henry Fielding, 71–72.
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home after being sent to sea and hounded by Wild with his “unbridled Lust 
and rapacious Avarice” (2.9). 

Two elements of this tale of beleaguered goodness seem important 
to Fielding’s underlying plot. First, the type of goodness illustrated by the 
Heartfrees is free from the social vices relished by Wild. However, the trouble 
is that the Heartfrees cannot defend themselves against Wild’s viciousness. 
Modest if worthwhile goodness is no match against Wild’s great vice. The 
second element is the surprising use Fielding makes in book 4 of what is 
almost certainly the last individual character to have a role in Jonathan Wild: 
the curiously unnamed “good magistrate” who emerges to secure the safety 
of Mrs. Heartfree and to restore the civil liberty of Mr. Heartfee by officially 
extracting him from Newgate Prison (4.6). The larger point is that modest 
social virtue and stealthy criminal vice are not equally capable forces: civil 
liberty needs additional institutional safeguards if virtue is to be protected 
against the sly power of vice. The unnamed “good magistrate” holds a signifi-
cant public office which has legitimate power to punish those like Wild who 
endanger others through a self-interested career in criminality. 

Critics have indeed acknowledged Fielding’s slight account of the good 
characters in Jonathan Wild. What has been missed, however, is Fielding’s 
moderation in the analysis of the threatened place of the good in this tale of 
great criminality. Wild grows and grows as an evil predator, thereby showing 
how easy it can be for those like him who find no interest in trying to be good. 
Wild is excellent at being bad—in a novel that really shows no characters who 
grow in excellence at being good. The Heartfrees lack something important, 
which might be hinted at in their shared family name: they are free of some-
thing vital in the heart, which is a commitment to grow in moral strength as 
a positive quality to outmatch Wild’s negative commitment to strengthen his 
vicious capacities.40 

The Heartfrees enter the novel in book 2, in a chapter with a subtitle 
about the “Characters of silly People, with the proper Uses for which such are 
designed” (2.1). The silly characteristic refers to the “Good-natured” qual-
ity of this couple, by which Fielding means the “several great Weaknesses of 
Mind” of Thomas Heartfree who is presented as “so silly a Fellow” with his 
excessive generosity, married to “this silly Woman” Mrs. Heartfree. Fielding 
makes effective use of this “designed” couple as the honest victims who “mis-
apprehended the Design” of Wild. Their modest level of goodness reflects 

40  Davidson, “Jonathan Wild,” 72–73.
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this low level of apprehension. Fielding’s own “design” is to help readers 
understand that substantial moral goodness will require the kind of astute 
apprehension displayed by the “good magistrate” who sees through Wild’s 
chosen advocate Fireblood. Wild’s advocate weakens under the power of “the 
Justice” to whom he “honestly confest” that Thomas Heartfree’s conviction 
rested on his own false evidence (3.10; 4.6).  

C. Public Integrity

The third concept in the plot is public integrity. The “good magistrate” out-
wits Wild’s foremost gang member and thereby frees Heartfree from prison. 
This magistrate learns “the Truth” from Fireblood through what Fielding’s 
narrator calls a justifiable deceit about Wild’s supposed promise of assistance 
to the magistrate. The role of the “good magistrate” is to promote public 
integrity, even through the use of deceitful procedures wherever justified. 
Fielding suggests the boundaries of this discretion by noting the even greater 
power of “the Sovereign” to whom the Heartfree case is satisfactorily referred 
(4.6). The role of the magistrate is not to make up the law or provide legal jus-
tice as he might see fit, but to correct injustices through approved processes 
that reach right up to the pardoning power of “the Sovereign.” Indeed, the 
final chapter describes many other forms of restitution for the Heartfrees 
achieved at the suggestion of the “good magistrate” (4.12, 16). 

Jonathan Wild has several characters who act in ways that mimic the 
“good magistrate.” Fielding uses these characters to sketch out the place and 
importance of public integrity in the plot of this novel. The least admirable 
such character is Marybone, one of Wild’s gang who refuses to commit a 
murder while carrying out a robbery. Wild fears that Marybone’s delicate 
conscience might disturb and divide the gang with this plea for some-
thing resembling a degree of public integrity. Wild ensures that Marybone 
is “impeached and executed” in a mock imitation of the legal process that 
will eventually rob Wild of his own life (3.3). A second character invoking 
integrity is Thomas Heartfree, who, when he starts to recognize that Wild is 
not the friend he pretends to be, declares his commitment to “a good Con-
science,” claiming to imitate Socrates who refused to save his life by escaping 
from prison (3.5). A third example is the character Blueskin who struggles 
against the “Subserviency” managed by Wild, against whom he tries to reset 
the rules of the gang. Blueskin’s unsuccessful rebellion attracts considerable 
support from gang members like Wild’s favored Fireblood, who “returned to 
his Integrity” in supporting Wild once Blueskin’s “Disobedience and Revolt” 
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came unstuck (3.14). This sole use of the term “integrity” in the novel high-
lights the useful but severely limited sense of public integrity entertained by 
Fireblood who is one of Wild’s team players—later to turn informant against 
Wild when facing the “good magistrate.”

Two more examples stand out. Wild’s battle within Newgate against the 
established party led by the minor character Roger Johnston imitates the 
earlier chapter on “the hats” by having Wild defeat Johnston and so win the 
right to wear the colorful “Ornaments” and “Trappings” worn by the defeated 
leader (2.6; 4.3). Again, an unnamed character then emerges as “a very grave 
Man” whose only speech asks the inmates of Newgate what is the “Benefit 
to us” of such struggles over costumes. The hint toward integrity is seen in 
the plea for “a total Change in our Manners” away from the domination not 
only of “the Prigs” but also of “Priggism.” Better it would be to “let us be 
content with our honest Share of the common Bounty.” This unusual speech 
in favor of “our Liberty” calls on the prison inmates to “consider ourselves 
all as Members of one Community,” sacrificing “our private Views” to “the 
public Good” (4.3). Fielding’s “design” is thus to deepen readers’ understand-
ing of the plot of Jonathan Wild which looks beyond Wild’s criminal vice to a 
regime of civic virtue worthy of the rehabilitated Heartfrees we encounter in 
the very last chapter (4.16).

Fielding’s Art of Comedy

Central to the plot of Jonathan Wild is Fielding’s art of comedy which pro-
vides us with an opportunity to look outside the text of the novel to those 
prefaces containing Fielding’s pioneering literary theory. Fielding gives the 
text of the novel to his readers while he uses the prefaces to give something 
more directly philosophical to the critics. The text of Jonathan Wild explic-
itly refers to “the Pleasure of the Critics” who are acknowledged as “a Sort of 
People” writers must pay “all that just Duty and Respect” (4.6). What counts 
as “all that just Duty” is reflected in both the text and the related prefaces. 
The text of this novel has the narrator looking back to classical antiquity 
in greater detail than Wild, who looks back somewhat conveniently to his 
understanding of the antiquity of Alexander the Great. Fielding has three 
references each to Socrates and Aristotle and one to Plato.41 These brief pas-
sages of philosophical reference are matched by several passages where the 
narrator reflects on the art of writing generally, with the art of writing history 

41  Fielding, Jonathan Wild, 90, 97, 164 (Socrates); 26, 64, 172 (Aristotle); 172 (Plato).
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used as the primary model.42 The narrator frequently refers to the work as a 
“history” meaning that the novel is not made up as a work of fiction as read-
ers might think. The narrator claims that the novel is not “contrary to the 
strictest Rules of Writing and Probability” (4.6). However, Fielding’s art of 
comedy is rooted deeply in the text of Jonathan Wild which pretends to tell a 
historical tale free of the extravagant disguises of romance literature. In the 
penultimate chapter, Fielding’s narrator wonders whether a historian should 
“indulge himself in the Licence of Poetry and Romance” in order to produce 
“an instructive Moral,” similar to that arising from the stories around the 
death of Wild (4.15). The comedy is caused by the confusion over the moral-
ity arising from Wild’s hanging, which might be the morality of greatness 
displayed by the mighty Wild or the morality of the civic decency of such a 
criminal’s death. Fielding slyly suggests that while his account follows “the 
Truth of History,” it also challenges “the Latitude of Fiction” in generating 
this truthful tale (4.16). 

The first preface to note is that from the 1743 edition of the Miscellanies 
containing Jonathan Wild.43 Although the text of the novel often refers to it 
as “our history,” Fielding explicitly notes in this preface that the novel is more 
about the actions which Wild “might have performed, or would, or should 
have performed, than what he really did.” Thus, the novel also suits “any 
other such great Man,” as Walpole’s followers in “the Great World” might 
have appreciated. Fielding refers to “the Doctrine” and related “useful les-
son” his novel seeks to inculcate. The focus is not so much on the world of 
Wild as “the Great World” where greatness hides its lack of virtue. Speak-
ing bluntly, Fielding says that “the splendid Palaces of the Great are often no 
other than Newgate with the Mask on.” Jonathan Wild takes “the Mask off.” 
Having “Wealth and a Title” is no defense against the temptations of vice. 
The “Doctrine” distinguishes the two ideas of goodness and greatness, so that 
readers can see those who are great but not good and also those who are good 
but not great. The good lack “Parts or Courage”; the great are possessed by 
“every Kind of Villany” in their surprisingly deceptive “Bombast Greatness.” 
The rare exceptions are those great, good characters like Socrates and Brutus, 
illustrating “the true Sublime in Human Nature.” 

42  Ibid., Fielding, Jonathan Wild, 135, 140–41, 176, 179. 
43  Appendix 2, in Jonathan Wild, ed. Amory, 219–24; this is an edited extract from the original pref-
ace which is available in Fielding, Miscellanies, vol. 1, ed. Henry Knight Miller (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1972), 3–15.
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The preface to Joseph Andrews, published a year before the publication 
of Jonathan Wild, is Fielding’s most notable contribution to what we now 
call literary theory.44 This novel is also called a “history” in its title, yet it 
also declares that it was “Written in Imitation of the Manner of Cervantes, 
Author of Don Quixote.”45 The preface examines “this kind of Writing” which 
might resemble a romance but differs to such an extent that it is of a kind 
never attempted before in the English language. Drawing on Homer and 
Aristotle, Fielding notes the importance of separating comedy from tragedy 
and seeks to clarify the nature of a comic epic by examining aspects of a 
comic romance, again separating the conventional type of comedy known as 
a parody or burlesque from his own type of comedy closer to the imitation 
of nature. Burlesque comedy deals with “what is monstrous and unnatural”; 
natural comedy resembles “the true Sublime” in the way that it highlights 
“the Ridiculous.” Drawing explicitly on his mentor Shaftesbury, Fielding 
identifies the role of “Mirth and Laughter” in the nurture of “Good-Humour 
and Benevolence” for audiences not wanting to be “soured by a Tragedy or 
a grave Lecture.” The task then is to define the nature of the ridiculous so 
that we can better understand the subject matter of comedy, which seems to 
stop short of ridiculing shocking calamites and “the blackest Villanies”: “the 
Comedy of Nero” is an appalling example of what not to expect of a comedy, 
yet potentially the topic for “a Tragedy or a grave Lecture.”

For Fielding, the source of “the true Ridiculous” is one type of vice: 
“Affectation,” which itself arises from either the modest social vice of van-
ity or ostentation, reflecting “some human Frailty or Foible”; or alternatively 
from the immodest social vice of hypocrisy or deceit. The immodest vice 
deceives by reversing what the individual “would seem to be” which arouses 
“our Detestation,” whereas the modest vice deceives by exaggerating and dis-
torting pretended virtues which can arose “our Pity.” The aim of comedy is to 
help audiences “to laugh, and with justice” at detestable social deceit.

The last of the three prefaces is the one published a year after Jonathan 
Wild in Fielding’s sister’s novel about David Simple.46 The provocation for 

44  Henry Fielding, preface to Joseph Andrews, ed. Homer Goldberg (New York: Norton, 1987), 3–8. 
See Homer Goldberg, “Comic Prose Epic or Comic Romance: The Argument of the Preface to Joseph 
Andrews,” Philological Quarterly 43, no. 2 (1964): 193–215; and Judith Frank, “The Comic Novel 
and the Poor: Fielding’s Preface to Joseph Andrews,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 27, no. 2 (1993–94): 
217–34.
45  On Fielding and Cervantes, see Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1971), 84, 88–89.
46  “The Preface,” in The Adventures of David Simple, by Sarah Fielding, ed. Malcolm Kersall (Oxford: 
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this preface is Fielding’s fear that his own reputation as a writer has been 
damaged by allegations that he has written much of “the Scurrility, Bawdy, 
Treason, and Blasphemy” of recent publications. We suspect that rival novel-
ist Richardson was not the sole person to engage in such allegations. Fielding 
explicitly refers to his preface to Joseph Andrews to clarify the nature of “a 
comic Epic Poem,” written either in poetry like Pope’s Dunciad or in prose 
like Cervantes’s Don Quixote. The defining feature of such comic epics is that 
their tales are “amiable, ridiculous and natural.” Admittedly, comic novels 
can employ “the help of Irony” to disguise the amiable as “the odious” which 
might well reflect Fielding’s own practice in Jonathan Wild. Ridiculous writ-
ing here means deflating the pretension of those with affectations towards 
the singularity of greatness; and natural writing means measuring those 
affectations against “the Perfection or Imperfection of Friendship.” Wild’s self-
interested friendship for the Heartfrees is a marker of imperfect friendship; 
while the friendship between the two Heartfrees reflects a more perfect form 
of friendship ready to be nurtured even further by the “good magistrate.”

Conclusion

One challenge facing readers of Fielding is to know what to do with his noto-
rious irony, understood as “a coded language meaning one thing to the few 
and another to the many.”47 Critics have long pondered the cryptic advice 
from nineteenth-century British writer Keightley that Jonathan Wild was “a 
scathing political satire” written with such care that “the real meaning is 
so veiled as to be hardly discoverable without a key.”48 The most promising 
key is in the three-volume Miscellanies, which contain two essays on polite 
(or politic) communication.49 These two works contain Fielding’s most frank 
account about cultivating the uncommon virtue of good nature and expos-
ing the common vice of hypocrisy. Humor is Fielding’s favored art to try to 
comfort those who fear that social virtue will fall victim to the deceptive 
power of the wily Jonathan Wilds who rule their chosen social domains. 

Oxford University Press, 1987), 3–8; see also Goldberg, “Comic Prose Epic or Comic Romance,” 
208–13.
47  Claude Rawson, “Fielding in the Dock,” London Review of Books, April 5, 1990. See also Goldgar, 
“General Introduction,” xli–xliv.
48  Quoted in J. E. Wells, “Fielding’s Political Purpose in Jonathan Wild,” PMLA 28, no. 1 (1913): 1. 
Donaldson, The World Upside-Down, 196–203, argues that Jonathan Wild is comic but not satiric.
49  See “An Essay on Conversation” and “An Essay on the Knowledge of the Characters of Men,” in 
Miscellanies, 1:119–78. Useful commentary is Henry Knight Miller, Essays on Fielding’s “Miscellanies”: 
A Commentary on Volume One (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961), 164–214.
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Fielding’s novels can be seen as experiments designed to draw from his men-
tor Shaftesbury the inspiration to produce narratives of social and indeed 
public comedy.50 Socratic irony emerges as Fielding’s preferred model for 
those striving to promote the type of prudent character he identifies as a 
“Sophronus” who (perhaps like Fielding) can amuse the many while they try 
to instruct others in deeper moral philosophy.51 

50  On Shaftesbury, see Fielding, Miscellanies, 1:126 and 157.
51  Ibid., 142–44.
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