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Samson Agonistes: Justice and Reconciliation 
By FKEDSON BOWERS 

In iiis first invocation to the muse in Paradise Lost, and again in subsequent 
invocations, Milton quite definitely sets himself up against all previous epic 
writers as one who is determined to outgo them. His stated reliance is on his 
Christian theme that contains revealed truth unknown to the ancients and is 
therefore automatically superior to any subject they could have chosen for 
treatment. At the same time, Milton strove to outgo his classical models not 
alone in theme but also in the art of literary composition. That is, he delib­
erately invited comparison with Homer and Virgil in his utilization of their 
structural and rhetorical devices, but always with a difference. The initial 
invocation is greatly extended and splendidly deepened, and, uniquely, other 
and even more personal pleas for enlightenment and support are voiced at 
crucial intervals. The epic similes are enlarged in scope as forms of prolepsis, 
irony, and characterization, and they are carefully shaped to achieve a previ­
ously unenvisaged coherence of elements in the two parts of the extended 
comparisons. Obviously, the formulas of epics needed to be enlarged to do 
justice to Milton's great subject. Yet as a literary artist he deliberately invited 
the reader's attention to the vitality and meaningfulness with which he had 
infused these traditional formulas that in lesser hands would have been palely 
imitative. 

In the last paragraph of his preface to Samson Agonistes, also, he implicitly 
invites a comparison of his achievement with the dramas of Aeschylus, 
Sophocles, and Euripides by challenging only those readers to judge him who 
are acquainted with these "three Tragic Poets unequall'd yet by any, and the 
best rule to all who endeavour to write Tragedy." Milton would not have 
been Milton if he had failed to believe that in the view of judicious readers he 
would come off from the comparison not without honor. In matching himself 
against the Greek tragic writers Milton would again have trusted to his theme, 
which by the support of religious truth could not in his mind fail to surpass 
the dramatic subjects of the pagan world, its heroic history and its gods. But as 
he had done in Paradise Lost, one would expect Milton in Samson to adapt 
the various conventions of Greek tragedy to die superior grandeur of his theme 
and to inform them with new life, not alone from the influence of his biblical 
subject but also by means of his own artistic invention finding new and more 
meaningful variations on the formulas of tragic drama. 

Milton's preface to Samsan Agonistes is more respectful to the tragedy of 
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the Greeks than the comparisons of his own work with classical epic in Paradise 
Lost, It is not inappropriate to speculate that his admiration for ancient drama 
was higher than for ancient epic: we must not forget that when contemplating 
a work that would in effect justify his life of preparation, his first thoughts 
had turned to tragedy. At any rate, I take it that we do not observe in Samson 
so many of the technical innovations in traditional form that had marked 
Paradise Lost. Instead, we find within a framework of almost exact parallelism 
in external structure a conscious deepening of the significance, a new light on 
the means by which Greek conventions could be adapted to shadow forth the 
high significance of his theme, the relations of God to man in the working 
out of divine purpose. I suggest that in the end the new charge of energy that 
in Samson Agonistes runs through the old formulaic conventions transforms 
this dramatic structure by a sea-change in no less innovative a manner than the 
more technical alterations of epic formula with which he had experimented in 
Paradise Lost. Indeed, I am bold to assert that in its Christian vitalizing of 
ancient tragic form Samson Agonistes produced a greater and more original 
triumph than the Christian epic of Paradise Lost. 

T w o related problems face any critic of Samson Agonistes. The first is the 
precise nature of the misunderstanding diat Samson and the other characters 
have of God's purpose for him, a purpose not finally manifested until the catas­
trophe. The second is the exact means, as dramatically represented, by which 
the misunderstanding is eliminated and a reconciliation is brought about. 

One minority group of critics, perhaps basing their thesis on Dr. Johnson's 
famous pronouncement that Samson Agonistes is a play without a middle, sees 
Samson as another Prometheus, the victim of extreme punishment, whose 
virtue is stoic or heroic suffering, simple endurance on the model of Job, until 
he recognizes the possibility for action offered by the feast of Dagon, seizes it, 
and achieves a mighty revenge for die indignities the Philistines had heaped 
upon him. Obviously, if this summary were true, the play would merely mark 
time by celebrating the virtues of stoic endurance up to the moment that Milton 
was ready to introduce what would have been the unmotivated catastrophe. 
That the ways of God to men would have been any further clarified by this 
dramatic program than in the relatively primitive and non-redemptive Old 
Testament ethos of the story of Job is doubtful, and that Milton would have 
engaged himself to such a theme that controverts the message of Paradise Lost 
and then had the effrontery to claim for it the reader's "new acquist of true 
experience from this great event" is scarcely to be credited. 

Fortunately it is more often held that Samson earns his way back to a 
reconciliation with God and that the action dramatizes this reconciliation as 
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the central theme of the play. This view makes of Samson Agonistes a re­
demptive tragedy not on the Greek but on the Shakespearean model, in which 
the hero after his tragic error wins through to a death in victory that justifies 
such a trust as Horatio's that flights of angels will sing Hamlet to his rest. 
Redemptive tragedy has its own special dramatic structure. However, at the 
moment the question is the nature of the misunderstanding that is turned to 
understanding in the reconciliation. That in the catastrophe God rescinds his 
estrangement and Samson once again becomes the champion of God and of 
Israel is certainly Milton's intention, one finally understood by Manoa and the 
Chorus and through them communicated to the audience in the magnificent 
close of the tragedy. What does not seem to be so clear to critics are the special 
terms of the reconciliation and the reason why these special terms impose the 
penalty of death on Samson. 

The intention of Samson Agonistes does not differ from that of Paradise 
Lost in centering on the justification of the ways of God to men, a familiar 
quotation that can be read in two complementary ways: to make clear the 
justice of God's ways in dealing with man and to make clear to man the fact 
that God's ways are just. The lesson of Paradise Lost is that God's will cannot 
be controverted by Satan or by Adam. Since God's will is to good, what seems 
to be thwarting of that will by the success of evil is not a true thwarting. At 
best it is permitted and it is temporary, since the effect of evil is always to 
promote the good that obliterates the specific evil of the Fall and its effects on 
mankind up to the ultimate healing of the breach of faith in the Last Judgment 
when good will reign forever and evil be permanently imprisoned. Samson 
Agonistes has a more concentrated aim: to dramatize a concrete and derived 
example of Adam's disobedience and fall and the estrangement that follows. 
But the apparent thwarting by human means of God's Providence is there con­
cluded in the triumphant demonstration that God always turns evil to good in 
a reconciliation with repentant man and in the resulting action that fulfills 
God's original purpose. As the first disobedience of Adam is a paradigm for 
Samson, so Samson may serve as a paradigm for any individual in the audi­
ence who must necessarily face the same problems of sin, punishment, and 
reconciliation. 

In this paradigm there is a crucial element that mystifies man. This is the 
apparent severity of the punishment that is linked with estrangement when 
man fails in his mission of fulfilling God's purposes. Actually, it is not the 
severity of the punishment itself for failure so much as the harsh estrangement 
that puzzles man's understanding of the paradoxical ways of a loving God. 
Specifically, the estrangement appears to confirm God's abandonment of His 
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purpose along with the rejection of His agent. If this is so, then of course no 
punishment could be too severe for a man who had failed in his high mission 
through willful and avoidable human weakness and thus prevented the success 
of God's plan for good. But if God abandons this fallen agent and seeks for 
another through whom he may work to the same end, punishment represents 
only retributive justice—retaliation for no other end than destruction. Man 
may admit the justice of this retaliation for having failed the Almighty, but 
uncomfortable problems are raised which Milton does not hesitate to face in 
Samson. If the Almighty selected an agent who in His foreknowledge He 
recognizes would fail so that the project hat! to be abandoned or a substitute 
put into the breach, the efficiency of such a system for getting the world's work 
done may well come in question, as well as the matter of equity in the ex­
cessive nature of the punishment that always seems to follow on the failure that, 
after all, had been foreseen even though not predestinated. 

The only reason that Samson represents a special case is that he had been 
chosen for a specific mission, unlike the general run of mankind whose destiny 
is to serve by standing and waiting. Milton's great theme was that good always 
overcomes evil, that no special agent can ever thwart God's purpose in em­
ploying him, even though he may initially seem to fail and to be discarded. 
God's ultimate plan is immutable, although the means by which it is carried 
out are conditional. The days of miracles being past, according to Protestant 
thinking, only rarely does God intervene dirccdy in human affairs but instead 
indirectly by the appointment of agents, who may be called His ministers. It is 
through them that He works to carry out His specific intentions within His 
Providential view for mankind. The mission may be to see that justice is done 
in human affairs, as in Hamlet's duty to bring justice to the murderer of his 
father, a concealed crime that the law was helpless cither to detect or to punish. 
Or, as with Samson, some great step forward in the freeing of God's chosen 
people from servitude may be proposed, a mission that Milton also believed 
had been given to Cromwell. Through such agents the slow process of justice 
is built up in the world that will eventually culminate in a redemption and 
restoration in the person of Christ on die Day of Judgment. 

In this process two great ends are served. First, the world is prepared by 
experience for its final apotheosis. Second, as a part of that experience the 
lesson is given that although man must strive for his perfection within the 
framework of God's Providence, he cannot fully succeed by his own efforts but 
only through Christ. The blindness of die Israelites in Samson Agonistes lies 
in some part in their expectation that Samson, although manifestly a divine 
agent, but also an inheritor of original sin, could achieve a physical loosening 
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of their bonds without working in them a corresponding spiritual freeing 
which die Messiah alone was destined (o provide. The nature of spiritual free­
dom may dius be exemplified as much in human failure as in human success; 
and over the long course of history man may be taught that aldiough he must 
continually strive, the only possible fulfillment lies in Christ. In this manner 
the world may be prepared for its ultimate redemption by the cumulative 
understanding of the real nature of perfection. Within this context retributive 
or condign justice—meaning punishment with no other end in view but re­
taliation—was taken to be the fate of mankind in Old Testament days to break 
its stubborn spirit and prepare it for the acceptance of die salvation that was to 
be offered after the coming of the Messiah. In New Testament days die prin­
ciple of salvation operates, since by exemplary, or redemptive, justice applied 
to error, each man may be taught to follow in the footsteps of Christ, which 
for Milton meant perfect obedience to the will of God. T h e purpose of punish­
ment under die system of equity—mercy added to justice—that governs re­
demptive justice is to lead man to an understanding of the will of God when 
his own will has crossed divine purpose and alienated him from the supporting 
signs of grace. That man, so taught, can return to God's favor is die healing 
message of Samson Agonistes and its justification of the ways of God to man. 

W e may believe, then, that Samson Agonistes is a redemptive tragedy, that 
in pulling down the temple Samson once more became God's champion and 
—although in death—won victory, indeed a victory that on the analogy of the 
Fortunate Fall may be taken to be greater dian he would have achieved if he 
had not fallen. God's will thus has not been turned aside by the human 
weakness of His chosen minister. The justice of Samson's blinding and en­
slavement has proved redemptive, not retributive as originally believed by all 
characters in the play. 

It is true that the general blindness of Samson and the others rests on the 
misapprehension that his fault has caused God to abandon him, and that the 
purpose for which lie had been selected as minister is now aborted. So long as 
this doctrine of despair holds, reconciliation is impossible, for Samson will not 
have the understanding to perform his share of the reconciliation. T h e root of 
the misunderstanding spreads from the wrong interpretation of the evidence. 
N o one in the play conceives of an alternative to Samson's return to his cham­
pionship except on the original terms. Since an enslaved and blinded man, 
even though his strength is returning, is impossible to fit into the mold of the 
Samson who slew the Philistines with no other weapon than the jawbone of 
an ass, the present facts deny his championship; and any return in the future 
to his original role is envisaged only in terms of the restoration of his eyesight. 
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In Milton's view, of course, what needs restoration is not the outer but the 
inner light that will support him in a new role. The whole basis for the theme 
of the blindness to the ways of God that permeates the tragedy is the belief 
that reconciliation must come only from God, and not mainly from Samson, 
and diat it must result in a return to the original conditions of Samson's mis­
sion. In these terms the only subject for debate is by necessity the question 
whether Samson's sin was so heinous that God cannot be expected to relax His 
punishment, or whether—like Apollo in Oedipus at Colonus—He will arbi­
trarily at some future time accept Samson's suffering as payment and, not 
without some degree of self-interest, restore him as he was before his fall. 

This blindness illustrates the total lack of the Israelites' comprehension of 
God's ways in the balance between justice and mercy but particularly in the 
operations of His Providence in human affairs. Mercy is wrongly taken to be 
a total forgiveness diat will restore Samson to the exact position he held before 
his sin. Paradise Lost demonstrates the opposite. Once sin enters and a minister 
falls by placing his own will in disobedience above that of God's, a conditional 
divine decree begins its operation that modifies the mission according to the 
changed conditions resulting from the fall. In Paradise Lost man is predestined 
to salvation, and mercy finds die means to achieve this great end in Christ's 
mediatory sacrifice. But Adam cannot work out his new destiny within the 
confines of the Garden of Eden as if the original sin that has now entered him 
were not. Spiritual death—which would be the utter condemnation of retribu­
tive justice—will be removed by Christ so that through the gateway of temporal 
death mankind will in the end be restored to a state of good that surpasses the 
state he would have achieved if he had never fallen. But the rules have 
changed. Although conditionally predestined for eternal life, just as if he had 
never sinned, man must first suffer die death that sin has brought. An A d a m 
w h o will die has no place in the eternal perfection of the Garden of Eden. The 
original plan for his future, conditional upon his continued obedience, is now 
no longer operative and will never operate again on the same terms. Mercy 
diat would wipe the slate clean and remove all consequences of sin without the 
satisfaction of the law is a sentimental and unrealistic proposition that contro­
verts justice, in Milton's opinion. The road to Adam's restoration must n o w be 
trudged under very different conditions, even though the end will be his accept­
ance into glory, as before. That sin, altiiough it will be forgiven, must first be 
punished according to the law, and that no agent of God who sins in dis­
obedience will ever be restored to the exact terms of his original mission is the 
heart of Milton's understanding, as it was of Shakespeare's. 

If God has proposed a mission for an agent, however, and this agent fails 
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in his mission tlirough sin, God's purpose has not been turned aside: the mis­
sion will still be accomplished but in a completely different manner from diat 
by an unfallen agent, the difference representing the conditions o f sinlessness 
and die consequences of sin, of seeing evil dirough the eyes of good or good 
through the eyes of evil. The extension of mercy ameliorates justice but does 
not substitute for it. Mercy will modify the condemnation that justice demands, 
but justice must be satisfied even diough forgiveness is extended. I n redemptive 
tragedy whedier of Paradise Lost or of Hamlet, the price that the agent must 
pay is Jus deadi, but it will be a death in victory because the mission will sdll 
be accomplished even though in a completely unexpected manner from that 
originally understood. In tragedy the different manner requires the expiatory 
death of die fallen but now regenerate hero and his willing acceptance of that 
death as the essential means of victory. This is die law that corrective justice 
teaches him so that he is prepared for reconciliation when he is caught up in 
or engages himself to the catastrophic event. Hamlet goes to his death after 
submitting his will to God in die knowledge that a man's life is not in his own 
hands but in God's and that for man the readiness is all. W e must believe that 
a similar enlightenment comes to Samson when he finds some rousing motions 
in liim that lead him to accept die Philistine summons. 

T h e blindness in Samson Agonistes, then, is a double blindness. The first 
part lias always been recognized—the despair that God has cast off Samson 
because of his sin of will. The second part has been less appreciated: the com­
plete lack of understanding in die characters of the conditional alteration in 
die working-out of God's plan consequent upon Samson's fall, and tiius of the 
changed terms on which God will still use him as His champion—the im­
portant difference being that Samson must pay the law by dying in order to 
win the victory, a champion once more. 

If this is die theme of the play, as I suggest, then the means by which 
Samson comes to an understanding of his altered role and accepts the penalty 
in order to renew his mission must be the concern of the action. Within this 
action the significance of die three visitations (four if we count the Chorus) 
has been variously debated. A relatively crude view of die tragedy takes it that 
the visitations of Manoa, Dalila, and Harapha, which comprise the main action 
of the play framed between the entrance of the Chorus and the appearance of 
the Philistine Messenger, are not placed in a cumulative, or developing, se­
quence. This is the gist of Dr. Johnson's notorious complaint that the play 
lacks an Aristotelian middle "since nothing passes between the first Act and 
die last, that either hastens or delays die Death of Samson," a view that he 
repeats in other terms as "the intermediate parts have neither cause nor con-
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sequence, neither hasten nor retard die catastrophe." If this notion were to 
stand, the order of the interviews is random and they could be shuffled and 
transposed with no difference in their effect on the gathering of the forces that 
propel the ending. 

The defence of Samson Agonistes attempts to find a rationale in the visita­
tions that makes of them true dramatic incidents arranged in a significant 
order and leading to a motivated and therefore meaningful catastrophe. Un­
fortunately, this defence against Johnson's strictures does not speak widi one 
voice. One school has found in die episodes the classic temptations of the 
World, the Flesh, and die Devil. There is much that is attractive in this way 
of looking at the visitors. Manoa can certainly represent the vanities of diis 
world in the life of rest after toil that he paints for Samson as the only desirable 
or even possible sequel to his permanent defeat. The temptress Dalila adds to 
this life of sloth and gluttony the temptations of a sensual marriage bed as a 
form of nependie. Harapha tempts Samson by die sin of pride, which was the 
conventional gloss given to the Devil. The analogies are interesting and I think 
of some significance; moreover, they would represent an ascending order of 
trial. But in die end the explanation, although true at one level, is not wholly 
satisfying. Certainly it does not represent the ultimate answer since it fails to 
establish the relation of Samson's rejection of these temptations to his recon-
conciliation with God and the renewal of his mission. 

Another school argues, to quote William Riley Parker, that "Samson's will 
is responsible for die catastrophe. . . . 'Everything, therefore, which helps to 
determine Samson's will and to define his purpose leads to the catastrophe' 
[Jebb] . . . As long as he doubts, as long as he questions, as long as he is 
anywise out of harmony with God's will, he is not a fitting instrument of God's 
purpose." This thesis is completely correct, so far as it goes, but it also is far too 
vague about the exact terms of the reconciliation as well as of the alienation. 
Moreover, in its charting of the preparation of Samson's mind for the decision 
diat brings about die catastrophe, critics split as to the decisive incident. Some 
hold that the Dalila episode is the crucial one and that the whole point of 
Harapha's visit is not to provide a fresh temptation, with a corresponding 
enlightenment of Samson's will after he has successfully surmounted its trial. 
Instead, it is held, Samson is completely prepared after the successful conclusion 
of the Dalila episode except that he is necessarily passive in the absence of any 
indication of a line of action open to him. Harapha, then, provides the required 
spur to action. Others see die Harapha episode as the crucial one in the series 
of three and hold that Samson's reactions proceed not merely from an external 
spur to action suggested in the course of the incident but instead from the 
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inner enlightenment provided by bis challenge to Harapha to combat in a 
trial of trudi. 

Such a serious difference of opinion about the structure needs to be resolved, 
of course. But even this need is subsidiary to the central question diat does not 
seem to have found a satisfactory answer: precisely what is it diat Samson and 
the odier characters misunderstand about God's purposes, and how in die three 
visitations is Samson led to the trutii that governs his catastrophic action. This 
can only be the truth that, transferred to Manoa and the Chorus from the 
action, brings forth the catharsis in them—and in the audience—of calm of 
mind, all passion spent; that is, die peace and support of understanding when 
the audience return to life after the fictive experience of the tragedy. 

The first part of this question 1 have already endeavored to answer. The 
trudi is that God punishes only irredeemable evil by retributive justice. Re­
deemable good, as in His ministers (scourges are quite another matter) , is 
punished by corrective justice, die intent of which is to teach (he way to an 
acceptance of reconciliation on the altered terms created by the new situation. 
That new terms are possible and that they will be extended to Samson is what 
no one in the play comprehends up to the point that die 'rouzing motions' 
begin to fill his mind and—although lie never says so—he sees for die first time 
and accepts the new truth. His enlightenment, then, is not merely the general 
recognition that God has not abandoned him, which is true, but die more 
specific recognition that if lie is prepared to make the required expiation by a 
willing acceptance of the final and necessary corrective punishment of death, 
he can satisfy in a new manner the original requirement of his mission, al­
though at the price of "Inevitable cause At once both to destroy and be de-
stroy'd." The "rouzing motions . . . which dispose / To something extra­
ordinary [his] thoughts" both are and are not his own, for any religious-minded 
member of die audience would recognize tiiem as an impulse sent from God, 
the first time that God has communicated with Samson since his betrayal of 
faith. It follows diat at this point Samson has in a sense earned the re-establish­
ment of communication by the traditional way of having brought his will once 
more into harmony with God's. 

This harmonizing of wills, required before the catastrophe can hold any 
significance other than the terrible revenge on the Philistines for which Manoa 
at first mistakes it, has been recognized by critics like Parker. The difficulty is 
that although these critics have perceptively traced the rise and fall of Samson's 
moods in each interview and have shown him rejecting false interpretations 
both of his past and present conduct, little has been advanced that reveals how 
he may be successively coming closer to the specific truth that the rousing 



10 The Dress of Words 

motions forecast. If each interview in some essential matter clarifies his mind 
so that he could not have met the test of the second without having surmounted 
die first, or encountered the third without conquering the second, then the play 
has a middle and the episodes are connected by a chain of cause and effect that 
may properly be said to motivate the catastrophe. If instead there is no succes­
sive and rising tide of clarification that prepares him to receive the "rouzing 
motions," then the criticism is true that places the greatest emphasis on the 
Harapha incident and alleges that the interviews with Manoa and Dalila do 
litde or nothing to advance the action. 

The prime difficulty I suggest comes in the disparity between Samson's 
correct actions and the lack of conscious understanding that he reveals about 
these actions. If it is a question of observing the development of his own 
enlightenment as manifested in his words, one can easily see how Dr. Johnson 
and the other critics like Chambers and Verity were misled. The basic response 
Samson has to Manoa is that he cannot serve his nation or his mission by sitting 
idle on the household hearth, a burdensome drone 

till length of years 
And sedentary numness craze my limbs 
T o a contemptible old age obscure. (570-572) 

On the other hand, he has no answer to Manoa's counter-argument that he 
can scarcely serve his nation while in chains as a slave, and he confesses himself 
deserted by Heaven: 

Hopeless are all my evils, all remediless; 
This one prayer yet remains, might I be heard, 
N o long petition, speedy death, 
The close of all my miseries, and the balm. (648-651) 

The action here is right, for if he had obeyed Manoa he would once more have 
interposed his will against God's by seeking to cut short the punishment that 
justice had visited upon him. Yet his resolve to remain drudge at the mill is 
instinctive, not reasoned, for the only end he foresees from his remaining is an 
earlier death than if he were to linger out his days in ease at home with Manoa. 
The decision is a right one, but his reasons are unfocused and despairing. Per­
haps even more sharply, his sole interpretation of Dalila's visitation is that 

God sent her to debase me, 
And aggravate my folly who committed 
To such a viper his most sacred trust 
Of secresie, my safety, and my life. (999-1002) 
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T h i s is still taking himself as the recipient of retributive justice, the coming of 
Dali la prompted by God only to punish him further. His rejection of Dalila 
was well founded, for if he had accepted her form of comfort he could never 
have been received back into God's favor. But the action is not consciously 
taken and the grounds appear to differ little from his rejection of Manoa's 
appeal. If there is any advance in enlightenment between his reactions to the 
t w o visitations, the distance is imperceptible. That he has learned anything 
about himself that will aid him in correctly interpreting his relations with God 
c a n scarcely be demonstrated from his words. Neither abasement nor stoic 
suffering is enough, no matter how heroic, if it does not lead to enlightenment. 

O n the other hand, if we look not to Samson's own words but to the under­
standing by the audience of the inner significance of his deeds, even though 
performed in blindness, die case is altered. What Samson sees as retributive 
justice, offering no escape from punishment except death, the Christian audi­
ence interprets rightly as corrective justice, the intent to instruct not Samson 
alone but all Israel (and of course the audience) as to the conditions of re­
demption so that at the proper time God may once more send an impulse to 
his servant Samson. At the start of die play and die dialogue with the Chorus, 
Samson is aware of the heinousness of his crime. H e accepts full responsibility 
a n d does not endeavor to shift the blame from himself, where it belongs. It 
w a s his weakness that led him to break his faith under a stress that could have 
been withstood. T o this extent it is commonly recognized that the ground is 
prepared for eventual reconciliation; what holds it back is his despair. Critics 
m a k e much of the progressive bringing of Samson's alienated will into har­
m o n y with God's, but they do not entirely face the question of how his will is 
out of harmony and how in the Manoa and Dalila episodes it moves toward 
harmony. That there is no harmony at the start between God's purpose to 
renew his championship and Samson's despair at being deserted is clear enough. 
I t is a legitimate question, however, to what degree, if any, his will has altered 
between say, the entrance of the Chorus and the departure of Dalila so that a 
progression may be observed. Up to the coming of Harapha, the answer must 
b e that there is none if we take only the evidence of Samson's own understand­
ing . It is to his actions that we must look for what is in fact happening. In one 
sense his responses to Manoa and to Daliia are negative in diat he refuses to be 
swayed in any direction that will ameliorate his condition. He does not recog­
nize what his refusals were aimed at: all he knows is that each suggested 
course of action would be a flight from his punishment. That his punishment 
h a s any other end than retaliation is not understood. What he does know, 
however, is that if God purposes to punish him, he would be setting his will 
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against God's by attempting an escape. Thus his actions, though negative and 
without hope of redemption, are actually positive in dieir result, and from die 
point of view of die audience—diough not of Samson—his state at the end of 
the Manoa episode differs from that at the beginning, I suggest diat what die 
audience sees happening is a dramatization of the three stages of repentance 
as worked out in Book J of Spenser's Faerie Oueene in accord with die con­
ventional teachings of the church. We should remember that to Milton Spenser 
was a better teacher than Aquinas.1 

Like Samson, the Red Cross Knight after his breach of faith with Ducssa 
and his encounter with Despair is in no condition to attempt the conquest of 
the dragon until he has been inwardly healed and thus qualified for the dis­
pensation of mercy. Fidelia brings him to die first stage of this process of 
'trew repentance' by instructing him in the nature of sin so that 

That wretched world he gan for to abhore, 
And mortal life gan loadi, as thing forlore, 
Greev'd with remembrance of his wicked wayes, 
And prickt widi anguish of his sinnes so sore, 
That he desirde to end his wretched dayes: 
So much the dart of sinful! guilt the soule dismayes. ( ] . 10.21) 

The difference between this dismay and the form allegorized in the earlier 
dispute with personified Despair is important. Red Cross had encountered 
Despair in full confidence but was abruptly brought low by arguments based 
entirely on the principle of retributive justice that offered no hope of forgive­
ness for die irremediable hcinousness of his sin, Against this argument he had 
no defence, for he lacked the protection of formal repentance against the hope­
lessness of his position now so pervertcdly thrust home. It is true that, on the 
surface, under Fidelia's guidance Red Cross also feels a horror and an anguish 
that make him wish to end his life. But it is crucial that it is Faith who instills 
this recognition of the real nature of his crime and so the purpose is not retribu­
tive but, instead, the necessary preliminary to the redemptive process, By church 
teaching, a sinner can prepare himself for mercy only by first understanding 
die nature of his sin. This preliminary, I suggest, is represented in Samson's 
opening soliloquy in which he is assailed by his restless thoughts like a swarm 
of hornets. Wc must take it that despite his acceptance of full blame for his 
fall, Samson is not "repentant" in any fulfilled sense as Spenser saw it; and 
Milton powerfully illustrates his bewildered state of mind by the fevered 
questionings which foster only despair. 

Spenser makes it clear that this same state of mind in the Red Cross Knight 
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is only the preparation for repentance and by no means the start of the actual 
process. Red Cross sees no hope despite the comforting of Speranza, and Una 
is forced to beg Coelia for aid. Coelia fetches Patience, a doctor who has insight 
into the disease of grieved conscience, and only dien does the cure begin. The 
words of wondrous might that Patience speaks to Red Cross do no more than 
reduce the emotional pain and confusion of his grief so that he may endure its 
burden. So far as his sin goes, Red Cross is still in a position wherein 

the cause and root of all his ill, 
Inward corruption, and infected sin, 
Not purg'd nor heaid. (1.10.25) 

His diseased conscience is finally cured by the scourges of Penance and Remorse 
and by healing Repentance. When once more whole he is brought to Una, 
Spenser attributes the alteration to the ministrations of "wise Patience And 
trew Repentance." W e must take it dien that in his encounter with Despair 
Red Cross lacked this patience, and tiius that the process of repentance could 
begin only when he was prepared to bear his burden with fortitude, not in a 
state of high and confused emotion as to the issues involved. Penance scourges 
his mind and Remorse his heart until his corruption is purged, while Repent­
ance washes away his sins with therapeutic salt water. The distinction between 
penance (which contains remorse) and repentance is theologically a sharp one. 
Penance exhibits sorrow and contrition for sins, whereas repentance is won 
only subsequently by a thorough hatred of them and a change of mind, a firm 
resolve not to repeat the sins that have brought one low. 

The first stage of purgation, the demonstration of patience, may be assigned 
to Samson's dialogue with the Chorus. Instead of the restless questions of the 
soliloquy, Samson now is comforted by die support of friends. His anguish 
remains but he is able to assert that the blindness he had bemoaned in his 
soliloquy as the worst now afBicts him least in comparison with shame at his 
betrayal of God. The discussion of ingratitude leads to Samson's conclusion 
that aldiough he has been deserted by men and by God, men may not neglect 
God's proposed deliverance as they have now neglected him. In distinguishing 
between die blame to be attached to him and to his nation which failed as well, 
Samson has learned to accept widi patience his guilt, but he properly refuses to 
accept more than his share. This is in fact an important clarification of his 
degree of responsibility and of guilt, and he thereupon is in a position to bear 
his own share with as much fortitude as can be mustered in his anguish. 

The emphasis upon sorrow and contrition becomes more marked in the 
Manoa episode: 
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Appoint not heavenly disposition, Father, 
Nothing of all these evils hath befall'n me 
But justly; I my self have brought them on, 
Sole Author I, sole cause. (373-376) 

Samson recognizes that the present 

base degree to which I now am fall'n, 
These rags, this grinding, is not yet so base 
As was my former servitude, ignoble, 
Unmanly, ignominious, infamous, 
True slavery, and that blindness worse then this, 
That saw not how degenratly I serv'd. (414-419) 

His acdon in refusing Manoa's offer of a retirement to soft ease is instinctively 
correct in that it is not his right to decide when the punishment shall e n d . 
Since Samson sdll sees the punishment as purely retributive, he intends to bear 
it until his hoped-for death, which alone will offer peace. On the other hand, 
the patience that he derived from his interview with the Chorus enables him t o 
understand more clearly than before the exact nature of his crime, which h e 
correctly imputes to effeminacy (or lack of fortitude) following on pride. B y 
insisting on the endurance of his humiliation so long as God wills it, he is 
showing in the only way he knows his sorrow and remorse, and he has defi­
nitely moved into the second stage, that of penance. 

The final stage of repentance, I suggest, is dramatized in the Dalila visit­
ation where two very important decisions are made. The first consists o f 
Samson's refusal to repeat his former sin, the effeminate subjection of his will 
to Dalila's, No more telling proof could be given of his repentance, his hatred 
of the sin that caused his downfall, than this rejection of the opportunity t o 
repeat the same temptation. This is the theological rest of his fitness for re ­
demption. To my mind, however, the second decision—the forgiveness of 
Dalila—is equally important, no matter how ironic the terms in which h e 
delivers it. If Samson cannot forgive an enemy—the audience knows from t h e 
biblical injunction—God cannot forgive him, Samson has no hint of the t rue 
significance of this action, nor does he even recognize it as significant, perhaps, 
hut it is crucial. Without it his salvation is impossible, for his hatred of his 
own sin must not be confused with an unforgiving hatred of the imperfect 
woman who tempted him to his fall. It is by no means entirely implausible 
that Milton had some understanding of die modern psychological doctrine that 
forgiving the one who brought disaster is forgiving oneself. As I understand 
it, this self-forgiveness means that a person is prepared to accept himself f o r 
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what he is and has cleared his mind of the poison of self-punishment in excess 
of fact or responsibility, a deadly neurosis. In this self-understanding frame of 
mind one can deal with the consequences of an act without attempting to free 
oneself by blaming others or else by imprisoning oneself in a mental labyrinth 
from which no escape is possible except into a breakdown and from which no 
action except for suicide can evolve. As Adam and Eve must forgive each other 
before they can seek a reconciliation with God, so in forgiving Dalila Samson 
has finally healed the running sore of despair; by this change of mind he has 
prepared himself, though unwittingly, for the further change diat is to take 
place in the Harapha episode. 

That Samson is without self-consciousness of this rise from fortitude to 
penance and then to repentance is no evidence that Milton was not working 
within this general dieological scheme. In the first place, Milton is a dramatist 
and as a dramatist he is properly more concerned with action than with ex­
position. It is the duty of the audience to interpret the action and to recognize 
the ironic gaps between speech and apparent motive and the true test of action. 
In a play so loaded with irony it is a structural irony that correction and 
redemption come to Samson almost completely unawares, in the sense that he 
has no inkling of the formal process through which he is progressing, and 
thus his actions are instinctive radier than coherently planned to win his recon­
ciliation. Secondly, the church's teaching of the formal process of sin, punish­
ment, and redemption is a strictly Christian concept, and in the Old Testament 
story of Samson it would be highly anachronistic to portray Samson as con­
sciously following a Christian path. On the other hand, Milton's Christian 
audience was accustomed to interpreting Old Testament stories as types of 
New Testament things to come. Hence there is nothing anachronistic in Mil­
ton's presentation of underlying Christian concepts natural and familiar to the 
reading audience as die basic facts from which the interpretation of the action 
must derive although these principles are unknown to the dramatic characters 
involved. The formalities of the system may vary between Old and New 
Testament, but the continuum of men's relations with God is unbroken. 

The test of die theological basis for this progression comes in the Harapha 
episode, about which there has been real confusion. Those critics who believe 
the Dalila incident to be the crucial one hold that Samson's mind is then settled 
and he thereupon needs no more than the opportunity and the spur to action to 
demonstrate the plateau of understanding, or enlightenment, that he had there 
reached. If this is so, the climax of the play has passed, and Samson's reactions 
to Harapha will follow as the anticlimax, the natural and indeed inevitable 
effect of the cause—the turning point in his understanding reached in die 
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interview with Dalila. Another school holds that the Harapha episode is itself 
the true turning point, and that a temptation and trial exist in this scene com­
parable to and perhaps greater in severity dian those represented by Manoa and 
Dalila, and that it is in die passing of this final test diat die highest level of 
enlightenment is reached. 

The truth lies somewhere between these two extremes. If one argues 
structurally, it is difficult to think of a temptation more important than the 
renewed circumstances of die original tragic error which Samson, now in full 
understanding of the nature of that error, refuses to repeat. It was his pride, 
he states, that led to his effeminate subjection to Dalila and the betrayal of his 
secret. If Harapha represents a trial by pride, then the reversal of the order 
produces seriously diminished returns. Samson's effeminacy did not lead to 
pride, but pride to effeminacy. On the other hand, if hi some manner Harapha 
offers a rising scale of trial, there is little unanimity, or even any credible spe­
cific suggestions, as to the nature of the temptation that makes it more im­
portant than the trial offered by Dalila, a repetition of the original error. True, 
die three-part encounter with the World, die Flesh, and the Devil has a super­
ficial attractiveness. Pride is certainly taken to be the greatest of the Seven 
Deadly Sins from which all die other six flow. But Pride can be elevated to 
die climactic interview only at die expense of downgrading the theological 
significance of die hatred of sin accompanied by a resolve never to repeat it 
which forms the basis of repentance. If in fact Samson has unwittingly re­
pented in rejecting Dalila, though with forgiveness, Pride has no true theolog­
ical place in nn ascending order of temptation. In short, if the final temptation 
of Pride must be surmounted before Samson's mind is fully illuminated, then 
the system of Patience, Penance, and Repentance is either non-existent or is 
subsidiary to anotiier and more important progression, the nature of which is 
obscure. Moreover, how Samson surmounts the sin of Pride in the Harapha 
episode is by no means clear, 

Fortunately it is possible to reconcile these two opposites on the basis that 
the Dalila episode is structurally the climax of the play, Nevertheless, the 
dramatization of die encounter widi Harapha needs analysis for what it actu­
ally contains. We may divide it into two main parts to which the coda of 
Samsoa's reacdon is attached. The first part consists of the usual preliminaries 
to batde, each character describing his own prowess in an attempt to gain a 
psychological advantage over his enemy. What is important for our purposes 
is that it is a purely personal encounter of two fighting men representing dieir 
respective warring nations. Harapha scorns Samson's present degradation and 
boasts that he would have defeated Samson even in his prime. Samson defends 
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his present state as brought about by Philistine guile, not prowess, and chal­
lenges Harapha to a single combat man to man. This part ends when Harapha 
declines the proposal and suggests that Samson's past invincibility was given 
him by magic. Samson's answer introduces die second part of the encounter. 
In t h e first, it will be noted, Samson offers combat as a private man, not as a 
representative of his nation or of his God. But Harapha's sneer produces a vital 
reaction. His strengdi, Samson returns, came not from magic but from God 
and had been divinely given to God's champion and minister. A challenge 
now follows on very different terms: Samson's indignation leads him to offer 
himself in a combat for a trial of truth. Judicial combat is a formal and well-
recognized means of determining truth in cases where evidence is too uncertain 
for the legal process to decide. Thus in extremity two antagonists place their 
truth in the hands of God, and the result of the official combat is taken to 
represent God's decision. The case is best known to most of us in the pro­
cedures for the aborted combat for trial of truth between Bolingbroke and 
Mowbray that opens Shakespeare's Richard II. The significance of this shift of 
ground from Samson as private to Samson as public champion Is emphasized 
by t h e scries of three challenges which he delivers in this new role. In the first, 
he challenges Dagon in the person of Harapha to stand up to the test against 
Israel's God in him. On Harapha's response that his God lias deserted him, 
Samson is led to the new position that confident of final pardon he can issue 
a second challenge to combat. This second defiance leads to a dispute about 
Samson as a murderer and a member of an enslaved nation, to which he 
responds disclaiming responsibility for the venality of his countrymen and 
asserting that he has never been a private person but an agent assigned by 
Heaven. On this basis the third challenge follows, which Harapha turns aside 
before he retreats, leaving Samson exhausted and discouraged at the apparent 
failure of his action. 

Critics have been prompt to point out the shift in the first and second of this 
series of challenges in which, stung by Harapha's taunts, Samson in answering 
t h e m is led to a partial assertion of his continued championship in the first and 
a tacidy full assertion in the second: 

yet despair not of his final pardon 
Whose ear is ever open; and his eye 
Gracious to re-admit the suppliant; 
In confidence whereof I once again 
Defie thee to the trial of mortal fight, 
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By combat to decide whose god is God, 
Thine or whom I with Israels Sons adore. (1171-77) 

Because this is the first statement of any confidence of pardon, and because it 
links with no earlier statement in the first two visitations, die theory has been 
proposed that Harapha acted as the spur, and that nothing in the nature of a 
trial is present in the episode. In defending the purity of his God, Samson is 
automatically led into a defence of the purity of his own divinely prompted 
actions up to his betrayal, and thence, in the heat of the challenges, to a con­
fidence that in this confrontation he will still—though blinded—be able to act 
as champion. This is a fair statement of the position and if, as commonly, 
Samson's returning confidence in himself as agon is taken as an enlighten­
ment, it is impossible to find in the latter part of the episode the overcoming 
of any temptation to pride. On the other hand, an argument might be raised 
that in his challenge as a private person Samson differs from die position he 
adopts in the series of three diat follows. If this were Milton's intention, how­
ever, the language effectively conceals it. Certainly it is proper to ask what 
response other than his first disgusted challenge to a boaster one would expect 
from him, and what pride is shown in it. Milton distinguishes the private from 
the public defiances, but as a dramatic device to show how Samson under 
pressure passes from a simple to a complex reaction in his understanding that 
this trial has implications beyond a simple man-to-man fight. 

There are only two options. If God has sent Harapha as a punishment for 
a further and ultimate humiliation, then he is indeed lost and only retributive 
justice can be heaped on him until his death. This wras his former attitude 
about Dalila1 s visitation. I suggest that, again instinctively for himself but with 
the full knowledge of the audience as to the issues, the crucial test of Datila has 
in fact strengthened him to admit die other option, the possibility that the 
punishment has been corrective and diat God will pardon him in the end if he 
will act correctly in accord with God's will. The distinction between the two 
sets of challenges, then, marks the transition to an understanding that Harapha, 
like Dnlila, was sent for other reasons than aggravation of his fault. H e closed 
the Dalila episode with forgiveness. If Harapha has any element of test, Sam­
son meets the test by passing from a private to a public challenge. If one were 
to work hard at it one might find some suspicion of an escape from pride in 
the new terms, but if so it would appear to represent only a latent danger, not 
a visible one. In a sense Samson does pass from failure to triumph in thus 
shifting his ground, hut that docs not signify that the audience would need to 
disapprove of his first challenge as an error, Admittedly it is incomplete and 
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not ethically based. Nevertheless I take Milton's arrangement to represent 
more a dramatic motivation than a testing ground on which Samson's fate 
wavers in the balance between sin and virtue. The transition marks the differ­
ence between alienation and partial reconciliation, of course. In the first two 
interviews, supplementing the dramatic treatment of the opening choral dia­
logue, without Samson being conscious of it God has moved closer to him." 
In the second series of challenges Samson makes his first conscious step toward 
God. 

T h e question now follows: was Samson's enlightenment complete when he 
hoped for pardon and in that confidence challenged Harapha as two repre­
sentatives of their gods? The answer must be, no. Granting that Milton was 
not prepared to rewrite the Bible story, let us speculate on die effect if under 
the new terms Harapha had accepted combat and Samson had killed him 
diough suffering his own mortal wound in the process. Would the understand­
ing of Manoa and the Chorus, and the final catharsis for the audience, be sub­
stantially the same ? If the answer is yes, then Milton's invention of Harapha 
and his retreat would be only a desperate expedient to retain the biblical end­
ing, an arbitrary foreclosing of an impossible situation like the rescue of the 
Lady in Comtts before the brutalizing drink is forced between her lips. Such 
a reducdo ad absurdum shows us that something is still wrong. Samson's 
discouragement when Harapha escapes him is like his exhaustion at the end of 
the Dalila episode and its comment no more to be trusted as to what the audi­
ence is to think than in the episode before. The case may be clarified perhaps 
by inquiring whether any audience would take it that Samson's hope for an 
ultimate pardon that will enable him to fight Harapha as God's champion is 
prompted by himself or by God. The whole weight of the evidence suggests 
that this affirmation is self-prompted, Samson's own move toward a waiting 
God. Any other view, in fact, would destroy the religious and dramatic impact 
of the "rouzing motions" that later change his mind about following the 
Messenger to the Philistine festival. 

Samson has attested to the communication of God with him through 
impulses, as in the marriage with the Woman of Timna. There can be only 
one impulse in this tragedy: it must be that which leads Samson to obey his 
fate and complete the reconciliation by the expiation of a death in victory. 
According to this point of view Samson's own positive action toward recon­
ciliation, the second set of challenges, is necessary and admirable as a recog­
nition of the difference between retributive justice and the corrective justice 
that has actually been visited on him, but it falls far short of full enlightenment. 
In the nature of the case this final illumination or impulse should come from 
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God and must therefore be concentrated in the "rouzing motions" which he 
feels only at a later time. Critics have usually held that the true enlightenment 
was his assertion that he would fight Harapha as God's champion, confident in 
his hope of pardon. Redemptive as Samson's challenge is, it leads to no dra­
matic action, for Harapha skulks off with futile menaces and Samson is back 
where he started for an opportunity to act. This ending to the episode is itself 
the firmest evidence diat what Samson proposed was not acceptable to God. 

The reason for Milton's treatment is clear. In challenging Harapha to 
combat, whether as private or as public contestants, Samson was attempting to 
recreate the past in the exact terms of his former mission, and he hoped for 
success despite the seemingly insurmountable obstacle of his blindness. This 
thinking is in line with the blindness of Manoa and the Chorus throughout the 
play in believing that God will forgive Samson, if He does, by some miracle 
that will restore his sight so diat everything would be as it was before Samson's 
betrayal. As I have remarked, this frame of mind shows no understanding of 
the way in which God works to repair evil. Adam's expulsion from Eden was 
necessary as well as symbolic. The consequences of original sin will be removed 
by Christ's sacrifice, but the effects of the sin will remain in the form of 
temporal death until the Day of Judgment. Tilings can never be identical once 
evil has corrupted. Good will counterbalance the evil, and more than counter­
balance It, but the death that Adam ate will not be lifted. Physical death, 
however, will ultimately turn into spiritual victory over Satan in die im­
mortality of man widiin the body of Christ. 

The theme of retributive tragedy known to the Greeks celebrated the 
heroic endurance of the protagonist, because there was little else to celebrate in 
a pagan world. Even in Oedipus at Colonus, which comes closer than any 
other Greek tragedy to the ethos of Samson Agonistes, much closer than 
Prometheus Bound, the tragic stoicism merely tries to seal off man's responses 
to ill and thus to glorify fortitude in adversity, for life would odierwise be 
intolerable. The greatness of human character is manifested by Promethean 
resistance to irreparable external situation. On the contrary, redemptive trag­
edy is almost exclusively a Christian phenomenon, with its own rules. It is a 
tragedy of error, too, but of error repaired by willed action that alone is positive 
and meaningful and that alone can reaffirm God's mercy and justice. The two 
great lessons that Samson Agonistes teaches are that God's justice is redemptive, 
not retribudve, and that good will always overcome evil according to a large 
design which cannot be altered by the human failure under stress of an agent 
selected for a special mission in God's Providential system. For Manoa and the 
Chorus the stunning catiiartic enlightenment that closes the tragedy is revealed 
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as the unerring power of divine good working through fallible man. The only 
terms of reconcilation previously envisaged had been appropriate to the Old 
Testament and had been little different from the arbitrary lifting of retributive 
justice after heroic suffering in die Oedipus at Colonus. All characters in the 
play conceive of Samson's future in the single terms of die original mission. 
When this mission is aborted by his tragic error and his blinding and enslave­
ment, no other repair of die damage is dreamt of except a relaxation of the 
punishment at some future time—and a miracle to restore Samson to his 
former state so that the mission can then continue as if it had never been 
interrupted. 

In this context the Harapha episode—for action—is a dead end. In it Sam­
son has spoken to God but God has not yet spoken to Samson. The spur to 
action provided by Harapha is botii wrong and impossible as Samson responds 
to it: it is still his understanding diat history is repeating itself. Although 
handicapped by blindness, he proposes to fight on the same terms as before his 
fall and to conquer his enemies by force of arms in open combat. This proposal 
marks an incomplete enlightenment as to God's purposes and it would have 
proved unacceptable, one reason why it must not take place. Yet we are not to 
suppose that by this wrong interpretation of experience, Samson has failed God 
again; it merely signifies that corrective punishment has not provided die full 
lesson. Milton presents die episode as the final reach of what the unenlight­
ened human understanding, in an Old Testament context, could comprehend 
of divine purpose before the principle of sacrificial mercy, not arbitrary mercy, 
was announced in Christ. Non-Christian human reason is not enough, for it 
misses the essential truth that one cannot go home again. No more than Adam 
can escape die penalty of death for sin can Samson escape his blindness and be 
restored to vigorous championship in combat, or even to a blind-man's victory 
over Harapha. His fall from grace did not alter God's purpose to crush the 
Philistines, but conditional upon his fall the means must necessarily change by 
which that purpose will hi the end be unerringly fulfilled. 

The changed means involve the grand principle of reconcilation through 
expiation. Within the framework of free will, men on earth fulfill divine 
purpose, particularly tiiose special agents like Samson who have been set apart 
as ministers of Providence. Ahhough Samson fails and believes that he has 
been cast off, God's purpose remains unwavering. However, human reason 
has difficulty in understanding this unfaltering divine purpose because men 
expect the purpose to fulfill itself in the identical terms of die original plan. 
But Samson's fault changes these terms, though not the essence of the plan. 
The original victorious end will still be fulfilled but it will be altered to a quite 
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different action that will require Samson's expiatory death as the willing pay­
ment for reconciliation. It is this final transformation dial Samson glimpses in 
its "rouzing motions," the return of die communication widi God in the 
divine impulse that in the past had prompted his ministerial actions. The 
command of the Messenger is correctly interpreted as the opportunity to follow 
God's will, not Samson's own, 8 and in die holocaust that follows the pulling 
down of die temple, Samson fulfills his original mission—despite his necessary 
death—more terribly than by any symbolic victory over Harapha. His chal­
lenges of Harapha had not been incited by God, but in die new action at die 
temple Samson is a God-guided man once more. The knowledge that diis 
exchange of expiatory deadi as the price of victory is just, and redemptive, 
reconciles die audience to the tragic penalty that justice must always exact for 
sin even though forgiven. Indeed, the forgiveness lies in die terms of the pen­
alty for reconciliation. The victory achieved in death, then, is the visible sign 
of the final reconciliation of the hero with his God, and of divine acceptance 
of the results of his mission. The function of mercy to ameliorate justice by 
the acceptance of sacrifice is the true experience that Manoa and die Chorus 
learn; and through them the audience can understand die fulfillment of Old 
Testament history in the New/ for die profound effect of die cadiarsis in the 
audience is of course powerfully Christian. The ending not only shows diat 
God1 's ways are justifiable to man, that divine purpose will work itself out in­
evitably even though obscurely to human eyes, but that the requirement of 
sacrifice from men is not retributive but redemptive. What the audience knows 
as the last measures of the kommos fall on dieir ears is the exaltation of the 
Christian experience working itself out through the range of human history. 

All is best, though we oft doubt, 
What th'unsearchable dispose 
Of highest wisdom brings about, 
And ever best found in the close. 
Oft he seems to hide his face, 
But unexpectedly returns 
And to his faithful Champion hath in place 
Bore witness gloriously; whence Gaza mourns 
And all that band them to resist 
His uncontroulable intent, 
His servants he with new acquist 
Of true experience from this great event 
With peace and consolation hadi dismist, 
And calm of mind all passion spent. 
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Notes 

1. In De Doctrina Milton en tunc rates the progressive steps of repentance as "conviction 
of sin, contrition, and departure from evil, conversion to good" (see Maurice Kelley, This 
Great Argument, p. 169 and also p. 379) . I take it, however, that Spenser has influenced 
him dramatically in Samson Agonistes. All quotations from Samson Agonistes conform to 
the first edition, London, 1671. 

2. In a divinely ordered world, God had in a sense sent Manou and Dalila to him. 
One may profitably recall Milton's discussion in De Doctrina, chap. S, of good temptations, 
fahn Milton: Complete Poems and Major Prose, ed. Merritt Y. Hughes, p. 988. 

3. Just so, Hamlet reacts to a messenger from Claudius and brushes aside Horatio's 
alarm at the pain about his heart and the advice to forgo the fencing match. In the 
readiness-is-all speech he submits to God's designs the human will that had flared in oppo­
sition to God in the mistaken killing of Polonius. See my "Hamlet as Minister and 
Suourge," PMLA, 70 (1955) , 748-749, but more particularly "Death in Victory; Shake­
speare's Tragic Reconciliations," Studies in Honor of De Witt T, Starves ( 1967 ) , pp. 68-71, 
Page 71: "The tragic experience of Hamlet, therefore, exhibits error and then reconcili­
ation through a return to God's plan. As later in Samson Agonistes, the audience is 
clarified as to the un change ability of God's purposes by seeing them triumphant despite 
the momentary falling-off of the protagonist. The knowledge that the punishment of death 
visited on Hamlet and on Samson is just, but that a higher equity stemming from mercy 
will bring them to their rest, reconciles the audience to the tragic penalty that justice must 
exact." 

4. Long before the Renaissance Samson had been explained as a type of Christ, but 
Milton is not working with such a pattern. Instead, his concern with such typology for 
Samson is concentrated on the Old Law repetition of Adam's fall and his future redemp­
tion under the New Law. 



The Subscription List for Popes Iliad, 1715 
B Y MATTHEW HODGART 

Among the "Names of the Subscribers" printed at die beginning of the 
first volume of Pope's translation of Homer's Iliad, published 6 June 1715, the 
most familiar today are those of Joseph Addison and Sir Richard Steele. But 
what of die others? Many of them were persons of considerable distinction 
among their contemporaries. Leslie Stephen calls the list "almost a directory 
to the upper circle of die day." Pat Rogers, a leading authority in diis field, says 
that this appraisal is "a slight exaggeration. There were more aristocratic sub­
scribers to Joseph Trapp's Virgil in 1718." But whether Stephen or Rogers is 
right, the list is a valuable guide to the upper classes of Queen Anne's and 
George l*s England, and on inspection proves to possess some striking religious, 
political, and social features. 

The list is headed by "Her Royal Highness the Princess" who was, of 
course, Caroline of Anspach (1683-1737), Princess of Wales, and future Queen, 
a famous intellectual. N o other member of the Royal family appears. There 
are 562 other individuals (plus 11 Oxford Colleges and one Dublin College, 
with one duplicated name, making a total of 575 entries). The breakdown of 
the 562 is as follows, roughly in the order in which the categories appear, under 
each letter of the alphabet, in the list. (These figures and others in this paper 
cannot be considered as completely accurate because of die difficulty of making 
certain identifications and of placing each name in the right category; but I 
hope the errors are not significant.) 

Dukes and Duchesses - - 21 
Marquesses and Marchionesses -~ , 4 
Earls and Countesses _ 59 
Viscounts and Viscountesses 13 
Lords and Ladies (Barons and Baronesses 

plus Lords Chief Justices) - 45 
Children of peers (with courtesy titles or "Hons.") 34 

Total peerage -. 176" 
Baronets - 52 

Knights - 22 
Esquires - 201 
Army officers - 26 
Clergy (including 2 Roman Catholic priests) 25 
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Doctors (medical, legal, musical) 
Mr . and Mrs 

15 
55 

Without looking too closely at the meaning of some of these cities, one can 
say that nearly 3 0 % of die subscribers belong to the peerage, and over 40% 
are titled. 

The peerage and baronetage have many connotations, some antiquarian, 
some quasi-magical, but the main significance of titles, in my view, is that they 
are indicators of wealth and of power. Most money in 1715 was in land, and 
the higher die titles the more land die owner and his family were likely to 
possess. The Dukes were for the most part the greatest territorial magnates, 
die Earls on the average were richer than the Barons, and so on. Moreover, the 
higher die title the greater the share of political power and public money the 
owner could expect to obtain. T h e King's Servants in offices of profit, which 
included both ministers in something like die modern sense, and pure courtiers, 
were drawn largely from die House of Lords, and a King's Servant could 
expect not only large profits for himself, but pensions, offices, and sinecures for 
his relatives and followers. A great nobleman could also find it easier to get 
Bills through Parliament to assist the development of his country and town 
property. It was possible for a King's Servant to "mingle" public and private 
money to his vast profit, as was practiced by Paymasters Brydges (later Duke 
of Chandos) and Walpolt. There were very few exceptions to this correlation 
of rank and wealth: promotions to a higher rank did not take place unless the 
peer to be promoted could afford the increased expenses in keeping up the 
appearances by building and entertaining that die higher rank demanded. 
Sometimes a lawyer, soldier, sailor, or statesman would be given a peerage for 
outstanding services, but most in these categories, except possibly that of lawyer, 
came from the wealdiy landed families in any case. There were rather few 
"poor Lords," although there were some very wealthy baronets and plain squires. 
There are some exceptions to the correlation between titles and political power, 
since Dukes and Earls did not always possess the ability to handle affairs of 
state. For many years in Pope's lifetime the government of England was effec­
tively in the hands of a plain squire, the head of the Walpole family of Nor­
folk; and the untitled greater landlords, who figure prominently, as we shall 
see, in the list, also played an important part in English political life. 

There were diree peerages in Great Britain, die English, Scottish, and Irish, 
each of a rather different nature. It is difficult to state the size of these peer­
ages, because of technical matters concerning extinctions, abeyances, dorman­
cies, attainders, etc. Sir John Habakkuk, the leading authority on the eight-
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ccnth century nobility, writes that there were 161 temporal peers (English) in 
1704; Queen A n n e created only 30 new peers, but because of extinctions die 
number at die end of her reign had hardly risen, and indeed there were only 
182 peers as late as 1780. Another authority states diat there were at the time 
of the Union, in 1707, 164 English peers (1/32,000 of the population), and 154 
Scottish peers (1/8,000 of die population, four dines as great a proportion). 
T h e size of the Irish peerage can be judged from the list of peers present in 
( T o r y ) and absent from ( W h i g ) |ames II's Irish parliament of May 1789 
(Complete Peerage, Vol. Ill, Appx. D ) , a total of about 111. The number of 
new Irish creations between 1689 and 1714 was probably balanced by the numr 
ber of extinctions, so that the total would have remained about the same (al­
though later in the century the number of Irish peerages rose very rapidly). 
T h e total for t h e three Peerages was therefore about 430. 

T h e majority of Pope's subscribers among the nobility belonged naturally 
to the English peerage, since this was by far the most important of the diree 
in the political, literary, and aesdietic life of London. Of die senior peers, some 
held titles in t w o or even diree of the peerages, but it is safe to say that of die 
Dukes, twenty were primarily English Dukes, and of these twenty, fifteen are 
represented in the list, an impressive proportion. The non-subscribers were 
Cleveland, St. Albans, Berwick (abroad, in the French Army), Schomberg (an 
elderly soldier) , and Bedford (a boy of seven). Richmond is represented by 
his son and heir (hereafter S & H ) with the courtesy tide of Earl of March; 
Bolton by his S & H's wife, die Marchioness of Winchester; Leeds by his S & H 
the Marquess of Carmarthen. Twelve Dukes appear in person: Norfolk, 
Somerset, Grafton, Beaufort, Northumberland (Fitzroy), Devonshire, Shrews­
bury, Marlborough, Buckingham (Sheffield, a personal friend of Pope), Rut­
land, Montagu, and Kent. In addition, there is the Duchess of Monmouth, 
A n n e Scott, w h o was Duchess of Buccleuch (Scottish) in her own right, wid­
owed since the execution of her husband in 1685. The "Duke of Powis" is a 
Jacobite title. There were only four Marquesses in 1715, and all are in the list: 
Lindsey (created Duke of Ancaster later in the year), represented by S & H 
L o r d Bertie; Dorchester (created Duke of Kingston in diat year, the leader of 
fashion and father of Pope's friend Lady Mary Wortley Montagu); Wharton 
( D u k e of W h a r t o n in 1718); and the Marquess of Powis who held the Jacobite, 
title of Duke. The last is also represented by his daughter the Viscountess 
(Ir ish) Carrington. There are 35 Earls in the list, making up nearly half the 
Earldoms in existence in 1715: they include Derby (then die premier Earl) , 
Dorset and Bridgewater (both later Dukes), and such powerful figures as Pem­
broke, Salisbury, Nottingham, Oxford (Harley, formerly the leading Minister), 
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Clare (later Duke of Newcastle and Prime Minister), and Carnarvon (Brydges, 
later Duke of Chandos). Some are represented by die less familiar titles of 
their S & H, such as Holderness, Sandwich, and Scarborough, while Lewis 
Watson, created Earl of Rockingham in J7H, appears only as "Lord Sondes." 
The Earl of Pordand (later Duke) is represented by the Hon. William Ben-
tinck. Pope's best friends among the Earls were probably Oxford (Harley) 
and Peterborough (Mordaunt, the great general), but Carnarvon gets a warm 
mention in the Preface. The list includes five Viscounts and (I diink) 34 
English Barons, about half in each case. The Roman Cadiolic Baron Petre 
who appears in the Rape of the Locl^ had died in 1713, leaving an infant as 
successor, but there are two Ladies Petre in the list. "Lord Leimster" is not the 
Irish Duke of Leinster but a phoneticism for Lempster (i.e. Leominster); die 
family name was "Fermor," and there is a distant connection with the Catholic 
family to which Arabella of the Rape belonged. Lady Mary Cary 11, of die 
Catholic family who were friends of Pope, was the daughter of the Scottish 
Earl of Seaforth, while one Cary 11 held a Jacobite title. Pope's friends also 
included Barons Bathurst, Lansdowne (Granville, a literary peer mentioned 
warmly in the Preface), Cobham (Temple), and Carleton (Boyle), 

The Scottish peers are far less well represented, mainly because of the small 
part they played in English political and social life. Because of the high pro­
portion of peers to population, and to a much poorer population at that, the 
Scottish peers tended to be relatively badly off, and consequently somewhat 
provincial: many would not have been interested in subscribing to an expen­
sive book like Homer's Iliad. After the Union there were 16 representative 
peers elected to sit in the House of Lords: these were usually drawn from the 
higher-ranking peers and greater landowners, who could afford the expense 
of an annual journey to Westminster. Three of the eight Scottish Dukes had 
English tides and consequently non-elective seats in die Lords: Hamilton, 
Queensberry, and Argyll (the last a friend of Pope). All three are in the list, 
together with the Duke of Roxburghe, By contrast, none of the Scots Mar­
quesses and only seven of the Earls appear. A very few Scottish peers were 
Englishmen who were not Scottish landowners; three of them are in the list, 
"Lord Cheyne" who ought to have been written as Viscount Newhaven ( a 
Tory politician), Viscount Dunbar (Constable) a Roman Catholic resident in 
England; and the only Scottish "Lord" in the list, also an English resident, and 
a Roman Cadiolic, Lord Aston. 

Many of the Irish peers were non-resident Englishmen who never intended 
to set foot in Ireland, but were unable to obtain English peerages as soon as 
they wished. The Irish peerages were of lower status than the English, and 
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many who had been awarded diem as consolation prizes tried to obtain English 
titles as soon as possible, as Pope's friend the Earl of Burlington had succeeded 
in doing. Others in the list include Gage, a Sussex baronet whose family 
became Viscounts Gage; Castlecomer (Wandesford, a Yorkshire squire); and 
the notorious Ranelagh (Jones) a fraudulent politician who had died in 1712 
and was represented by his Countess and by one "Lord Ranelagh" (the last 
entry is odd, since his heir had apparently not yet claimed the title). But the 
greater part of the Irish peerage consisted of the top layer of the English and 
Scottish landlords, true colonists, who had taken over nearly all the land of 
Ireland during the seventeenth century. Some had managed to retire to Eng­
land to live as absentee landlords, but most remained in Ireland; almost all die 
resident Irish peers had been members of die Irish House of Commons before 
their elevation. The only Irish Duke, Ormonde, of the ancient Anglo-Irish 
house of Butler, a leading Jacobite, was a subscriber; so was his brother the 
Earl of Arran (Charles Butler, later given the title of "Duke of Arran" by the 
exiled monarch). The other six Earls were Burlington (Boyle, a friend of 
Pope, resident of England), Barrymore (an English M. P, ) , Donegall, Orrery 
(another Boyle, who like Burlington also had an English title, and figures in 
the Battle of the Boo\s), Mountrath or Montrath (who appears as "Montrodi") , 
and Ranelagh. There are only four of the numerous Irish Viscounts and only 
one Irish Baron, "Lord Brodrick," Lord Chief Justice in Ireland, created Baron 
in 1715. The rest of die Irish peers were probably too provincial and perhaps 
too uneducated to think of subscribing to an expensive book. 

There are hardly any Irish or Scottish Baronets in the list. T h e English 
Baronetcy, on the other hand, which was much more affluent and influential 
in politics, is well represented by some 50 subscribers (out of a total of some 
500 then surviving). Many Baronets had relations in die peerage, and many, as 
in the list, were M. P.'s Nearly all were substantial landowners, and covered 
a spectrum from the Sir Roger de Coverley of the day (not a subscriber) to the 
rich and smart Wyndhams. Among the more interesting names is Sir Richard 
Grosvenor Bt., head of a family of Cheshire squires dating from the middle 
ages, Tory M. P.'s for Chester for many generations, and finally Dukes of 
Westminster and the richest subjects in the kingdom. 

Of the "Esquires" in the list a fair number belonged to the landowning 
gentry. It must be remembered that noble families often had untitled but 
wealthy and influential collaterals and relatives by marriage: other families 
had been large landlords for centuries without seeking titles. Among the 
considerable squires were Pope's friends die Blounts of Mapledurham and the 
Carylls. John Bateman's The Great Landowners of Great Britain and Ireland 
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gives the names of those who had more than 2000 acres and ,£2000 a year in 
1883; it is striking how many of diese families had survived from the early 
eighteenth century. In fact, many of diem were even older than that: Batcman 
indicates the landowners who were "either head of, or head of a junior branch 
of, a family who held land in England since the time of Henry VII in un­
broken male line." There are over 300 of these ancient landed families in 
Bateman, and I have found at least 40 of them in die subscription list, at least 
16 of them untitled. New creations in the peerage until the end of the eight­
eenth century were often made from the old families or from others also as 
ancient in the female line. This "untitled aristocracy of England" also provided 
over the centuries a high proportion of the Members of Parliament. 

M. P.'s make up a high proportion of Pope's list. If one counts everyone 
who was M. P. at some time in his life, the figure is at least 200, or over a third 
of the total. The occupations of Members of the 1701 House of Commons can 
be found in Walcott's English Politics in the Early Eighteenth Century^ and 
the breakdown must have been about the same in 1715: 61 commercial, 48 
armed services, and 62 lawyers; the balance of about 300 can be described as 
belonging to the landed gentry, that is independent country gentlemen, junior 
members of noble families, or representatives of the nobility. There were also 
a very few individual M. P.'s who da not fit into any of these categories, in­
cluding the two most distinguished names in the list, Sir Isaac Newton and Sir 
Christopher Wren, who did Pope great honor. Biographical facts about many 
M. P. subscribers can he found in Walcott's appendices and in the new History 
of the House of Commons fed. Romney Sedgwick), which starts in 1715. Irish 
peers and the sons of English peers were allowed to become M. P.'s, and about 
35 of the peers in the list who were then in the House of Lords had been M. P.'s 
at some time in their youth. It has been shown that the House of Commons 
in the century before 1832 was numerically dominated by a small group of 
families, and this must have been true of the previous half-century. These great 
parliamentary dynasties were headed by the Manners family (Duchy of Rut­
land), which provided 21 M. P.'s in a century, followed by the families of 
Cavendish, Finch, Spencer, and Fitzroy, to mention only those in the list, all 
but the last being medieval. Of Pope's 165-odd M. P.'s who did not succeed as 
English peers, I think that 85 were Tory and 70 Whig, the remainder either of 
uncertain allegiance or impossible to classify (as far I have been able to dis­
cover, but I do not feel very happy about these figures'). It is also hard to give 
precise figures for the politics of the peers in the list; but of those who I think 
deserve to be counted, 76 are Tory and 40 Whig, not all having a seat in the 
House of Lords. 
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That does not, at first sight, look like a great preponderance of Tory over 
W h i g in either House, especially considering that diere had been a Tory 
majority from 1710 to 1714 ; but a closer inspection of the list reveals a decided 
Tory-Jacobite tendency among die subscribers. In the first place, Pope's Roman 
Catholic friends and their connexions had subscribed generously. They in­
cluded die following noblemen and squires: Lord Arundel of Wardour, Lord 
Aston, Sir Henry Bedingfield, several Blounts and Carylls, Lord Clifford of 
Chudleigh, Viscountess Carrington, Sir Marmaduke Constable, the Earl of 
Derwentwater (Radcliffe) , Viscount Dunbar, Henry Englefield Esq,, Viscount 
Falconberg (Belasyse), Viscount Montacute or Montague (Browne), the Duke 
of Norfolk, two Ladies Petre, William Plowden Esq., Thomas Stonor Esq., 
and Sir John Webb B t . In 1715 all or nearly all diese people were Jacobite in 
sympathy: diey had, or they thought that they had, everything to gain and 
nothing to lose from t h e return of the Stuarts. Derwentwater took part in the 
rising of 1715 and was executed in the following year, the only subscriber to 
suffer that fate. R o m a n Catholics were unable to sit in either House of Parlia­
ment or to obtain any position in the public service. They were forced to live 
privately on their estates and consequently often prospered, nor did they lose 
the general respect to which rank and wealdi entitled them. It was undoubt­
edly through his friends among the Catholic gentry that Pope was able to 
make his way into polite society. Upper-class Catholics tended to be careful, 
thrifty, and devout; the frivolities of the Rape of the Loc){ seem out of character, 
and it is no wonder that some of Pope's friends were displeased by diat poem. 
A m o n g the subscribers were two well-known Roman Catholic priests, die Hon. 
Henry Charles Howard and Mr. Thomas Southcote ("Mr." was the usual style 
of a priest at the t i m e ) . I have omitted from the roll of suspected Jacobites 
three lukewarm Catholics who conformed in 1715 or shordy afterwards and so 
were able to enter politics: Sir John Shelley Bt., Sir William Gage Bt. (later 
Viscount Gage), and Lord (later Earl) Waldegravc. 

There are also m a n y Protestant Jacobites in the list. It will not, I hope, be 
a waste of time to give their names, since they were mostly men of substance, 
and some were friends of die poet. They include: the Earl of Abingdon; the 
Earl of Arran (see a b o v e ) ; Sir Jacob Astley Bt., M. P.; the Earl of Barrymore, 
(Irish) M. P.; Viscount Bolingbroke (St. John, Pope's great friend, mentioned 
in the Preface); L o r d Bruce (friend); Lord Bathurst (friend); Peter Bathurst, 
M. P. ; Sir Coppleston Warwick Bampfylde, M. P.; Sir George Beaumont, 
M. P. ; Charles Caesar, M. P.; Mountague Gerrard Drake, M. P.; Sir John 
Hynde Cotton, M. P . ; Sir William Carew Bt., M. P.; John Fownes Esq., M. P.; 
Lord Gower (Leveson-Gower, formerly M. P., head of a family which eventu-
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ally rose to the Dukedom of Sutherland); Lord Lansdowne (Granville, Pope's 
friend, mentioned in the Preface, arrested 1715) ; Lord Lexington; the Earl of 
Mar (took a leading part in the Rising 1715, attainted 1716) ; Lady Masham 
(Abigail Hil l ) ; Lord Montgomery (son of the Earl of Eglinton, who took 
part in the Rising 1715); Carew Mildmay Esq., M. P.; Lord North and Grey (a 
Jacobite leader after 1715); the Duke of Ormonde (attainted 1716, joined the 
Pretender); the Marquess of Powis; Philip Rashleigh Esq., M. P.; the Earl of 
Strafford (Pope's friend); the Earl of Seaforth (in the Rising 1715, attainted) ; 
the Rev. Henry Sacheverell; Sir John Stonehouse Bt., M. P . ; Sir Thomas 
Sebright B t , M. P . ; John Ivry Talbot Esq., M. P . ; the Earl of Winchilsea 
(F inch) ; Sir William Wyndham Bt., M. P. (friend, and associate of Boling-
broke); Sir John Wodehousc Bt., M. P. I think that the mysterious Lady 
"Kairne" should read "Nairne," yet another Jacobite family name. These 
make up a formidable company, notable for wealth, brains, and, until the 
death of Queen Anne, influence. The presence of so many Catholic and Prot­
estant Jacobites must have made the subscribers' list look suspicious in the eyes 
of a keen Whig, above all in die year of the Rising. This may explain the most 
interesting omissions from the list, those of Townshend and Walpole, the Arch-
Whigs who were to govern England for many years to come, both coming 
from wealthy medieval families which had produced many M. P.'s. Ten years 
later, when the political climate had changed and Pope had become politically 
respectable, we find in the subscription list for the Odyssey: "Lord Viscount 
Townshend, one of His Majesty's Principal Secretaries of State" and the "Right 
Honourable Robert Walpole, Chancellor of die Exchequer, and die first Lord 
of the Treasury"—to make up, perhaps, for their previous lapses they took ten 
sets each. 

I have not yet mentioned the Reverend Dr. Swift, Dean of St. Patrick's, 
who did not consider himself to be a Jacobite. Not all Tories were Jacobites, 
and quite a few called diemselves Hanoverians. The subscribers' list is certainly 
Tory in the wider sense, as can be seen from studying the names of the chief 
Government supporters in the last years of Queen Anne. Of the Tories on the 
list, apart from Oxford and Bolingbroke, there are Lord Chancellor Harcourt 
(he and other members of his family were great friends of Pope), Buckingham, 
Dartmouth, Ormonde, Mar, Strafford, Guildford, and Lansdowne. Of the 12 
Tory peers created in a few clays around New Year 1712 to give the Govern­
ment a majority in the Lords, nine are in the list: Bruce, Compton, Paget, 
Hay ("Lord Duplin"), Bathurst, Foley, Mansell, Masham (spelled "Massam") , 
and Lansdowne. All this shows how familiarly Pope walked in the Tory cor­
ridors of power. But, of course he also had friends among the Whig grandees, 



Hodgart: The Subscription List 33 

notably the Duke of Argyll, the Earl of Halifax, and the Duke of Chandos; 
the last two are mentioned in the Preface, as is a soon-to-be-titled member of 
the new government of 1714, fames Stanhope, Secretary of State, later Viscount 
Stanhope. Apart from the two notable abstainers, Townshend and Walpole, 
almost all the great Whig families, the Holdernesses, Rockinghams, and so on, 
are represented in the list; on the whole they were richer and more elevated 
than the leading Tory families, although it is indeed a myth that die top 
aristocracy were Whig and the lower squirearchy Tory. One of the leading 
W h i g politicians was Joseph Addison, Under-Secretary of State in 1715; an­
other was Spencer Compton, Speaker of the House of Commons. 

In 1715 diere was still far more money in land than in trade, but some of 
the "new men," from commerce and finance, are among die subscribers. Sir 
Francis Child die younger (1684P-1740), M. P., later created Viscount Castle-
main; Sir Robert Furness Bt.; Sir Richard Hoare (of the family who later 
made Stourhead); and Sir Thomas Davell, M. P., are examples of successful 
bankers on the list. Other commercial names are those of Sir Justus Beck, the 
first baronet to be created by George I, and Matthew Decker Esq. Other 
merchants and their wives are in die list but it is hard to identify them with 
ccrrainty. There are few sailors but several soldiers, who include (apart from 
Marlborough and Peterborough) Lieutenant-General Cadogan and his brother 
Charles, also a general, bodi M. P.'s and later Barons; and Major-General 
Wade, later Field-Marshal. The lawyers include three Lords Chief Justices, 
Forster, Parker (later Earl of Macclesfield), and Whitshed (of Ireland; apart 
from Brodrick of Ireland). Sir Edward Nordiey was Tory Attorney-General, 
and Lord Cowper was Whig Lord High Chancellor. The literary figures are 
Addison, the Rev. George Berkeley (later Bishop of Cloyne), Cibber, Congreve, 
Garth, Gay, Hughes, Prior, Steele, Swift, and Anne, Countess of Winchilsea. 
Music is represented by Pepusch, painting by Charles Jervas, Vanbrugh's name 
is missing, perhaps for Whiggish reasons. Other interesting names include 
Barton Booth, joint manager of Drury Lane, and Dr. Hans Sloane, the physi­
cian and collector. 

T h e Odyssey subscription list of 1725 is of much the same size and pattern, 
although many of the names are different An interesting feature is that some 
of the great names missing in 1715 are now in the new list: e.g. the Dukes of 
St. Albans, Berwick, Bedford, and Manchester; the Earls of Anglesey, Albe­
marle, Bristol, Gainsborough (Countess), Huntingdon, Litchfield, North­
ampton, Stafford, and Tankerville. These names fill most of the 1715 gaps in 
the top ranks of the English peerage, and in addition two Scottish Dukes, 
Atholl and Montrose, now join the subscribers. There are few notable 
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losses, but overall the new subscription list seems to have rather less of a 
Roman Catholic flavour: missing now are the names of Arundell of Wardour, 
Falconberg, Montacute, Carrington, Dunbar, Engleficld, Petre, and Plowden, 
On the other hand, most of the Tory-Jacobites of 1715 who were still alive in 
1725 subscribed again. The number of M. P.'s rose strikingly to about 250, of 
whom, as before, about 35 were then members of the House of Lords. I suspect 
that Pope's friend William Fortescue was active in enl isting West country sub­
scribers of good family, such as three other Fortescues, including Lord Clinton, 
Viscount Falmouth (Boscawen), Lady Anne Courtenay, Mrs, Rolle, and 
Thomas Strangways Esq. There are not many more Protestant clergy, but the 
Archbishop of York (Dawes) gives the new list some respectability. The most 
notable change is that Walpole, feeling that Pope was now not only politically 
safe but had even become a national monument, had persuaded his Royal 
Master and his son to affix their names, so that the list is now headed "The 
King / The Prince / The Princess." Further on we find the Countess of 
Darlington, George I's German mistress. 

What of the poem which all this display of pride and wealth is designed to 
promote? Apart from being the greatest poem ever written, Flomer's Iliad is 
appropriate to the age. It is about haughty territorial magnates, who are ex­
cessively proud of their genealogies and treat King Agamemnon with scant 
respect, in a generally Whiggish style. At the end of Book II (lines 586-1071 
in Pope's translation) the Catalogue of the Ships describes the contingents from 
every part of Greece, each with its noble commander, from 

The hardy Warriors whom Boeotia bred, 
Pendens, Leitus, Prothoenor led . . , 

to 
Last under Protkous the Magnesians stood, 
Prothous the swift, of old Tenthredon's blood. 

It reads like a subscription list. 



"Condemned to Petticoats"; 
Lady Mary Wortley Montagu as Feminist 
and Writer 
By ROBERT HALSBAND 

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu is sufficiently well known so that mention of 
her name need not be followed by the rhetorical question with which Time 
magazine headed its review of her Complete Letters—"Lady Who?" I have 
elsewhere touched on her stature as a lady of letters and on the general pre­
dicament of women writers in her time; 1 her ideas and writings on feminism 
and her career as a miscellaneous writer deserve re-examination now because 
they are clarified and amplified in the recently published edition of her wide-
ranging prose and verse. 3 It may seem anachronistic to call an eighteenth-
century w o m a n a feminist, a word applied to that movement a century later, 
yet Lady Mary, because of her life-long preoccupation with women as women, 
their privileges and disabilities, rights and wrongs, deserves an honorable place 
in that movement. 

Lady Mary was an aristocratic, stubborn, and self-educated woman. Her 
dates, 1689 to 1762, span the lifetimes of die two most conspicuous feminist 
women o f die century—Mary Astetl (whom she knew) and Mary Wollstone-
craft. S h e is thus one of a trinity of Marys. Unlike the other two she did not 
enunciate feminist principles in boldly signed pamphlets and books advocating 
that cause with revolutionary fervor. Yet she states or clearly implies this doc­
trine in h e r private correspondence widi friends and family, and in her essays 
and poems, whether published or not. As a feminist she earns her credentials 
also by h e r vigorous activity in the profession of writing, which in her time was 
dominated by men. What better proof of women's equality with the other sex 
than competing on this intellectual battlefield! 

Lady Mary's feminist ideas were not static, but became emancipated as she 
grew older. Whether or not women are inferior to men was a frequendy 
debated question, and often decided on a theological basis. When Lady Mary, 
at the a g e of twenty-one, translated the Enchiridion of Epictetus (from a Latin 
version) and sent it to Bishop Burnet for correction she says tiiis of women: "I 
a m not n o w arguing for an Equality for the 2 Sexes; I do not doubt God and 
Nature has thrown us into an Inferior Rank. W e are a lower part of the 
Creation; we owe Obedience and Submission to the Superior Sex; and any 
W o m a n who suffers her Vanity and folly to deny this, Rcbells against the Law 
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of the Creator and indisputable Order of Nature." 3 No doubt her conventional 
posture was stiffened by her awareness diat die good Bishop was not guilty of 
holding advanced notions of creatures whose genealogy begins with Adam's 
rib. (It was he who probably dissuaded die future Queen Anne from endow­
ing the college for women as envisioned by Mary Astell.) Like any sensitive 
letter-writer Lady Mary tailored her ideas to her correspondents' interests and 
expectations. 

Forty years later, as an expatriate in Italy—when she boasted of being "old 
without peevishness, superstition, or slander"*—she writes that in her opinion 
"Nanire has not plac'd us in an inferior Rank to Men, no more than the 
Females of odier Animals, where we see no distinction of capacity, tho I am 
persuaded if there was a Common-wealdi of rational Horses (as Doctor Swift 
has suppos'd) it would be an establish'd maxim amongst them thai: a mare 
could not be taught to pace." 8 Whether or not women were intrinsically in­
ferior to men was a moot question since they were undoubtedly treated as 
diough they were, especially in their education. 

Certainly Lady Mary believed that women were worthy of a more thorough 
and advanced education than they were allowed; and she proved it by her own 
strenuous self-education* as well as by her general prescription. While living 
in Avignon (in the 1740's) she composed a brief essay in French on the subject 
of women's education. Apparently written only for her own amusement, it is 
in the form of an imaginary letter to an unnamed literary lady of a past age 
who now resides in the Elysian Fields, At the present time, writes Lady Mary, 
everything is decided from a political point of view, "and it is by this that I 
should aspire to prove that learning is very necessary for women." Most 
women, she continues, "are brought up in such gross ignorance that it is enough 
for them to mumble some paternosters, in order to believe themselves inspired 
by Heaven, and consequently worthy of managing everything at home, scorn­
ing their husbands and maltreating their servants. I dare boldly say that die 
behaviour of most women does more harm than good. . . . I attribute this 
corruption to the bad education which stifles the natural wit of some, and in­
creases the foolishness of others. If men would only see us as an element in the 
state (for I submit to inferiority7 aldiough I could name a thousand who have 
written, as you know, to prove the equality of the sexes) they ought to strive 
to use all talents profitably. Our frailty prevents us from serving in war, but 
this same frailty gives us great leisure for study. Those who succeed will be 
able to contribute to the Republic of Letters, and those who do not succeed 
will at least avoid idleness with all its consequences."8 

A few years later, from her Italian retirement, she returned to the subject in 
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letters to lier daughter. In England, she insists, women are treated with con­
tempt; they "are educated in the grossest ignorance, and no art [is] omitted 
to stiffle [their] natural reason"—as though, she adds—"the same Studies which 
raise the character of a Man should hurt that of a Woman." The paradox of 
this injustice, she points out, is men's fear that improving the understanding 
of women would only "furnish [them] with more art to deceive them, which 
is directly contrary to the Truth."" 

At the same time Lady Mary admitted that excessive show of learning in 
a woman could be as undesirable as ignorance; she had always "thought the 
reputation of learning a misfortune to a woman." 1 0 Indeed, while surrepti­
tiously studying Latin as a young woman she sent Bishop Burnet her trans­
lation and acknowledged diat the world despised and ridiculed "a Learned 
W o m a n . Them words imply . . . a tatling, impertinent, vain, and Conceited 
Creature." But, she continued, only superficial learning has this effect.11 Many 
years later she still believed that a woman of genuine learning should conceal 
it "with as much solicitude as she would hide crookedness or lameness," for it 
would draw the envy and hatred of most people. 1 2 In her own letters she 
tactfully adjusted her intellectual exhibitionism to her correspondents', when 
writing to learned friends like the Abbe Conti and Sir James Steuart, die polit­
ical economist, she flaunted her erudition, whereas to her daughter and the dull 
Countess of Oxford she presented herself merely as a sharp-witted, opinionated 
woman, rich in common sense and common reading. 

These dien are Lady Mary's opinions of women's intellect and capacity for 
education; and they affected her own career and her status as a writer. For, as 
her French essay on women's education implies, she regarded herself as one 
w h o had succeeded in her studies and could contribute to what she calls the 
Republic of Letters. Certainly she was not a professional writer in the sense of 
one w h o earns a living by her writing; her wealth and rank made that both 
unnecessary and indecorous. Furthermore, she repeatedly insists that writing 
for money can only corrupt that high and noble art, that a mercenary motive 
debases writing. 1 8 Yet she docs not fit Virginia Woolfs caricature of those 
Women who did not write for a living: "shut up in their parks among their 
folios, diosc solitary great ladies . . . wrote without audience or criticism, for 
their own delight alone." 

Mrs. Woolf admired Aphra Behn as the first professional woman-writer 
because she earned her living by her writing. 1 4 Is that, I wonder, an unquali­
fied definition of professionalism ? Or is the money earned only a by-product 
of literary activity carried out with such talent and dedication as to be "pro­
fessional" in the sense of artistically accomplished and successful? If a Grub 
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Street hackwriter earns his living by churning out mechanical compilations, 
can he be called a professional writer—as contrasted with such "amateurs" as 
Joseph Addison, whose profession lay in Parliament and politics, or Anthony 
Troll ope, whose profession was the civil service? 1 5 I believe Lady Mary can be 
regarded as a professional writer although not in the sense of Dr. Johnson's 
dictum that only a blockhead would write except for money; she was a pro­
fessional writer in her dedication to that craft throughout her long life. In a 
recent book entitled Literary Women Ellen Moers cites a nineteenth-century 
feminist radical who called Lady Mary die first professional woman writer in 
England. 1 8 

But whedier she is classified as professional or amateur, there can be no 
doubt that as a writer she was engaged by feminist topics—that, in odier words, 
she combines bodi roles of my title, feminist and writer. Her very first pub­
lication, in fact, was an essay in die Spectator that satirically treated marriage 
from a wife's point of view. (She was the only woman, incidentally, who 
contributed to that periodical,) In June 1714 the Spectator had printed a letter 
written by Addison in the role of "a tall, broad-shoulderd, impudent, black 
Fellow . . . every way qualified for a rich "Widow." He complains diat he has 
been unable to capture a rich widow in marriage because his courtships have 
been obstructed by the Widow-Club, made up of "nine experienced Dames" 
who meet to pool their information about widow-hunters, and are thus able to 
resist suitors like himself. "Their Conversation," he continues, "often turns 
upon their former Husbands, and it is very diverting to hear them relate dieir 
several Arts and Stratagems, with which they amused the Jealous, pacified the 
Cholerick, or wheedled die Good-natured Man, 'till at last, to use die Club-
phrase, They sent him out of the House with his Heels foremost."11 In its 
gende raillery and condescension Addison's fictitious letter is typical of his 
attitude toward women in most of his essays. 

A month later, Spectator No. 573 printed a reply from Mrs. President, head 
of the Widow-Club, and it was Lady Mary who had held her pen. "You are 
pleased to be very Merry, as you imagine, with us Widows," she begins; and 
then in her counter-attack as well as defence of the club she relates die history 
of her own extensive marital career: having disposed of six husbands, she 
intends to take a sevendi. (She thus outranks Chaucer's Wife of Bath, who 
could boast of only five husbands.) Her constant suitor, the seventh husband-
to-be, is called the Hon. Edward Waitfort, evidently Lady Mary's private little 
joke about her husband Edward Wordey's long and querulous courtship. A t 
the end of her account she sums up her marriages: "1 do not believe all the 
unreasonable Malice of Mankind can give a Pretence why I should have been 
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constant to the Memory of any of die deceased, or have spent much time in 
grieving for an insolent, insignificant, negligent, extravagant, splenatick, or 
covetous Husband; my first insulted me, my second was nothing to me, my 
third disgusted me, die fourth would have ruined me, the fifth tormented me, 
and the sixth would have starved me. If the odier Ladies you name would thus 
give in their Husbands Pictures, at length, you would see, diey have had as 
little Reason as my self to lose their Hours in weeping and wailing. 1' 1 8 At die 
head of the essay Lady Mary put a Latin motto from Juvenal diat sums up her 
reply: "Being reproved they bite back." This needs to be kept in rnind, for the 
portrait of the widow is far from idealized; she displays some characteristics 
that are less dian admirable. Mrs. President shows herself to be both frivolous 
and mercenary, but her various husbands easily surpass her in their faults. Lady 
Mary as a feminist regarded women as human creatures of mixed qualities 
and not as idealized saints. 

She had more opportunity to "bite back" in a periodical that she herself 
conducted in 1737-38. The chief mission of her paper, which she called The 
Nonsense of Common-Sense, was political, as its title implied, for it supported 
Robert Walpole's administration against die Opposition paper Common Sense. 
Of die nine essays that Lady Mary wrote for her paper during its brief run she 
devoted two to women—in contrasting ways. Qtiier essays simply glanced at 
them, like the first paper (in December 1737), where diey are urged to wear 
wool instead of silk in order to support the domestic woolen trade, and die third 
paper, where they are teased for adoring the reigning castrato singers.1 0 

In Number II of The Nonsense of Common-Sense, which deals with 
women directly, the anonymous Audior begins, "I have allways been an Hum­
ble Admirer of die Fair Sex, nay, I beleivc I think of them widi more tender­
ness than any Man in the World. [Readers could not have seen the irony 
here.] I do not only look upon diem as Objects of pleasure, but I compassionate 
the many Hardships both Nature and Custom has subjected them to. 1 never 
expose die Foibles to wliich Education has enclin'd them; and (contrary to all 
other Authors) 1 see widi a favourable Eye the little vanitys with which they 
amuse themselves, and am glad they can find in the imaginary Empire of 
Beauty, a consolation for being excluded every part of Government in die 
State." But the Author is shocked, the essay continues, to see that the influence 
of women—specifically "Brittish Mothers, sisters, and mistrisses (for Wives are 
out of die Question)"—has caused die defeat in Parliament of a bill to reduce 
interest on government bonds from four to three per cent. Women are urged 
to forego luxury and self-indulgence in favor of patriotic support of the lower 
interest rate. z u T w o elements of this essay are puzzling: the Author presents no 
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evidence that women opposed the bill; and the scolding could have no effect 
since it had been, defeated in Parliament eight months earlier. Perhaps Lady 
Mary, thinking it might be brought forward again, was campaigning early. 
Still, the essay assures women that although they may be excluded from a 
direct voice in govern merit their duty is to use their personal power beneficently 
when they can. 

In Number VI of The Nonsense of Common-Sense, Lady Mary devotes the 
entire paper to an impassioned and enlightened defence of womankind. After 
starting as a "Freind . . . of the Fair sex," the Author attacks Common Sense 
for its pernicious advice to avoid plays because they teach immorality and to 
attend operas instead. Declaring himself opposed to such a dangerous pastime 
for women, the Author writes: "1 a m for treating them with more dignity, 
and as I profess my selfe a protector of all die oppressed I shall look upon them 
as my peculiar care." As a moralist the Author intends to defeat vulgar preju­
dices, the most universal of which is "that of treating the weaker sex with a 
contempt, which has a very bad Influence on their conduct"; tiicy are treated 
as though their reason is weaker dian men's—a prejudice diat men cling to in 
order to rationalize their own selfish desires. For that reason, a paper that 
ridicules or declaims against women is very welcome in the coffee-houses, 
"where tiiere is hardly one Man in ten but fancys he has one reason or odier, 
to curse some of the Sex most heartily." 

When using a theological argument Lady Mary does not stoop this time to 
the humility of her statement to Bishop Burnet many years earlier. "If I was 
a divine," she writes (as Autiior), "1 would remember that in their first Cre­
ation [the beautifull halfe of Mankind] were design* d a Help for the other 
Sex, and nothing was ever made incapable of the end of its Creation." If men 
cannot find proof to justify their claim to superiority, they simply invoke die 
traditional prejudice that only they have been endowed widi reason. "I am 
seriously of another Opinion," continues the Author: "as much greatness of 
Mind may be shewn in submission as in command." Women's virtue entitles 
them to the greatest respect because they are cut off from the kind of glory that 
only men can win; a woman "who has perform'd her Duty as a Daughter, a 
Wife, and a Mother, appears to my Eyes with as much veneration as I should 
look on Socrates or Xcnophon, and much more than I should pay either to 
Julius Caesar or Cardinal Mazarine. . . . " Women are advised to value them­
selves not merely for beauty but for "rational, sensible" minds that will enable 
them to make die most estimable figures in life. "Begin then Ladies," the 
Author concludes, "by paying those Authors widi Scorn and contempt w h o 
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with the sneer of affected Admiration would throw you below the Dignity of 
the H u m a n Species." 2 1 

In the entire canon of Lady Mary's letters, essays, and poems this is her 
most extended, articulate, and reasoned defence of women. Compared to the 
feminist doctrine in die Tatler and Spectator it is more advanced in its tenets, 
more forthright in its advocacy, and more vigorous in its expression. It was 
reprinted almost immediately by the London Magazine for January 1738, 
which g a v e it the ambiguous title: "An Apology for the Ladies." 

Besides essays in a weekly journal, an earnest propagandist could utilize 
pamphlets, especially if the argument could be spun out in elegant verse cou­
plets. ( T h e recently issued bibliography by David Foxon lists die enormous 
number of verse pamphlets that were published between 1700 and 1750). Lady 
Mary used diis means at least twice for feminist propaganda: once to defend 
women in general against a satirist's scorn, and once to set forth her thoughts 
on courtship and marriage. 

Jonathan Swift's The Lady's Dressing Room, published in 1732, vividly 
depicts how a naif Strephon explores his Celia's dressing room, with its evi­
dence o f slatternly filth (including an unemptied chamber-pot), and steals 
away disgusted, 

Repeating in his amorous Fits, 
Oh! Celia, Celia, Celia shits! 

A m o n g the various responses to the poem—it caused Mrs, Pilkington's mother 
to vomit 8 1 4 —four writers issued anonymous pamphlers; one of them has only 
recently been identified as being by Lady Mary." 3 Swift's poem, like others of 
his "excremental vision," is sometimes cited as proof of misogyny; one may 
wonder how a woman writer would treat it. She might scold him for his lack 
of charity, reprove him for his obscenity, accuse him of undue bias in choosing 
such a nymph as heroine. Lady Mary does none of these; the title of her poem 
indicates her strategy: The Dean's Provocation for Writing the Lady's Dress­
ing Room ( 1734) . She spins out a fiction of how he had gone to a prostitute, 
who demanded payment before her services; how when he proved impotent 
and demanded the return of his payment, the prostitute refused; whereupon 
he vowed that in revenge he would ruin her trade by describing her dressing 
room. 

In her jeu d'esprit Lady Mary very cleverly parodies Swift's own verse 
style—his octosyllabic couplets, his blunt, unpoetic diction, his digression, ani­
mal parallels, sententiae, and even his use of scatological words—as in her con­
cluding lines. The prostitute, refusing to return the money, says: 
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Perhaps you have no better Luck in 
The Knack of Rhyming than of . 

When the Dean replies with the threat that he will describe her dressing-room: 

She answer'd short, f m glad you'll write, 
You'll furnish Paper when I Sh—e. 

In this poem Lady Mary is not at ail lady-like, but why should she be? 
Although "condemned to petticoats" 2 4 (as she phrased it) she neither de­
manded nor expected consideration for being a woman. Is diat not the frame 
of mind fitted for sexual equality, die "equal opportunity" that feminists 
strive for today? 

Her other feminist poem, published as a pamphlet (in 1733), is about court­
ship and marriage. 1* It is The Answer to a love elegy (printed along widi it) 
by James Hammond, an impecunious young man who had fallen in love with 
a young woman at court. In her reply to the man's love-poem Lady Mary, 
answering for die woman, realistically points out that a marriage without 
financial safeguards would cause bitter regret for both: the woman would be 
"a poor Virtuous Wretch for Life"; and as for both: "Love soon would cease 
to smile, when Fortune frown'd." And so at the conclusion the woman makes 
a firm resolve not to encourage him: 

Whilst other Maids a shameless Path pursue, 
Neidier to Honour, nor to Int'rest true; 
And proud to swell die Triumphs of their Eyes, 
Exult in Love from Lovers they despise; 
Their Maxims all revers'd, I mean to prove, 
And tho' I like the Lover quit the Love. 2 0 

In her view of marriage Lady Mary recognizes the stringencies of her social 
class, where in a successful match financial setdements had to accompany love 
as a protection for the wife (as well as the husband). 2 7 At die same time she 
sharply condemns a purely mercenary marriage, a "Nuptial Sale," and charac­
terizes women who marry for that reason "legal Prostitutes." The phrase had 
already been used, in slightly different form, by Steele in the Tatler and by 
Defoe; it was made famous by Mary Wollstonecraft in A Vindication of the 
Rights of Woman,™ With or without Lady Mary's consent, her printer re­
vealed her authorship by putting on the pamphlet's title page "By a Lady, 
Author of the Verses to the Imitator of Horace." The printer no doubt hoped 
to profit by the notoriety of her feud with Alexander Pope, 
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Lady Mary had already devoted a long poem to women's disabilities after 
marriage, to the cruel punishment suffered by wives because of the double 
moral standard imposed by society. In the "Epistle from Mrs. Y[ongeJ to her 
Husband," purportedly written by a cast-off wife, Lady Mary criticizes the 
moral code that permits a husband to commit adultery widi impunity yet 
punishes his wife for tiie same crime: 

Too, too severely Laws of Honour bind 
The Weak Submissive Sex of Woman-kind. 

She then asks: 
From whence is this unjust Distinction grown? 

Are we not form'd with Passions like your own? 
Nature with equal Fire our Souls endu'd, 
Our Minds as Haughty, and as warm our blood, 
O're die wide World your pleasures you persue, 
The Change is justify'd by something new; 
But wc must sigh in Silence—and be true.''10 

T h e eloquence of this poem seems to reflect Lady Mary's urgent convictions; 
and whether or not she intended it to be printed, it remained unpublished 
among her manuscripts. 

Adultery and divorce were so common among those she knew that she 
once suggested (in a letter to her sister) "a genneral Act of Divorceing all the 
people of England. You know, those diat pleas'd might marry over again, and 
it would save the Reputations of several Ladys diat are now in peril of being 
expos'd every day . " 8 0 Often in verse as well as in prose she scornfully attacked 
men's "gallantry," whether in or out of marriage, and particularly condemned 
the injustice of punishing or ostracizing women when their seducers were 
really the guilty ones. 

She developed this notion in a long French essay refuting the maxim of 
La Rochefoucauld that there are some convenient marriages but not delightful 
(dHiciettx) ones. On the contrary, argues Lady Mary: the marriage of a man 
and woman who are in love and who are intelligent and sensible will bring 
far greater happiness than any alternative to such a union. "It appears to me a 
life infinitely more delightful, more elegant, and more pleasurable," she writes, 
"than the best conducted and most happy gallantry. A woman capable of 
reflection cannot but look upon her lover as her seducer, who would take 
advantage of her weakness to give himself a momentary pleasure, at the ex-
pence of her repose, of her glory, and of her life." In a true marriage, by 
contrast, the wife "must strive to heighten the charms of a mistress by the good 
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sense and solidity of a friend. When two persons, prepossessed with sentiments 
so reasonable, are united by eternal ties, all nature smiles upon them. . . ." But 
she concludes, realistically, that since two such persons are very extraordinary, 
it is not surprising diat such unions are very rare.^' 

Lady Mary's scattered comments elsewhere on marriage may sound cynical, 
for although she believed that it could lead to happiness, as a realist she 
observed that it rarely did. Her own failed marriage was a persuasive example. 
Her cynicism was dius the obverse of her idealism. By refuting La Roche­
foucauld's genuinely cynical maxim she was reaffirming the idealism that she 
had so fervently set forth in her courtship letters. Her essay on marriage was 
never published in her lifetime; instead she allowed friends to read it and to 
make copies. In this modest private circulation she showed her desire to propa­
gandize in a cause that would benefit women. 

How do her ideas on marriage contribute to her advocacy of feminism? 
The faults of conventional marriage of the time are to the woman's disadvan­
tage—the mercenary principle diat treats her as a financial commodity, and the 
double standard of morality that permits a husband's infidelity but harshly 
punishes a wife's. Woman's lot would be improved, Lady Mary implies, if the 
institution of marriage were accepted honestly and seriously as a union be­
tween equals. 

All of her writings that I have so far discussed illustrate both parrs of my 
title simultaneously: her ideas on feminism and her activity as a writer con­
cerned with diose ideas. But in most of her writings she did not confine 
herself to diat subject; she stands out as a woman whose literary energy and 
passion drove her to compete in an activity ruled by men. She is thus a 
feminist in practice. 

In The Nonsense of Common-Sense, which I have already mentioned for 
its feminist arguments, her main role is political. Assuming the persona of an 
impartial commentator, she argues for sincere moderation instead of blind 
partisanship. She then ridicules the Opposition's bellicose attitude toward 
Spain as well as their complaint that freedom of die press is being threatened : a H 

in effect she supports die Waipole administration. On more genera] issues, she 
preaches in favor of "Virtue and good sense" and against obscenity, cynicism, 
and impudence in English society and writing. 3 3 It is doubtful that her re­
formist zeal in morality was any more effective than her political moderation, 
for her essays did not win many readers for The Nonsense of Common-Sense. 
Each number of the paper bore the notice: " T o be continued as long as die 
Author thinks fit, and the Publick likes it." Because the public apparently did 
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not like it, the Author thought fit not to continue, and the ninth number 
was its last. 

T h e most striking of her political essays, however, remained unpublished. 
She entitled it " A n Expedient to put a stop to the spreading Vice of Corrup­
tion." Since the Opposition to Wa]pole's administration vociferously exclaimed 
against his Parliamentary corruption, she writes, the best method to cure it 
would be to abolish Parliament and let the King rule through his ministers, 
who would then have no Members of Parliament to corrupt. 3' 1 This highly 
seditious "Expedient" was obviously unpublishable, for its printer and author 
(if k n o w n ) would be in danger of arrest and prosecution. 

A clear contrast between Lady Mary as a private individual, hemmed in by 
the conventions of her sex and social class, and as a public-spirited, vociferous 
propagandist appears in her activity during the controversy over smallpox in­
oculation. Privately, after she had observed the operation in Constantinople 
in 1717, she had it performed on her son, and later on her daughter in London. 
As the operation became popular, she was "so much pull'd about and solicited 
to visit people," she complains to her sister, "that I am fore'd to run into the 
Country to hide my selfe." a G In the previous autumn (1722) she had written 
and published in a newsaper an article from a fictitious merchant in the Turk­
ish trade describing the operation and staunchly defending its efficacy. So 
violent was her attack against those physicians who opposed or malpractised 
tlie operation that die newspaper editor cautiously toned down her sarcasm 
and indignation. In the guise of the Turkey merchant she insists that her only 
motive in addressing the public is "the private satisfaction of having done good 
to Mankind." 3 " If die essay had really been written by a merchant he would 
perhaps have revealed his identity; Lady Mary dared not, but neither could she 
repress her determination to speak out in the public forum. 

Her reasons for bursting into print were not always so altruistic. For al­
though she once asserted that revenge was a pleasure forbidden to women, 8 7 

she indulged herself in that rather grim pleasure by attacking the foremost 
verse satirist of the age. 

During his long, contentious career, Alexander Pope endured many attacks, 
mainly from Grub Street; few if any possess die bitter brutality of Verses to 
the Imitator of Horace (1733) , a satire in which Lady Mary was assisted by 
Lord Hervey. T h e title-page of one version calls its author " A L a d y " and 
London gossip certainly knew who was meant. Perhaps Lady Mary flaunted 
her authorship in the hope that public revenge on Pope would neutralize the 
scandalous reputation he had fastened on her with his satires. In this masculine 
world—for no other woman fought in the war of poisonous couplets 3 8 —Lady 
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Mary stands out as a fearsome lampoonist; and the superficial notion of women 
as sensitive, delicate creatures perishes under the impact of her coarse and stri­
dent couplets. N o other pamphleteer could match the final lines of Verses: 

But as thou hate'st, be hated by Mankind, 
And with the Emblem of thy crooked Mind, 
Mark'd on thy Back, like Cain, by God's own H a n d ; 
Wander like him, accursed through the Land." 8 

I have dius far sketched Lady Mary's activities as a writer of periodical 
essays, a newspaper article, and verse pamphlets. But what she put into print 
constitutes only a small part of her literary work. The reason so much of her 
writing remained in manuscript, I suggest, is related to the discouragement 
that women writers suffered through the pressure of social forces. Chronology 
will help explain Lady Mary's disadvantage. Since her active literary career 
was terminated by her departure from England in 1739 to begin her long 
expatriation, she could not profit by the increased tolerance for women writers 
that developed in England in the second half of the century. Whereas such a 
paragon of respectability as Hannah More could achieve phenomenal success 
as a playwright (in 1778) without die slightest blemish to her reputation, in 
the early decades of the century women playwrights like Mrs. Pbc and Mrs. 
Centlivre earned, along with money, unsavory reputations and social ostracism. 

This may have been die reason why Lady Mary suppressed her single dra­
matic work, a three-act comedy diat she entitled Simplicity.™ Her manuscript 
fair copy of the play, undated and with no indication of source, was apparently 
never published or staged, ft is actually a translation-adaptation of Lc feu de 
I'am our ct du hasard by Pierre de Marivaux, first staged in Paris in 1730, 
printed the same year and reprinted in 1732. When a French company of 
actors visited London in the autumn of 1734, they performed it several times 
at the Little Theatre in the Haymarket. Lady Mary probably saw it there, got 
hold of a copy, and set to work. 

Simplicity is something between a literal translation and a free adaptation 
of die French original. Where Marivaux sets his play in Paris, Lady Mary 
locates hers not in London, the equivalent, but in rural England, a change that 
makes the plot about four disguised characters more credible by isolating them 
in the country. She also anglicizes die names of the characters, converting 
them all, including several borrowed from the com media dell'arte, into plain 
English ones. Her version has one important change in the plot. In Marivaux 
it is the heroine who suggests to her father that she disguise herself as her maid 
in order to test her suitor, and he agrees; in Lady Mary's more convincing 
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version it is the father who suggests the ruse because he already knows that her 
suitor will arrive disguised as his own valet. And where Marivaux ends his 
play with a witty remark by the valet, after which die company breaks into 
dance, Lady Mary ends hers more soberly with a sententious comment in prose 
and verse by the heroine's fadier, the same device, incidentally, used by Richard 
Steele in his popular sentimental comedy The Conscious Lovers ( 1 7 2 3 ) . 

Lady Mary's most pervasive changes appear in the dialogue. She approaches 
die French text with botii respect and freedom, translating verbatim when die 
French idiom and rhythm have English equivalents. Occasionally she conflates 
separate speeches, transposes a speech from one character to another, or adds 
and deletes bits of dialogue. In tone, her changes transform Marivaux's subtle 
and delicately sentimental style (marivaudage) into robust, practical English. 
The most striking example of diis transformation is the crucial scene of the 
play: when the suitor reveals his true identity, die heroine says in an aside, 
"Ah, je vois clair dans mon coeur" (Ah! I see clearly into my heart.) H o w 
does Lady Mary translate it? "My Life is sav'd."" Altogether, about one 
quarter of the dialogue in Simplicity is original; about one quarter is literally 
translated and about one half freely adapted. Yet not a single sentence or 
phrase sounds like a translation; nowhere does it betray a foreign origin. In its 
own right Simplicity wins admiration—not merely as the only English version 
of the play made in the eighteenth century or as proof of Lady Mary's 
versatility but as a worthy example of English dramatic literature. 

She had long been interested in drama. "Before Joseph Addison's tragedy 
Cato was presented on the stage or printed, he loaned it (in manuscript) to 
Lady Mary's husband, his close friend; and Wortley in turn asked his young 
wife to write a critique of it. This she did, with a carefully composed essay 
analyzing, in traditional sequence, the plot (or fable), characters, sentiments, 
and language.'"' Her firm, confident tone is unexpected for a young woman 
whose literary ambition had not as yet found any oudet. But her concluding 
sentence, addressed to her husband, is becomingly modest; " I have now gone 
through the Task you enjoyn'd me, in as short a manner as I could, which I 
cannot excuse undertakeing (being so much above my skill) but by remember­
ing you, that it was by your Command." Wortley evidently let Addison read 
the critique, for—as can be seen in the published text of the play—Addison 
accepted many of Lady Mary's suggestions for improving the diction. But his 
most telling response to the essay can be seen in Lady Mary's rubric: "Wrote 
at the Desire of Mr. Wortley, suppress'd at the desire of Mr. Adison." F r o m 
odier sources, we know that Addison was hypersensitive to criticism. 4 8 

What would have been the fate of the essay, we may wonder, if it had not 
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been suppressed ? The spectacular popularity of Caio in 1713, based in part on 
its relevance to England's political situation, stimulated at least four writers 
to publish critical pamphlets on the play the same year. Lady Mary's essay 
could have been added to that number, perhaps, had she been a man and 
willing to disregard Addison's "desire." But as a dutiful wife, she submitted. 
In the latter half of die century (in 1769), if we seek a parallel, the blue-stock­
ing Elizabedi Montagu published with considerable pride her essay on Shake­
speare. Lady Mary's critique of Cato remained among her manuscripts, un­
known and unpublished, until the present century. 

In still another kind of prose—historical memoirs—-she again had to be 
content with writing for her own satisfaction. Historical memoirs are rarely 
published in the lifetime of their authors—Horace Walpole's not until after his 
death, Lord Hervey's not until a century after his. Lady Mary's brief account 
of the court of George the First on his arrival in England (in 1714) is a bril­
liant exercise in the art of historical memoir; had a more substantial amount 
survived she would surely rank with Walpole and Hervey. Tn her fragment, 
although she too easily accepted gossip for fact (especially if it was scandalous), 
her analyses, particularly of individuals, are keenly observed and acutely set 
down. "The King's character may be compriz'd in very few words" she writes. 
"In private Life, he would have been call'd an Honest Blockhead; and Fortune 
that made him a King added nothing to his happyness, only prejudiced his 
Honesty and shorten'd his days," Of the arrogant Prince of Wales (later 
George the Second): "he look'd on all the Men and Women he saw as 
Creatures he might kick or kiss for his diversion"; and of the Princess Caroline: 
she "had that Genius which qualify'd her for the Government of a Fool and 
made her despicable in the Eyes of all Men of Sense; I mean a Low Cunning 
which gave her an Inclination to cheat all the people she convers'd widi and 
often cheated her selfe in the first place. . . * , u These brief quotations, which 
glitter with hard wit, are typical of the entire fragment. Tt would be difficult, 
if not impossible, to point to any woman writer (Fanny Burney was a diarist, 
not a memoirist) who wrote court memoirs with such talent—though T am 
tempted to say genius—for historical portraiture. 

With all these varied writings, in prose and in verse, published and in 
manuscript, Lady Mary would seem to deserve a place in the Republic of 
Letters. Yet I have not mentioned the Turkish Embassy Letters, her most 
ambitious work, and one which—surrounded as it is with ironies, puzzles, and 
paradoxes—won her a substantial European reputation as a woman of letters. 
She composed these letters during her journey to Turkey and residence there, 
an experience unique for a woman writer. As a young wife, she had accom-
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parried her husband, British Ambassador to Turkey in 1716, remaining only 
sixteen months because Wortley bungled his diplomatic mission so disastrously 
that he was recalled. But Lady Mary succeeded brilliantly in her unannounced, 
self-appointed mission of interpreting Moslem culture for Western Europe. 

The status of Turkish women could not fail to pique her curiosity, for 
Western Europe had always been intrigued by a society in which polygamy 
was practiced and women were confined to the harem, unseen by any men 
except dieir husbands and attendant eunuchs. As the first woman traveller in 
Turkey to record what she saw of her own sex Lady Mary set down partic­
ularly trustworthy and vivid observations. After visiting a women's bagnio in 
Adrianople and joining them in their bathing, she reported that at this social 
gathering women behaved with modesty, grace, and good manners. She also 
found that women of the upper class, whom she visited in their palaces, were 
as charming and sophisticated (and of course beautiful) as any court-ladies in 
London or Paris, 

Implicitly, as well as explicitly, she opposes the idea current in Europe that 
Turkish women were abject slaves, deprived of all rights and privileges. Aaron 
Hilt's popular book on the Ottoman empire (in 1709) emphasized women's 
inferior position and the complete subjection of wives, who—he states—had no 
liberty at all; and the travel-writer Dumont bluntly states that "There is no 
Slavery equal Co that of the Turkish Women."" 1 Such opinions seem based not 
on open-minded observation but rather on the misconception that women 
confined to the harem were bereft of all rights. Instead, Lady Mary develops 
the paradoxical notion that Turkish women enjoy more liberty than western 
women, for when they go out in public they cannot be recognized, even by 
dieir own husbands, because their shapeless garments hide their features from 
head to toe. "This perpetual Masquerade," she writes, "gives them entire 
Liberty of following their Inclinations without danger of Discovery." In addi­
tion to this personal liberty—for which, she adds, their religion does not 
threaten them with punishment in afterlife—Turkish women have the privi­
lege of owning property and money; and if divorced they receive additional 
support from their husbands. "Upon the Whole," she concludes, "I look upon 
the Turkish Women as the only free people in the Empire . " 4 8 

The Turkish Embassy Letters, which Lady Mary compiled in Turkey or 
soon after she returned to England, increase her stature as a feminist for other 
reasons. When she loaned the manuscript of the letters to Mary Astell (in 
1724) that pioneer saw it as a formidable challenge to the supremacy of men 
writers, and prefixed to the manuscript a verse tribute to its author that begins; 
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Let the Male-Authors with an envious eye 
Praise coldly, that they may die more decry: 
Women (at least I speak the Sense of some) 
This little Spirit of Rivalship o'recome. . . . 

In her prose preface Mary Astell continues: "1 confess I am malicious enough 
to desire diat the World shou'd see to how much better purpose the Ladys 
Travel than their Lords. . . Although she had tried to persuade Lady Mary 
to publish the manuscript, Astell regretted that the "most Ingenious Author 
has condemn'd it to obscurity during her Life. . . . However, if these Letters 
appear hereafter, when I am in my Grave, let this attend them in testimony 
to Posterity, that among her Contemporarys one Woman, at least, was just to 
her Merit." 4 7 

What did happen to the manuscript? Lady Mary retained it, along with 
her other writings and her library, during her long expatriation; and then on 
her way back to England (in 1761) she presented and inscribed it to an English 
clergyman in Rotterdam "to be dispos'd of as he thinks fit." She obviously 
instructed him to have it published, for if she had intended it to be returned to 
her family she would simply have kept it with her other possessions. Eight 
months later she died, and the clergyman, in exchange for a large reward, 
presented the manuscript to her daughter, the Countess of Bute. But it had 
already been copied, mysteriously; and when the letters were published the 
following year (without her family's permission) the title page proudly pro­
claimed that diey were by "the Right Honourable Lady M - y W — y M e." 

This progress of the Turkish Embassy Letters from their origin to their 
publication charts the evolution of Lady Mary's career as a feminist and writer. 
In their earlier form they were private correspondence with friends and family; 
she then arranged them to make a collection to be read and admired by her 
private circle of friends, including (as we have seen) Mary Astell; and finally, 
she arranged for their publication so that although decorum forbade her prac­
tising the trade of authorship, their posthumous appearance would establish 
her status as a liberated woman not inferior to men in the Republic of Letters. 

Even from beyond the grave Mary Astell hoped to pay tribute to her friend-
Shortly before her death in 1731, after a serious religious discussion with Lady 
Mary, she paused and earnestly said, "My days are numbered: I am old; that 
you know; but I now tell you in confidence, I have a mortal disease which 
must soon bring me to the grave. I go hence, I humbly trust in Christ, to a 
state of happiness; and if departed spirits be permitted to re-visit those whom 
they have loved on earth, remember I make you a solemn promise that mine 
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shall appear to you, and confirm the truth of all 1 have been saying." 4 8 But 
Mary Astell's apparition presumably never came to Lady Mary. Now—two 
hundred and fifty years later—the two women have been reunited—have they 
not ?—under the aegis of the feminist movement. 
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"A Turn of Thinking": Benjamin Franklin, 
Cotton Mather, and Daniel Defoe 
on "Doing Good" 
B * GILBERT D. MCEWEN 

James Franklin, publisher of Boston's radical New-England Courant, was 
put in jail for a time in 1722 on a trumped up charge, and his brotiier Ben­
jamin, then sixteen years old, had to run the paper. Even before diat happened, 
Benjamin, eager to join the fray, slipped a satirical lettet of his own compo­
sition under the printing shop door at night. His brother liked the anonymous 
contribution and printed it on 2 April 1722; in due course he received thirteen 
more, the last of which appeared on 8 October of the same year.1 These letters 
purported to come from a middle-aged widow named Silence Dogood, the 
first in American letters of a long line of satirical yet well-wishing commen­
tators on the passing scene. Mrs. Dogood's name came from a manual of 
conduct first published in 1710 by Cotton Mather and entitled: Bonij'actus, 
A N ESSAY Upon the GOOD, that is to be DEVISED and DESIGNED, BY 
THOSE Who Desire to Answer the Great E N D of Life, and to DO GOOD 
While they Live? 

The Reverend Cotton Mather has been traditionally regarded as a perfervid 
preacher, proud even of his own humility, and with his life and opinions in­
extricably bound up with the Salem witch hunt. Bomfacius, although not 
lacking in fervor or in self-regard of a very special sort, presents another side 
of its author's personality, an understanding of which goes far to explain 
Franklin's interest in the book beyond its help in naming the widow Dogood. 
In his preface Mather urges upon the reader for his own sake "an unfainting 
resolution to do good, and an unwearied well-doingr* The first chapter, 
"Essays to Do Good," suggests at some length that one devote as much time 
and energy to devising good for odicrs as to devices "for our own secular 
advantage." 4 "Without abridging yourselves of your occasional thoughts on 
die question, often every day, What good may I do?t state a time now and then 
for more deliberate thoughts upon it,"fi Here may have been the germ of 
Franklin's famous "Project of arriving at moral Perfection," the last item set 
down in his memoirs in 1771, One recalls that his second virtue to be cultivated 
systematically, next to temperance, was silence.0 

Following chapters on duty to oneself and duties to home and neighbor­
hood, Mather got down to the particulars that fill the rest of the book: ways 
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of doing good to be practiced by ministers, schoolmasters, church members, 
magistrates, physicians, rich men, officials and lawyers, and reforming societies. 
In an appendix he discussed efforts past and present to convert the Indians of 
Massachusetts. The greatest emphasis was placed upon particular ways of doing 
good in various professions and walks of life, but with little attention to the 
sort of people who would be enjoying Silence Dogood a dozen years later on. 

Mather's clarity of organization may be a reflection of bis uncommon 
mastery of science and mathematics. In its style, however, there is much of the 
pulpit in Bonifactus, along with an immense amount of learning not very well 
concealed. It is very different from anydiing Franklin ever wrote, but its prac­
tical approach to good works undoubtedly made a lasting impression upon him. 

Mather addressed his readers much as he must have his congregation, in the 
hortatory mode; but Silence Dogood is satirical. Franklin's supposed debt to 
Addison and Steele has often been cited in his development of a character who 
stands a little aside from the world, who has no family ties, who cultivates her 
own garden, who visits widi her neighbor, Rusticus, and her minister and 
boarder, Clericus, and who has some education. Orphaned while young, she 
was educated by her master, a country minister, whose library was "small, 
yet . . . well chose, to inform the Understanding rightly, and enable the Mind 
to frame great and noble Ideas."7 

There is truly a resemblance to die Spectator, and also a similarity in using 
generalizations to introduce a subject: ". . . nothing is more common widi us 
Women, than to be grieving for nothing, when we have nothing else to grieve 
for" ; 8 "Histories of Lives are seldom entertaining, unless they contain sorne-
diing either admirable or exemplar," 0 this being Mrs. Dogood's reason for 
describing herself only briefly. But her discourse is much sharper than Sir 
Roger's or Will Wimble's, and in the first few letters especially, serves to 
express a woman's critical point of view. "I have likewise," she writes in the 
second letter, "a natural Inclination to observe and reprove the Faults of others, 
at which I have an excellent Faculty.'"" 

It does seem remarkable that a sixteen-year-old printer's apprentice would 
choose a female character to voice his opinions; perhaps his greatest wish was 
simply to break into print by creating such an arresting character as the plain-
spoken widow. The first letter was a successful audition, showing how well he 
was able to sense what the readers of the Courant would not only tolerate but 
actually enjoy. He had already recognized the rational bent of James Franklin 
and the half dozen "ingenious Men" who supported him in opposing the rest 
of the town. 1 1 After establishing Mrs. Dogood's character in die first diree 
letters. Franklin entered freely into controversy with somewhat less concern 
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for the appropriateness to his character of all the utterances that issued from her. 
There a r e some good clues in the Autobiography as to what influences were 

at work w h e n Franklin first set about writing satire. Sometime in 1784 he 
returned t o w o r k on the manuscript of his memoirs that he had begun in 
England in 1770-71. H e was in France, even farther away from his papers than 
formerly, a n d reliant upon his memory. At seventy-eight, and after all his 
experience a t home and abroad, the result was bound to be artful and not 
necessarily completely faithful to the facts. Recent research which included 
careful e x a m i n a t i o n of die autograph manuscript of the Autobiography in the 
Henry E . H u n d n g t o n Library has dirown new light on its composition. 1 2 The 
paragraph concerning Franklin's early reading, always treated heretofore as a 
reminiscence set down all at once, had actually three stages. 

In die currently standard text it reads: 

F r o m a Child I was fond of Reading, and all the little Money that 
came i n t o my Hands was ever laid out in Books. Pieas'd widi the 
Pi lgr im's Progress, my first Collection was of John Bunyan's Works, in 
separate little Volumes. I afterwards sold them to enable me to buy 
R. B u r t o n ' s Historical Collections; they were small Chapmen's Books 
and c h e a p , 40 or 50 in all. My father's little Library consisted chiefly of 
Books in polemic Divinity, most of which I read, and have since often 
regretted, that at the time when I had such a Thirst for Knowledge, 
more p r o p e r Books had not fallen in my Way, since it was now resolv'd 
I should not be a Clergyman, Plutarch's Lives there was, in which 1 
read abundantly , and I sull think that time spent to great Advantage. 
There w a s also a Book of Defoe's, called an Essay on Projects, and an­
other o f D r . Mather's, call'd Essays to do Good which perhaps gave me 
a T u r n o f Thinking diat had an Influence on some of die principal 
future E v e n t s of my Life. 1 3 

"Pieas'd w i t h the Pilgrim's Progress . . . to a great Advantage" was written 
in 1770-71. In 1784 or later, "There was also a Book . . . Events of ray Life" 
was added in the right-hand margin; but "and anodier . . . Essays to do Good" 
was wri t ten in between the first and second lines of the addition in which only 
Defoe had been mentioned at first. An ambiguity results as to which of the 
two books g a v e Franklin "a Turn of Thinking," but that is somewhat relieved 
by an e c h o o f the phrase, found in a letter Franklin wrote from Passy in 1784, 
to Samuel Mather , the son of Cotton Mather: 

W h e n I was a boy, I met with a book, entitled "Essays to do Good," 
which I think was written by your father. It had been so little regarded 
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by a former possessor, that several leaves of It were torn out; but the 
remainder gave me such a turn of thinking, as to have an influence on 
my conduct through life; for I have always set a greater value on the 
character of a doer of good, than on any other kind of reputation; and 
if I have been, as you seem to think, a useful citizen, the public owes 
the advantage of it to that book." 

The word "conduct" in the letter shows more specifically than "principal 
future Events" why Franklin remembered Mather's book so warmly. In effect, 
the marginal additions to the memoirs broadened the definition of "doing 
good" to fit Franklin's experience. 

Mather had addressed the members of various professions, although a reader 
who belonged to none of them might apply to himself whatever seemed 
appropriate. Defoe's Essay on Projects (1697) was addressed to public concerns 
rather than to persons: banking, credit, bankruptcy, poverty and unemploy­
ment, die place of women, the mentally incompetent, and recruiting a navy 
in wartime. F o r Defoe, the expected results would benefit the public, on the 
Lockean ground diat what benefits one class of deserving people will ultimately 
benefit all. ( In regard to wagering, however, Defoe leaned toward Mande-
viKe's theory of "private vice, public benefit.") Franklin, a nominal Presby­
terian himself although seldom an enthusiastic churchgoer, was paying tribute 
along die margin to a Boston and a London Presbyterian, both of whom had 
been nurtured on such works as Richard Baxter's How to Do Good to Many; 
or, the Public^ Good is the Christian's Life. Directions arid Motives to It 
(1682) . One cannot help wondering whether Franklin knew diat Mather and 
Defoe had themselves been corresponding, Mather recorded in his Diary on 
20 May 1711: 

Having some epistolar Conversation widi Mr, De Foe, I would in 
my Letters unto him, excite him to apply himself unto the work of col­
lecting and publishing an History of the Persecutions which the Dis­
senters have undergone from the Ch(urch) of E(ngland) . And give 
him some Directions about the Work. It may be a Work of manifold 
Usefulness. 1 0 

The picture of Mather exciting Defoe to apply himself intensifies our appre­
ciation of the differences between die two. Bodi Defoe and Mather had a 
strong sense of duty, but their respective notions of carrying out the moral 
imperative were quite different. Mather lived in an increasingly beleaguered 
citadel of Calvinism; Defoe was in the thick of the fight on the plains. Mather 
was far more open with his readers than Defoe, whose character was elusive, 
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his disguises many. In his own self-portrait in his old age, however, Franklin 
appears much closer to Defoe in his concerns, but seldom without an under­
tone of emotion, in a low key but still not unlike Matiier's. 

Although Franklin's two models were somewhat alike in their sense of 
duty, their writing would not easily be confused. Commenting in the Auto­
biography upon his old favorite, John Bunyan's way of writing, Franklin also 
tells what he found attractive in Defoe's works: 

Honest John was the first that I know of who mis'd Narradon and 
Dialogue, a Method of Writing very engaging to the Reader, who in the 
most interesting Parts finds himself as it were brought into the Com­
pany, and present at the Discourse. Defoe in his Cruso, his Moll 
Flanders, Religious Courtship, Family Instructor, and other Pieces, has 
imitated it with Success, And Richardson has done the same in his 
Pamela, &c. i w 

Franklin's view of literature was not historical. H e probably did not think 
of Bunyan's works as literature any more than most of his contemporaries, and 
was simply remarking that Bunyan's novels had introduced to him the en­
gaging mediod of writing that mixed narration and dialogue. But he was 
interested all his life in method of presentation, using "mediod" as Defoe did, 
interchangeably with "style" in discussions of writing. 

Two of the four works of Defoe that Franklin mentioned are not fiction, 
but conduct manuals, in the same category with Bonifacius', aldiough the 
novels are mentioned first, die presence in the list of the Family Instructor and 
Religious Courtship is of greater importance, for tiieir dramatization of ideas 
was much less to be expected. The Family Instructor, published seven years 
before die Dogood letters, makes such extensive use of dialogue that in his 
preface to the second edition Defoe says the design of the work caused some 
to call it " A Religious Play." 

It would more have answered diat Title, had the Author's first De­
sign been pursued, which was to have made it a Dramatick Poem: But 
the Subject was too solemn, and die Text too copious, to suffer die 
Restraint on one hand, or die Excursions on the other, which die 
Decoration of a Poem would have made necessary. 

Never sympathetic to the theatre, Defoe added: " T h e Author wishes, that 
either all our Plays were as useful for die Improvement and Entertainment of 
the World, or that they were less encouraged," 1 7 

Defoe, the complete journalist, wrote very frankly about his method in the 
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Family Instructor: "Truths written in the divinest Stile in the World, would 
be flat, stale, and unpleasant" without some novelty in dieir presentation. If 
his "mean and familial Method" should prevail after all die pains of "minis­
terial Labour and Instruction . . . this will be a happy Undertaking, and at die 
same time be no reproach at all to the Labours of odiers." 1 8 His method was 
to make the child the inquirer, asking questions that were natural and rational, 
consistent widi principle and proper to a child: 

T h e Author has endeavor'd to produce die Questions with an Air of 
meer Nature, Innocence and Childhood; yet such as being naturally 
adapted to the general State of Things, may be apposite and direct: . . . 

The Child is supposed to come up to such Years as to be thinking 
and mquiring; suppose about five or six Years old; . . . our little Child 
asks but very little of his Father, but what a Child at that Age may be 
very capable of asking.1" 

The fadier, whose religious affiliation Defoe kept indeterminate, is brought by 
the child's ingenuous questions to a realization of his own ignorance and 
weakness of faith. 

Religious Courtship was even less likely than the Family Instructor to be 
forgotten by Franklin. First published on 20 February 1722, 2" probably too late 
to have influenced the Dogood letters, the work was chosen in 1729 by Samuel 
Keimer, for whom Franklin had been a journeyman printer in 1723, to help 
fill the pages of his new Universal Instructor and Pennsylvania Gazette. T h e 
newspaper, begun by Keimer to forestall the plans of Franklin to begin his 
own, had as its largest ingredient excerpts from Chalmers' Cyclopaedia. W h e n 
Keimer blunderingly printed the entry on abortion, 2 1 Franklin once more 
invented women characters to satirize the hapless printer. Using the names of 
"Mardia Careful" and "Ceiia Shortface," he published letters in Andrew Brad­
ford's American Weekly Mercury protesting Keimer's "indecencies." As "Busy­
body" in die Mercury, Franklin continued to nip at his much older r ival . 2 2 

Installments of Religious Courtship began in " N U M B . XVIII . . . The 24th 
of the 2d Month, 1729," with the following notice: "In Order to make our 
Paper more useful, we shall henceforward publish a scarce and delightful piece 
of History called Religious Courtship, which more especially regards young 
People." Each succeeding issue contained an average of two and a half col­
umns, or about eight pages from Defoe's book. Each issue broke off at a point 
of suspense widi " T o be continued in our next." Number X X V added the 
titillating ". . . and in a few Papers this will be a diverting, if not a surprizing 
Story." Religious Courtship was continued in larger type in Number X X V I I , 
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a f te r Keimcr had been forced to miss publication for two weeks. By 28 June 
1 7 2 9 (Number X X X V ) he had reached page 86 in the text h e was working 
from.} about a fourth of the way through die volume. There were no more 
af ter that. In Number 50 (2 October 1729) the new publisher, Benjamin 
Franklin (who had converted the numbering from roman to arabic), an­
nounced that he was dropping the installments from Religious Courtship as 
w e l l as tiie excerpts from the Cyclopaedia, noting that, taken in turn, they 
woufd require another ten years to complete. At the same time he made die 
first of several announcements diat he planned to print Defoe's work, com­
menting that "those who approve of it, will doubtless be better pleas'd to have 
it entire, than in this broken interrupted Maimer." H e never fulfilled his 
promise. 

The full tide of Defoe's work is adequately descriptive of its diesis: Re­
ligious Courtship; being HISTORICAL DISCOURSES ON THE Necessity 
of Marrying Religious Husbands and Wives only. AS ALSO OF Husbands 
and Wives being of the same Opinions in Religion with one another. In the 
preface Defoe again discusses method or style: "Historical Dialogues , . . have 
a very taking Elegancy in diem, and the Story being handed forward in short 
Periods, and quick Returns, makes die retaining it in the Mind easier, and the 
Impression the more lasting, as well as delightful." 

He anticipates objections to a woman's risking die loss of her lover by 
inquiring into his religious beliefs, saying that "no Man of any tolerable Share 
of Sense, will address himself to a Lady for Marriage, but he will tak\e care to 
anticipate her Enquiries of that Kind, by showing some Concern, for knowing 
what she is herself." T h e book is a "Satyr" upon diosc who neglect such pre­
liminaries to marriage, and die audior cites as proof of die need for it: 

The happy Life of the youngest Sister, who came into die Measures 
proposed; and the miserable Condition of the second Sister, who rashly 
threw herself into die Arms of a Man of differing Principles from her 
own, tho' blest with all die good Humour in the World. 

Defoe reminds readers that "if the Women seem to be favoured" in the out­
c o m e , "it is because really die Hazard is chiefly on their Side, and they are 
generally the greatest Sufferers in the Success; but if it were otherwise, yet, if 
they are treated with more than ordinary Regard, the Author hopes they will 
n o t lay diat Sin to his Charge."'"8 

Religious Courtship was apparently very close to Moll Flanders in date of 
composition; it was published only three weeks later, and by the same book­
seller, Brotherton, who published die second edition of the novel . 3 4 The short 
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dialogues into which it is divided involve the principal characters, the fadier, 
his riiree daughters, and husbands prospective and actual, in scenes many o f 
which seem to anticipate Richardson's Clarissa. They were perfect for serial­
izing in die Universal Instructor. 

There is no questioning the sympathy for women that Defoe first displayed 
in An Essay on Projects; but here it lends life to the story and helps one under­
stand why Franklin did not attack Keimer for printing installments of the 
work in his otherwise inept newspaper. Straitlaced as the youngest sister is, she 
is gifted by Defoe widi a sense of irony and an occasional fordirightness, 
qualities also displayed by Silence Dogood. Franklin's sympathy for the plight 
of women was first shown in the Dogood letters, and with such an immedi­
acy that it seems likely he had read Defoe only shortly before he made use of 
the two excerpts from the Essay in Letters No. 5 and No. 10. 2 B In N o . 5, Mrs. 
Dogood responded to a letter from "Ephraim Censorious" commanding her to 
criticize the faults of her own sex—idleness, ignorance, folly, and especially 
female pride—before attempting to reform men. After noting diat men and 
women both have tiieir share of the same vices, Mrs. Dogood quotes from 
Defoe's proposal of an academy for women in which he had asked . . what 
has the Woman done to forfeit the Privilege of being t a u g h t ? " 2 0 Franklin 
recalled in his memoirs the disputations he had had widi one John Collins, a 
boy of his age, during his apprenticeship: "A Question was once some how or 
other started between Collins and me, of the Propriety of educating the Female 
Sex in Learning, and their Abilities for Study. He was of Opinion that it was 
improper, and that they were naturally unequal to it. I took the contrary Side, 
perhaps a little for Dispute sake." 2 7 

Contrary to popular opinion, there was nothing unusual about Defoe's 
recognition of women's suffering for lack of education. The Athenian Gazette, 
or Casuistical Mercury (1691-1697), a semi-weekly periodical which sought to 
answer all kinds of questions from its readers, and widi which Defoe had some 
connection, took up the matter frequently. A reader who believed it impossible 
that the "natural impertimencies" of women "shou'd ever be converted into a 
solid Reasoning," asked "Whedier it be possible for a Woman that will be 
Industrious in the Pursuit, to make any considerable progress in Learning?" 
The answer might well have been written by Defoe: Men have tyrannized 
over women throughout history; diey have kept the best things to themselves; 
and diey have unjustly deprived woman of "the greatest of all Goods; to wit, 
that of the Mind, whose fairest Ornament is Knowledge, the chief good both 
of this World and die next, and die Noblest Action of the Souls most excellent 
Faculty, Understanding, which is common to Women as well as to Men, over 
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engaging than anything I ever heard. Let his Biographer finish his 
character. H e is 82 years old, and possesses an activity of mind equal to 
a youth of 25 years of. age. B 1 

Although Franklin lacked the journalistic versatility of a Defoe, he was 
more than equal to the daily and weekly demands for newspaper copy during 
the years he was actively engaged in publishing the Pennsylvania Gazette, the 
newspaper he took over from the unfortunate Keimer. Poor Richard's Almanac 
was a triumph of synthesis and transformation, exhibiting Franklin's gift for 
turning dross into gold. Had he been as dependent as Defoe upon writing for 
a living, he might have turned out more upon a larger plan. 

In 1725, when Franklin was in London and working for the well-known 
printer James Watts, a large work of Defoe's was in press there, the Complete 
English Tradesman.^ The work had a complex printing history of expansions, 
title change (from Complete to Com pie at), and of ill-advised revisions, the last 
made after Defoe's death in 1731. It was one of the works to be found in the 
subscription library started by Franklin in 1732. 8 0 Defoe wrote it especially for 
young beginners and in the form of familiar letters. F r o m his own experience 
he had come to believe that the world greatly wanted such a book: 

. . . be it that those unfortunate creatures that have . . . blown themselves 
up in trade have miscarried for want of knowing, or for want of prac­
tising what is here offered for their Direction, whether for want of wit, 
or by too much wit, the thing is the same, and the direction is equally 
needful to both. 3 7 

Along with all sorts of inside information, much of it unmistakably drawn 
from the author's experience in trade, to help the beginner avoid being cheated, 
there is a letter on the tradesman's writing of letters. In these pages Defoe 
enjoys himself thoroughly while imparting useful information to the reader: 

As plainness and a free unconstrain'd way of speaking is the beauty 
and excellence of speech, so an easie free concise way of writing is the 
best stile for a tradesman. He diat affects a rumbling and bombast stile, 
and fills his letters with long harangues, compliments, and flourishes, 
should turn poet instead of tradesman, and set up for a wit, not a shop­
keeper. Hark how such a young tradesman writes out of the country 
to his wholesale man at London upon his first setting up. 

"Sir, The destinies having so appointed it, and my dark stars con­
curring, that I, who by nature was fram'd for better things, should be 
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whom too they seem to have the Advantage of Wit . . , we have Examples of 
such as have excelled in Divinity, Physick, Politicks, Philosophy, Poetry, and 
in Eloquence . . . And as for odier Sciences, if Women joined together with 
Men in the discovery of them, no doubt, but their Curiosity wou'd sharpen 
mens Wits, w h o are disturb'd by extraneous Affairs, and by dieir help they 
might make great Progresses, and find out many rare Secrets, hitherto 
unknown." 2 8 

The passages from Defoe's Essay quoted by FrankJin in the Dogood letters 
resemble the polemical style of the Athenian Mercury radier more than diey 
d o the later "historical dialogues" of Defoe. Neither die one about the academy 
nor that about pensions for widows demonstrates the mixture of narration and 
dialogue that Franklin found so admirable in Defoe and odiers. (There is a 
remarkably fine example in the Essay, however, a conversation between two 
inmates of a sponging house, one of them being an old hand at die business 
and the other new and inexperienced at dodging his creditors . ) w Franklin's 
judgment of Defoe's style was set down late in his life; when he was sixteen he 
took from An Essay on Projects what would serve his purpose in writing for 
the New-England Courant. 

On the whole, Defoe's Essay offers far less insight into human behavior 
than is found in his conduct manuals. The younger Defoe of the Essay, in his 
late thirties, was almost exclusively involved in business ventures, even though 
he had done a fair amount of writing. He published Religious Courtship when 
he was almost sixty. But in the Essay there is much in addition to the two 
projects so appropriately quoted by Silence Dogood that must also have im­
pressed Franklin; and had Defoe been able to know the mature Franklin of 
mid-eighteenth century, he would surely have thought him amenable to the 
"projecting Humour." Indeed, Franklin's entire career is outlined by projects 
—in business, in public enterprises, and in the laboratory, to say nothing of 
those figuring in the formation of a new nation. H e was an honest projector, 
as Defoe defined one in the introduction to the Essay. Having side-stepped a 
digression on "a Patent-Monger, whose Cully was no body but my self," 
Defoe continued: 

But this is no reason why Invention upon honest foundations, and to 
fair purposes, shou'd not be encourag'd; no, nor why the Author of any 
such fair Contrivances should not reap the harvest of his own Ingenuity; 
our Acts of Parliament for granting Patents to first Inventors for Four­
teen years, is a sufficient acknowledgment of the due regard which 
ought to be had to such as find out any thing which may be of publick 
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Advantage; new Discoveries in Trade, in Arts and Mysteries, of Manu­
facturing Goods, or Improvement of Land, are without question of as 
great benefit, as any Discoveries made in the Works of Nature by all the 
Academies and Royal Societies in the world."" 

Defoe's notions of "doing good" were reflected in Franklin's career. His 
project for improving all the main roads of England is paralleled by Franklin's 
proposal for paving and cleaning the streets of Philadelphia; 8 1 both were fasci­
nated by the possibilities in plans for insurance and pensions; Franklin excelled 
when it came to ingenious ways of providing comfort or convenience, as with 
the Franklin stove, but both approached any problem with "What if? ," ex­
hibiting a new kind of pragmatism in a century that to both of them seemed 
to have unprecedented possibilities. Locke's polemic against innate ideas really 
made way for the friendly societies and juntos of the eighteenth century. 
Defoe and Franklin, in their own ways, exemplify the change. It is significant 
that An Essay on Projects was dedicated to Queen Reason. 

Swift, in the Examiner, objected to the "mock Authoritative Manner" of 
the author of the Review, whom he thought an illiterate scribbler.^ But there 
was no one the equal of Defoe, especially in his later work, in writing authori­
tatively and informatively on a subject, of teaching a lesson and yet keeping 
the style lively, studding the work with illustrative anecdotes in which seem­
ingly real people work out real problems. As the envoi to the Essay on Projects, 
Defoe wrote: 

As to Language, I have been rather careful to make it speak English 
suitable to the Manner of the Story, dian to dress it up with Exactness 
of Stile; chusing rather to have it Free and Familiar, according to the 
Nature of Essays, than to strain at a Perfection of Language, which I 
rather wish for, than pretend to be Master of . 8 3 

Here "Story" is more important to the sense than "the Nature of Essays'"; with 
the exception of those pamphlets in which Defoe answered an opponent point 
for point, the story was always uppermost in his mind. Franklin too put stories 
to infinite uses. After the Constitutional Convention, an admiring colleague, 
Major William Pierce of Georgia, wrote the following character of Franklin: 

Dr Franklin is well known to be the greatest philosopher of the present 
age; . . . But what claim he has to the politician posterity must deter­
mine. It Is certain that he does not shine much in public Council,—he 
is no Speaker, nor does he seem to let politics engage his attention. H e 
is, however, a most extraordinary Man, and tells a story in a style more 



64 The Dress of Words 

put out to a trade, and the gods having been so propitious to me in the 
time of my servitude . . . " 3 S 

And so on. 

Franklin, in answer to a query proposed to the Junto, wrote a discussion of 
literary style that was printed in the Pennsylvania Gazette, 2 August 1733. His 
principles of style were much like Defoe's: "To write clearly, not only the 
most expressive, but die plainest Words should be chosen . . . The fondness of 
some Writers for such Words as carry with diem an Air of Learning, renders 
thern unintelligible to more than half dieir Countrymen." 3 0 

There seems no way of knowing whetiier Franklin and Defoe ever met, 
although they might well have passed each other in Watt's printing shop—the 
"Water American," who persuaded his fellow printers to stop fuddling their 
senses and pieing their type with ale, and the strange, surprising author of 
Robinson Crusoe, Moll Flanders, and die Com pleat English Tradesman. The 
American was to return to Philadelphia and a brilliant career marked by con­
stant inquiry into the reasons for things. Defoe, in the six years of life remain­
ing to him, was to publish almost half a hundred more works, ranging from 
A Brief Case for the Distilleries (1726) to An Essay on the History and Reality 
of Apparitions (1727) , as well as one more conduct manual, Conjugal Lewd­
ness: Or, Matrimonial Whoredom ( 1 7 2 7 ) , 4 0 another plea for women's rights, 
which Franklin seems never to have mentioned reading. Defoe still puzzles 
us more than Franklin, but in studying his influence upon his American 
admirer we may come to a better understanding of both. 
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Man and Yahoo: 
Dialectic and Symbolism in Gulliver's 
"Voyage to the Country of the Houyhnhnms" 
B T JAMES E . G I L L 

The relationship of European man to the Yahoos and Houyhnhnms in 
P a r t IV of Gulliver's Travels has either puzzled Swift's readers or has been 
t h e subject of disagreement among them, 1 Some of the earliest readers of the 
Travels, for example, were convinced that the Yahoos represent man as he "is 
naturally constituted" or that they represent "fallen man." Odiers have theo­
rized that the Yahoos and Houyhnhnms respectively represent the human 
traits of passion and reason or that "man is placed . . . somewhere between the 
rational Houyhnhnms and the bestial Yahoos. He has less reason than the 
former, more than the latter." 2 Another group of readers has seen in the 
Houyhnhnms a representation of enlightened man as the Stoics or deists might 
h a v e depicted him, and others have seen in the Yahoos "Christian symbols of 
s in . " s Although in most of these interpretations it is assumed that Yahoo and 
Houyhnhnm are symbolic or allegorical figures, some recent studies of Part TV 
have suggested that its argument is "worked out not allegorically at all but by 
means of a marvellous fable." 4 According to this view Part IV is neither 
elaborately allegorical nor symbolic but "mythical.'" 1 

Many of tiiese studies are at best confusing because of their insistence on 
fixing oversimplified significances to the chief figures of the voyage: it seems 
that the allegory must be a matter of rather simple equivalencies or that it must 
not exist at all. Roth of these positions are, I believe, inadequate and result 
f rom taking the narrative of Part IV too much for granted. The meanings 
attached to the Yahoo and to civilized man, for example, are not at all to be 
winnowed to an easily managed simplicity but are instead developed into an 
almost imponderable complexity. This complex development, which is the 
object of this study, I wish to explore in some detail diroughout the first eight 
chapters of Part I V ; for to understand the chief functions of Yahoos in the 
narrative is surely a proper step toward comprehending the more vexing prob­
lem of the Houyhnhnms' significance. 

One important feature of the fourth voyage which many critics have failed 
t o analyze is that the broad structure of Part IV includes a complex dialectic. 
T h e dialectic arises from the basic narrative situation—the confrontation of 
two fundamentally different worlds or points of view: the real but artificial 
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world of Europe represented by Gulliver confronts the mydiical but "natural" 
world of the Houyhnhnms." Since each of these worlds is initially unintelli­
gible to the representative or agent of the otiier, the narrative is shaped by the 
attempts of Gulliver and the Master Houylinhnm to comprehend each other's 
world. Because the "facts," the concepts, and the languages of the two worlds 
differ radically, Gulliver and his Master must engage in a process of definition 
and redefinition so that each can understand die other. T h e resultant dialectic 
remains imperfect, however, not only because "our barbarous English" pos­
sesses terms which are virtually untranslatable into the tongue of the horses 
but also because one society's application of "common" terms is either the 
inverse of, or at least radically different from, the odier's usage. As a result, 
there are shifts from tire terminology and norms appropriate in one world to 
the corresponding but connotativcly different terminology and norms appro­
priate in die other world. 

These shifts overlay and confuse the dominant narrative process of the first 
eight chapters of Part IV—a process leading to the "conclusive" identification 
of Gulliver as a Yahoo. Thus what might seem to be a simple, straightforward, 
and devastating equaling of man with the Yahoo is in reality complicated and 
qualified by several subsidiary processes. The broadest complication is the 
theriophilic judgment diat civilized man is worse than the Yahoo of Houyhn-
nnmland. 7 T h e ambiguities thus created are anticipated and corroborated by 
the symbolic processes of these chapters; for the symbolism intrudes yet other 
standards of comparison which justify neither the simple identification of 
civilized man with die Yahoo nor the judgment of him as worse than die 
Yahoo. These ambiguities are in turn supported by the dialectical problems 
which arise when Gulliver, as he describes Europe to his Master, is forced to 
accommodate alien terms and concepts to Ids Master's, and for diat matter to 
the reader's, understanding. And this complex process leads to die reader's 
awareness of the problems in narrative point of view in die Travels—problems 
which provide yet another qualifying perspective on the action of Part IV. 
When, therefore, Gulliver in the middle of Chapter VIII can "no longer deny, 
that I was a real Yahoo" the identification of civilized man widi the bestial 
Yahoos occurs at the expense of several complex distinctions, some of which 
favor GuIHver and some of which, paradoxically, do not. 

f" 

W h e n Gulliver first discovers Houylinhnmland, it is quite obvious diat he 
is, despite his many marvelous experiences, quite unprepared for the radical 
reversal of the roles of man and beast which he encounters there. His first 
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contact with, the Yahoos results, to be sure, in his conceiving a violent antipathy 
for them, but it does not result in any recognition of dieir "humanity." On the 
contrary, what Gulliver discerns in the Yahoos is dieir alternate aggressiveness 
and cowardliness, their bestial appearance, and their iildiiness. And when he 
first meets the Houyhnhnms, he is "amazed to see such Actions and Behaviour 
in Brute Beasts," and concludes "that if die Inhabitants of this Country were 
endued with a proportionable Degree of Reason, they must needs be the wisest 
People upon Earth" (p. 209) . Thereafter he concludes, "diey must needs be 
Magicians" (p. 2 1 0 ) , and he candidly addresses them as such. 

In die light of succeeding developments Gulliver's initial confrontation of 
both Yahoo and Houyhnhnm is intensely ironic. Although Gulliver is in 
search of natives, he does not recognize his own kind in the figure of die 
Yahoos. Nor is he, quite naturally, prepared to enter a land where "a Houyhn­
hnm should be die presiding Creature of a Nation, and a Yahoo the Brute" (p. 
2 2 3 ) . Because of the horses* rational behavior, Gulliver is prepared to find die 
human inhabitants of this strange land "die wisest People upon Earth." Yet in 
spite of this expectation, Gulliver proposes to treat these wise "men" like natives 
when he is conducted to the Master Houyhnlmm's stable: "I waited in die 
second Room, and got ready my Presents, for the Master and Mistress of the 
House: They were two Knives, diree Bracelets of false Pearl, a small Looking 
Glass and a Bead Necklace" (p. 212) . But instead of encountering a human 
being, "a Man of Quality" who is incredibly "served all by Horses," Gulliver 
is led into the dwelling only to confront a mare who "after having nicely 
observed my Hands and Face, gave me a most contemptuous Look . . ." (p. 
2 1 3 ) . The comedy of die scene is vaguely reminiscent of that of a hunter who 
has captured some weird animal and brings it home to show his wife, who, 
after examining it, crmges in horror; but the serious effect of the scene is to 
represent Gulliver as a creature totally alien to Houyhnhnm society at the 
same time that die possibility of die existence of such a society is beginning 
to take shape in his mind. 

T h e discovery diat Houyhnhnm society is self-contained and non-human is 
quickly followed by the initial, tentative identification of man with Yahoo. 
T h e first hint comes after the first impressions of die Master Houyhnhnm and 
the Sorrel Nag are confirmed by the Lady Houyhnhnm, all of whom describe 
Gulliver as a Yahoo ("I heard the Word Yahoo often repeated betwixt tiicm" 
[p, 2 1 3 ] ) , after which Gulliver is led out and compared with one of the Yahoos 
in dieir kennel. 

The process of identifying Gulliver with the Yahoos is delayed, however, 
by the Houyhnhnms' puzzlement over his clothes. During Gulliver's first en-
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counter with the horses, it will be recalled, they appear to be nonplussed by 
Gulliver's appearance, especially by die softness of his skin and by his garments 
(pp. 209-210). And after Gulliver discerns in the Yahoo "a perfect human 
form," he continues the mystification of die Houhynhnms by deliberately con­
cealing the secret of his clothes. As a kind of screen his clothes signal Gulliver's 
duplicity and a comic craftiness; and as a means of distinguishing himself 
from the Yahoos diey signal Gulliver's pride and man's pretentiousness. Gul­
liver, of course, wishes to hide those physical attributes which he himself finds 
so odious in the Yahoos—qualities which he will discover in all mankind 
during his stay in Houyhnhnmland. As they are developed, these traits, the 
Yahoo's hirsute fildiiness and deformity, become the external signs of that 
brute's vices—his love of dirt, his gluttony, his lasciviousness, his avarice, his 
simultaneous rapaciousness and cowardice, and consequently his alienation 
from die "Nature" which beneficendy regulates the affairs of all other brutes. 

But Gulliver's wearing of clotiies also manifests another trait of the civilized 
man, for hiding one's body is a tacit admission of the principle of shame and 
guilt, a sign of an awareness of the corrupt nature of roan. Gulliver alludes to 
diis principle when he accedes to his Master's request for enlightenment, 
"only desiring his Excuse, if I did not expose those Parts that Nature taught us 
to conceal" (p. 220). And he shows an awareness of the multiple function of 
clothes when he describes them as "die Hairs of certain Animals prepared by 
Art, as well as for Decency, as to avoid the Inclemencies of Air both hot and 
cold" (p. 220). 

To die Master Houyhnhnm Gulliver's modesty is unintelligible, "for he 
could not understand why Nature should teach us to conceal what Nature had 
given. That neither himself nor Family were ashamed of any Parts of their 
Bodies" (p. 221). Here the term "Nature" is used by Gulliver with normative 
force, a usage which the Master Houyhnhnm certainly comprehends since the 
entire rationale of Houyhnhnm life is a kind of life according to Nature. The 
effect of die Master Houyhnhnm's response is to raise a question about the real 
function of clothing and about the "Nature" to which Gulliver alludes. The 
"Nature" associated widi Gulliver's clothes is, in the "natural" world of the 
fourth voyage, a human attribute peculiar to neither Houyhnlinm nor Yahoo. 
It is in fact a "Nature" common to civilized humanity and to no other kind of 
creature. The opposition of these two concepts of "Nature" within the dia­
lectical framework of die fourth voyage thus raises a question about the place 
of "human nature" within the framework of a larger, more inclusive concept 
of "Nature." 

A confrontation of the world of humanity with the natural world of the 
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HouyhnJinms much more direct and explicit than that which is implicit in 
the clothes symbolism interrupts the development of diat symbolism and even­
tual y redirects it; for after only tentatively identifying Gulliver as a Yahoo, 
the Master Houyhnhnm is "more astonished at my Capacity for Speech and 
Reason, than at the Figure of my Body" and is therefore bent on Gulliver's 
improvement in the Houyhnhnm tongue, for "he waited with some Impatience 
to hear die Wonders which I promised to tell him" (pp. 221-22). 

The passages which follow include Gulliver's first lengthy "conversation" 
with his Master in which he attempts to describe his own native land. Again, 
a misunderstanding occurs early in the narration when the Master Houyhnhnm 
is unable to comprehend how English Houyhnhnms could construct a ship 
and why they should entrust such a vessel, presuming that it could be built, to 
their Yahoos. Again Gulliver is forced to state the facts of his own world as he 
knows them: he painstakingly explains 

diat the Ship was made by Creatures like myself, who in all the Coun­
tries I had travelled, as well as in my own, were the only governing, 
rational Animals; and diat upon my Arrival hidier, I was as much 
astonished to sec the Houyhnhnms act like rational Beings, as he or his 
Friends could be in finding some Marks of Reason in a Creature he was 
pleased to call a Yahoo; to which I owned my Resemblance in every 
Part, but could not account for dieir degenerate and brutal Nature. I 
said farther, T h a t if good Fortune ever restored me to my native 
Country, to relate my Travels hither, as I resolved to do; every Body 
would believe that I said the Thing which was not; that I invented the 
Story out of my own Head: And with all possible Respect to Himself, 
his Family, and Friends, and under his Promise of not being offended, 
our Countrymen would hardly think it probable, that a Houyhnhnm 
should be the presiding Creature of a Nation, and a Yahoo the Brute, 
(pp. 222-23) 

F r o m this point on, the dialogue consists of a series of paradoxes—paradoxes 
of situations arising from the two conflicting sets of data offered by the inter­
locutors and paradoxes arising from the Master Houyhnhnra's interpretation 
of Gulliver's description; moreover, Gulliver's attempts to correct his Master's 
erroneous conclusions merely lead him fuither into more fundamental para­
doxes which, from his Master's point of view at least, are inexplicable. 

The first of diese paradoxes arises from Gulliver's first, and incomplete, 
description of die treatment of "Houyhnhnms" in England. " I told him, we 
had great Numbers; diat in Summer they grazed in the Fields, and in Winter 
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Were kept in Houses, with Hay and Oats, where Yahoo-Servants were em­
ployed to rub their Skins smooth, comb their Manes, pick dieir Feet, serve 
diem widi Food, and make dieir Beds" (p. 224) . This pampering of horses by 
those men who can afford it (itself condemned by implication) is, of course, 
misinterpreted by the Master Houyhnhnm: "I understand you well, said my 
Master; it is now very plain from all you have spoken, that whatever Share of 
Reason the Yahoos pretend to, the Houyhnhnms are your Masters; I heartily 
wish our Yahoos would be so tractable" (p. 224) . Thereupon, to correct his 
Master's mistaken impression, Gulliver is compelled to reveal man's brutality 
to animals and his "unnatural" means of rendering a physically more powerful 
fellow creature "more tame and gentle" (p. 225) . 

But even granting that the brutal treatment of horses by man to some extent 
accounts for the dominance of European man over European beast and grant­
ing temporarily that in Europe man may be the only creature partaking of 
reason, which "will in Time always prevail against Brutal Strengdi," the Mas­
ter Houyhnhnm is nevertheless compelled to conclude that "he diought no 
Creature of equal Bulk was so ill-contrived, for employ big that Reason in die 
common Offices of Life" (p. 226) . And thereafter he enters into a demon­
stration that Gulliver, who is "as well shaped as most of ray Age" (and there­
fore the whole of humankind), is physically inferior not only to die Houyhn­
hnm but also to his Yahoo brethren. T o be sure, Gulliver is "much more 
cleanly, and not altogedier so deformed; but in point of real Advantage, he 
thought I differed for the worse" (p. 226) . Then, of course, follows Swift's 
version of the traditional theriophilic critique of man's physical weakness, and 
in the process there occurs the same paradoxical treatment of man's physical 
nature diat appeared in the clothes symbolism.8 The chief difference between 
diat treatment and this is one of direction and emphasis, for the present han­
dling of the problem of man's physical weakness leads into Gulliver's expla­
nation of how man-Yahoo can possibly be die ruling creature in Europe. 

Ultimately, the Master Houyhnhnm's inability to understand the domi­
nance of Yahoos over other beasts derives from a conception of Nature which 
is typical of die world of the Houyhnhnms, for he cannot imagine d)c ruling 
creatures of any world could be less than physically and mentally superior to 
those whom diey control. Thus the Houyhnhnms' obvious total fitness to gov­
ern their own world is signified by the etymological meaning of the word 
"Houyhnhnm," "the Perfection of Nature" From die Master Houyhnhnm's 
point of view, dierefore, the "facts" of the world of Europe are logically im­
possible if one grants that Nature "worketh all tilings to Perfection" (p. 237) . 

The Master Houyhnhnm's evaluation of the human physique also hearkens 
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back, however, to that general complex of feeling and idea symbolized by 
Gulliver's wearing of clothes which implies mans physical weakness. Clothes, 
which, as we have previously seen, come to represent Gulliver's duplicity as 
well as decency, are also emphasized as a sign of man's physical weakness. 
W h e n compared with the Yahoos, a clothes-wearing Gulliver is on the one 
hand less deformed and cleaner and on the other hand weaker and more 
vulnerable. And these meanings as well as human "art" and human concern 
f o r propriety or decency are concentrated in the figure of Gulliver's clothes. A 
similar ambiguity is involved in the fact that clodies are at once merely external 
objects, intrinsic to and inseparable from Gulliver, for although he takes them 
off when he sleeps and although he realizes that his present clothes will soon 
wear out (p. 2 2 0 ) , he never for a moment dreams of dispensing with clothes 
in general: his clothes are a sign of his nature, and of his intuitive awareness 
of his nature, although that awareness is not at present, at least, fully developed 
and although he does not appear to comprehend fully at any one time the 
ambivalent implications of clothing as symbolic.8 

The concentration of these contrasting themes and meanings in the figure 
of Gulliver's clothes dius poses a serious interpretive problem since die whole 
question of civilized man's nature seems by implication bound up in die 
Houyhnhnms' puzzlement about them. Do Gulliver's clothes come to sym­
bolize man's attempt to "cover" his unregenerate nature, or do they symbolize 
his attempt to meliorate and correct his natural flaws? T o state the question 
more clearly, to what degree is man's moral nature real and to what degree is 
it simply an illusion? 1' 1 

The paradoxical way in which this question is asked depends, of course, on 
the tentative identification of Gulliver as a Yahoo and on interplay between 
the physical attributes of the Yahoos and the mental and moral qualities which 
their physical "deformities" come to represent, i.e., on an interplay between 
concrete "fact" and the metaphoric or symbolic significance of such concretions. 
T h e Yahoo's "deformity," for example, cannot truly be considered as a depar­
ture from some normal or typical or idealized concept of die human figure, 
except perhaps by Gulliver, who has some general notions of die "perfect" 
human form. But the Master Houyhnhnm can have no such norm in mind 
since he has never seen another civilized human being. One may ask if die 
term "deformity" has not in fact been introduced chiefly for its metaphorical 
significance just as other terms such as "fildiincss" and "ugliness" have been 
introduced for the same reason, although in the case of die latter terms, the 
Master Houyhnhnm does indeed possess knowledge which constitutes a basis 
of comparison. "Deformity" here posits a norm which the reader readily com-
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prehends since he shares with Gulliver knowledge required for the comparison, 
and on die basis of that knowledge he can judge die Yahoos to be physically 
"abnormal." The Yahoo's physical "deformity" is, however, obviously con­
nected with that brute's mental deformity, and the two taken together render 
each other intelligible in terms of the concrete world of the fourth voyage and 
in terms of the symbolic and allegorical significance of diat world. 

The paradox that Gulliver is physically superior to the Yahoos (i.e., cleaner 
and less deformed) and at the same time physically inferior to them (i.e,, 
weaker) dius depends in large part on a shift from one universe of discourse 
to another—from die tenor (the symbolic meaning) to the vehicle (the image 
conveying the symbolic meaning), or from the symbolic significance of the 
concrete fact to the literal import of the concrete fact. 1 1 

This paradoxical development of the literal implications of a symbol so that 
as symbol it becomes ambiguous differs very little from the same technique 
employed by Swift in Gulliver's first two voyages. In each of tiiese, contrast 
between big and little, as has long been understood, gives rise to conflicting 
valuations of relative size. Thus in Lilliput smalhiess symbolizes a variety of 
insidious pettiness and overblown pride as well as neatness, orderliness, and 
fastidiousness. In contrast, Gulliver the ingenu is honest and trusting as well 
as gross and somewhat insensitive. In the second voyage, of course, this scheme 
is reversed: the reeking giants of Brobdingnag are in general magnanimous 
and good-humored as well as insensitive and grossly mortal whereas Gulliver as 
homuncuhis becomes pretentiously tender of his own honor and importance. 1 2 

Thus the general effect of the symbolism is to render man's advantages as 
disadvantages and vice versa, but because the meaning of the symbolism is best 
seen as anticipating the later explicit question about the moral (or rational) 
nature of man, it does not necessarily embody an answer to die question which 
it raises. Gulliver's puzzled and defensive posture at the conclusion of his 
Master's logical objections to die fact of man's dominance throughout the 
greater part of die world still does not at this point in the voyage preclude the 
possibility of reason and morality among human beings, for there are three 
possible answers to the question thus posed—"yes," "no," and "yes and no." In 
other words, one can conclude from the symbolic treatment of Gulliver's 
clothes in connection with the more explicit criticism of the human figure by 
his Master that in some respects man's supremacy in most parts of the globe 
is eidier totally illusory or quite real; or one can conclude that, as in die 
previous symbolism in the Travels, these antithetical propositions are a part of 
a dialectical movement in which neither is predominant, but in which each 
qualifies the other so that one can only conclude that in some respects man 
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resembles the Yahoo and in odiers he differs. T o be sure, man differs "for the 
worse" in some instances, but in others he surely seems superior. It is, however, 
virtually impossible to pin down the meaning or valuation of man's "inferior" 
and "superior" aspects at this point in the voyage because of the more or less 
constantly shifting contexts in which they appear and are discussed—shifts from 
a "real" to a theoretical or hypodietical world and shifts from symbolic to 
concrete contexts. What can be ascertained is that the symbolism, in concur­
rence with the more explicit development of the narrative, complicates what 
appears to be a straightforward criticism of man and at the same time both 
corroborates and sets up a countercurrent against diat movement which results 
in the complete condemnation of man as not only worse than ordinary beasts 
but also worse than his degenerate brethren, the Yahoos. 

The ambiguity of die clothes symbolism and the corresponding discussion 
of man's physical nature are highlighted and, as it were, confirmed by the fact 
that die Master Houyhnhnm and Gulliver leave the issue unresolved so that 
Gulliver can improve his knowledge of the Houyhnhnm tongue. T h e Master 
Houyhnhnm is, after all, "more astonished at my Capacity for Speech and 
Reason, than at the Figure of my Body," and desires Gulliver to learn the 
language so that he may "hear the Wonders which I promised to tell him" 
(pp. 221-22), wonders which merely complicate the process of comic misunder­
standing and embarrassing clarification begun by the initial confrontation of 
Gulliver and the horses. The emphasis on speech and reason here, aside from 
providing a primary narrative impulse toward Gulliver's later discussions with 
his Master, also prefigures the major "philosophical" issues which will arise 
from those conversations, for the overall controlling narrative process consists 
of the "redefinition" of man in terms of his relation to the Yahoo. 

The process of identifying man with Yahoo and at the same time differ­
entiating between man and Yahoo continues, therefore, throughout Gulliver's 
description of European customs, an exposition which occupies the centra] por­
tion of the fourth voyage and which follows hard upon the discovery of the 
physical resemblance of Yahoo and man, as well as the differences between 
them. Here the process is carried on in part under color of die linguistic diffi­
culties under which Gulliver labors in trying to inform his Master. This diffi­
culty is hinted at several times; for example, when Gulliver explains why his 
crew had mutinied, he is required to use terms of which his Master has no 
comprehension: 
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T o clear up which I endeavoured to give hirn some Ideas of the Desire 
of Power and Riches; of the terrible Effects of Lust, Intemperance, 
Malice, and Envy. All diis 1 was forced to define and describe by put­
ting of Cases, and making Suppositions. After which, like one whose 
Imagination was struck with something never seen or heard of before, 
he would lift up his Eyes with Amazement and Indignation. Power, 
Government, War, Law, Punishment, and a Thousand other Things 
had no Terms, wherein that Language could express them; which made 
die Difficulty almost insuperable to give my Master any Conception of 
what I meant. . . . (p. 228) 

N o w of course the term in the Houyhnhnm tongue which signifies " m a n " is 
"Yahoo," a fact acknowledged by Gulliver earlier when he endeavors to explain 
that in Europe men arc the ruling race: "And with all possible Respect to 
Himself, his Family, and Friends, and under his Promise of not being offended, 
our Countrymen would hardly diink it probable, that a Houyhnhnm should 
be the presiding Creature of a Nation, and a Yahoo the Brute" (p. 2 2 3 ) . This 
passage, it should be recalled, occurs long before Gulliver has seen any detailed 
proof of the moral kinship of man and Yahoo. 

Gulliver does not, however, inevitably employ the word "Yahoo" to mean 
"man," The fact diat the mode of discourse employed in the fourth voyage, as 
throughout the Travels,™ is indirect discourse allows Gulliver as narrator to 
interchange terms to convey an impression of his difficulties in communicating 
with an alien race as well as to interchange foreign and native terms in order 
to accommodate diese alien terms to the English reader's understanding. A 
kind of consistency of point of view is thus established. Equally important, use 
of tilis device also provides Swift with the means of directing and pointing the 
satire and of effecting die association of man and Yahoo as well as of leaving 
open the possibility of a differentiation between them.1'1 

Swift's complicated procedure here can best be illustrated by examining the 
language of Chapters IV-VI (pp. 224-41), the chapters which include the 
devastating expose of European society and which immediately precede the 
Master Houyhnhnm's analysis of the parity between Yahoo and civilized m a n 
(Chapter V I I ) . One of the most notable aspects of this procedure is the fact 
diat Gulliver sometimes uses expressions such as "man," "mankind," "fellows," 
and "people" by themselves, widi out associating them with Yahoos, whereas in 
other instances he is quite forthright in branding a European with the appel­
lation of "Yahoo." And at yet other times he uses "man" and related terms in 
conjunction with terms borrowed from the language of animal husbandry— 
terms such as "female," "male," and "animal." 
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When "man" and related terms are found by themselves, diey are usually 
employed in contexts in which men are seen as victims of other men. Thus 
when the Master Houyhnhnm notes of lawyers that "it was a Pity, that Crea­
tures endowed widi such prodigious Abilities of Mind as these Lawyers, by the 
Description I gave of them must certainly be, were not rather encouraged to 
be Instructors of others in Wisdom and Knowledge," Gulliver is forced to 
reply diat "they were usually the most ignorant and stupid Generation among 
us, . . . and equally disposed to pervert the general Reason of Mankind, in 
every other Subject of Discourse, as in that of their own Profession" (p. 2 3 4 ) . 
Similarly, lawyers are described as taking "special Care to record all the De­
cisions formerly made against common Justice and the general Reason of Man­
kind" (p. 233) . Here, of course, "Mankind" is not used in a pejorative sense. 
These remarks, it will be recalled, are included in Gulliver's explanation of 
"how it should come to pass, that the Law which was intended for every Man's 
Preservation, should be any Man's Ruin" (p. 232) . The same tendency can be 
seen in Gulliver's description of war. Thus, "If a Prince send Forces into a 
Nation, where the People are poor and ignorant, he may lawfully put half of 
them to Death, and makes Slaves of the rest, in order to civilize and reduce 
them from their barbarous Way of Living" (p. 230) . And in describing 
Europe's economic inequities, Gulliver notes "That die Bulk of our People was 
forced to live miserably, by labouring every Day for small Wages to make a 
few live plentifully" (p. 235) . And when depicting the activities and manner­
isms of a Prime Minister, Gulliver observes that "The worst Mark you can 
receive is a Promise, especially when it is confirmed with an Oath; after which 
every wise Man retires, and gives over all Hopes" (p. 239) . In each of these 
cases the non-pejorative epithet is applied to a victim. 

These distinctions are, however, to be observed only within the confines of 
narrowly limited contexts, and these contexts are but parts of larger contexts 
in which certain types of men are forthrightly branded Yahoos. In the de­
scription of war, for example, Gulliver observes "that about a Million of Yahoos 
might have been killed in the whole Progress o f the war of the Spanish Suc­
cession (p. 229 ) , and later that a "Soldier is a Yahoo hired to kill in cold Blood 
as many of his own Species, who have never offended him, as possibly he can" 
(pp. 230-31). A description of the Prime Minister's office is initiated when the 
Master Houyhnhnm commands Gulliver "to inform him, what Species of 
Yahoo I particularly meant by that Appelation" (pp. 238-39). And in describ­
ing the use of money to his Master, Gulliver explains the value of metals and 
notes "That when a Yahoo had got a great Store of this precious Substance, he 
was able to purchase whatever he had a mind to . . . " (p. 2 3 5 ) . 1 0 
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The most extensive and pervasive of these processes is that in which man 
and Yahoo are associated by an intermingling of attributes and nomenclature. 
This process includes die two previously discussed, intermingles them, and 
thus in a sense "confuses" diem. When, for example, Gulliver gives his Master 
a preliminary sketch of "what human Nature in our Parts of the World is 
capable to perform," he calls Queen Anne "a Female Man" and refers to his 
mutinous crew first as '"Yahoos" and then as "Fellows" (p. 227) . Thereafter 
lawyers are spoken of as "engaging in a Confederacy of Injustice, merely for 
the Sake of injuring their Fellow-Animals" (p. 2 3 5 ) ; from this point on, 
"Yahoo" and related terms appropriate to the descripdon of beasts are the most 
frequently used terras to denote and describe civilized man. "I assured him, 
that this whole Globe of Earth must be at least three Times gone round, before 
one of our better Female Yahoos could get her Breakfast, or a Cup to put it 
in" (pp. 235-36). "But, in order to feed the Luxury and Intemperance of the 
Males, and the Vanity of the Females, we sent away die greatest Part of our 
necessary Things to odier Countries . . ." (p. 236). "That, prostitute Female 
Yahoos acquired a certain Malady, which bred Rottenness in the Bones of 
those, who fell into their Embraces . . . " (p. 237) . Even so, among these 
passages there are others in which men are termed "people," "man," and 
"mankind," and still others denoting various occupations, vices, and conditions 
appropriate to die society of Europe. 

This three-part process, as we have seen, both distinguishes "man" as victim 
from Yahoo and stresses "Yahoo-ness" of certain types of men, and, in its final 
impulse, prepares for die general identification of men with Yahoos whicli 
occurs in the following chapter. The second and third aspects of this process 
generally support and adumbrate each other while the first establishes a faint 
but definitely perceptible counter-current to die last two but seems to subside 
under the pressure of the Master Houyhnhnm's comparison of man and Yahoo 
in Chapter VII. 

At the same time, dierefore, that Gulliver's language in Chapters V and VI 
points to distinctions which implicitly distinguish man from Yahoo in some 
respects but which also explain some of man's worst practices as Yahoo-like, 
Gulliver is also compelled to use terms which are peculiar to the world of the 
Houyhnhnms, terms in which dierc is an implicit distinction between the 
rational and die nonrational as mutually exclusive categories into which all 
created beings are to be logically divided, hi others words, the conceptual 
framework of the Houyhnhnms demands the categorization of "man" as a 
stricdy rational or a nonrational being.1" Thus, as we have seen in examining 
the language of Gulliver's account of Europe, Gulliver intermingles the termi-
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nology appropriate to eacJi of the two worlds of the fourth voyage but seems 
gradually to succumb to the "either-or" disjunction typical of Houyhnhnm 
thought, a general process which coincides with and partially accounts for 
Gulliver's gradual alienation from the world of "humanity." 

The shifts from one universe of discourse to another and Gulliver's gravi­
tation to that of the Houyhnhnms generally coincide with and are confirmed 
by the Master Houyhnhnm's initial critique of human reason in Chapter V ; 
they also parallel die gradually developing picture of European civilization as 
a system which victimizes the innocent, perpetuates vice, and generally accel­
erates die process of the degeneration of man. 1 7 

The satiric animus of these chapters, which together constitute one of the 
most vitriolic diatribes against human vice ever written, derives much of its 
effectiveness from the fact that the underlying structures show that one vice 
inevitably begets odier vices. Indeed, the mere progression of topics within an 
"associationat" framework gives the impression of intensification. 

Each of die vices mentioned in Chapter VI, for example, "happens" to arise 
because Gulliver "happens" to mention it in the course of his relation of still' 
other vices. Thus his "accidental" mention of money (p. 235) leads to his 
explanation of economic inequities and avarice (pp. 235-36) ; these in turn lead 
him into a discussion of craving rare foods and materials (pp. 236-37), and 
thence he progresses to disease, die pride of physicians, poison, ministers of 
state, and a decaying nobility (pp. 237-41). In addition, the fact that these per­
versions of "die general Reason of Mankind" were probably intended to have 
(and often still do have) a topical reference also heightens the satire. 1 8 

Ill 

There is yet another dimension to this famous diatribe, one which both 
augments and, to a degree, mitigates die force of the satire. This dimension is 
created by die double-edged candor of the narrator. The impression which 
Gulliver as literary artist endeavors to create is one of straightforward factual 
accounts of European characteristics and customs, which occurred during 
many conversations with his Master but which for "Brevity sake" he has sum­
marized for the reader. Gulliver makes this point twice, once at the beginning 
of Chapter V and again at the conclusion of the diatribe beginning Chapter 
VII . "The Reader may please to observe, that the following Extract of many 
Conversations I had with my Master, contains a Summary of the most material 
Points, which were discoursed at several times for above two Years; his Hon­
our often desiring fuller Satisfaction as I farther improved in the Houyhnhnm 
Tongue" (p. 2 2 9 ) . And later he states, "I have related the Substance of several 
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Conversations I had with ray Master, during the greatest Part of the T i m e I 
had the Honour to be in his Service; but have indeed for Brevity sake omitted 
much more than is here set down" (p. 243). Thus while Gulliver the aged 
writer has preserved the order of topics as they arose during many convex 
sations and although he has taken pains to preserve the very flavor of the con­
versations by retaining words and expressions peculiar to the Houyhnhnm 
tongue, the selection of material and language is also diat of a man already 
turned misanthrope. It is, in fact, through such devices as these that Swift 
strives to reconcile the past progressive or imperfect point of view which seems 
to predominate throughout the Travels with the past point of view, which posits 
an aged and misanthropic sea captain recounting and sometimes philosophiz­
ing about his previous experiences. 1 0 Swift's use of symbolism and his manipu­
lation of Gulliver's language, however, should enable the reader to achieve the 
perspectives required to cope with both Gulliver's progressive and past aspects. 
Consequently, in addition to the otiieT ambiguities arising from the association 
of man with Yahoo, the account by the aged, misanthropic Gulliver of the 
young and ingenuous Gulliver who is being shown the Yahooncss of man both 
effects die association of man with Yahoo and provides a perspective which 
enables the reader to criticize die absolute validity of that association. Indeed, 
one may say that the association of man with Yahoo occurs tiirough the "acci­
dental" exclusion of any of man's good traits, even though these good traits arc 
logically implicit in die "minor" processes of Chapters V and VI as well as in 
much of die symbolism.2* 

Of course die selectivity which Gulliver as writer exercises in these chapters 
also derives from the views of the Master Houyhnhnm and belongs to the 
world of die Houyhnhnms. This mental framework is one in which Gulliver 
is compelled to participate in part because of the necessity to communicate with 
his Master in the Houyhnhnm tongue. Thus in a sense Gulliver is trapped in 
and by a point of view which is essentially alien and hostile to humanity; and 
when in the succeeding chapters (Chapters VII and VIII) the Master Houyhn­
hnm observes "what Parity there was in our Natures" and when the association 
of man with Yahoo is effected with great intensity, Gulliver is at last moved 
to admit that he is a Yahoo. 

In Chapter VII the Master Houyhnhnm brings together his previous 
criticisms of man—man's physical inferiority and his perversion of reason— 
and draws what seems to be the obvious conclusion. Man and Yahoo are alike 
except diat man's reason, instead of correcting and meliorating human de­
ficiencies, aggravates diem. 
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H e said, he had been very seriously considering my whole Story, as Ear 
as it related both to my self and my Country: That, he looked upon us 
as a Sort of Animals to whose Share, by what Accident he could not 
conjecture, some small Pittance of Reason had fallen, whereof we made 
no other Use tiian by its Assistance to aggravate our natural Corruptions, 
and to acquire new ones which Nature had not given us. That, we dis­
armed our selves of the few Abilities she had bestowed; had been very 
successful in multiplying our original Wants, and seemed to spend our 
whole Lives in vain Endeavours to supply them by our own Inventions. 
That, as to my self, it was manifest 1 had neither the Strength or Agility 
of a common Yahoo; that I walked infirmly on my hinder Feet; had 
found out a Contrivance to make my Claws of no Use or Defence, and 
to remove the Hair from my Chin, which was intended as a Shelter from 
die Sun and the Weatiier. Lastly, That I could neither run widi Speed, 
nor climb Trees like my Brethren (as he called them) the Yahoos in 
this Country. 

That, our Institutions of Government and haw were plainly owing to 
our gross Defects in Reason, and by consequence, in Virtue; because 
Reason alone is sufficient to govern a Rational Creature; which was 
therefore a Character we had no Pretence to challenge, even from die 
Account I had given of my own People; although he manifestly per­
ceived, that in order to favour them, I had concealed many Particulars, 
and often said the Thing which was not. 

H e was the more confirmed in this Opinion, because he observed, 
that as I agreed to every Feature of my Body with other Yahoos, except 
where it was to my real Disadvantage in point of Strength, Speed, and 
Activity, the Shortness of my Claws, and some other Particulars where 
Nature had no Part; so, from die Representation I had given him of 
our Lives, our Manners, and our Actions, he found as near a Resem­
blance in the Disposition of our Minds. (pp. 243-44) 

Here is the chief paradox of Part IV. Civilized man in such a context is not as 
bad as the Yahoo; he is worse. In addition to the explicit judgment of the 
passage, it is clear from the construction of the last quoted paragraph not only 
diat man has been identified as a Yahoo but also that an extension of the terms 
of the analogy ("I agreed in every Feature of my Body with other Yahoos, 
except where it was to my real Disadvantage") to the respective moral qualities 
of man and Yahoo ("so . . . he found as near a Resemblance in the Disposition 
of our Minds") would paradoxically prove man ("to whose Share . . . some 
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small Pittance of Reason had fallen") to be in some sense mentally or morally 
inferior to the Yahoos even though the latter are characterized by their mind­
less cunning and amoral behavior, Those ambiguous differences between 
Yahoo and man—clodies, cleanliness, speech, and reason—are here all turned 
to man's disadvantage. 

This full-scale and very witty reversal is followed by yet other reversals 
which are consistent with it. First, the process is reversed whereby the Master 
Houyhnhnm has attempted to understand Gulliver and his kind by seeing 
man's activities in terms of the Yahoo's behavior: Gulliver's account of hu­
manity now enables the Master Houyhnhnm to understand the Yahoo. Knowl­
edge of human vices, for example, enables one to understand the Yahoo 
antipathy for his own kind. 

H e said, the Yahoos were known to hate one another more than they 
did any different Species of Animals; and the Reason usually assigned, 
was, the Odiousncss of dieir own Shapes, which all could see in the rest, 
but not in diemselves. He had therefore begun to think it not unwise in 
us to cover our Bodies, and by that Invention, conceal many of our De­
formities from each other, which would else be hardly supportable. But, 
he now found he had been mistaken; and that the Dissentions of those 
Brutes in his Country were owing to the same Cause with ours, as I had 
described them, ( p . 244) 

In addition to the reversal of method, the clothes symbolism is here "wittily" 
avoided or side-stepped, and the values which have been indirectly attached to 
clodies in previous passages are at the same time evoked for the reader and 
ignored by the Master Houyhnhnm. 

The Master Houyhnlinm's contention that Yahoo behavior is rendered 
intelligible by knowledge of human vice is confirmed by his succeeding de­
scription of the Yahoo's typical behavior and by Gulliver's unspoken but reveal­
ing commentary on his Master's remarks. Despite the intensity of the catalogue 
of Yahoo vices which follows, Gulliver's commentary reveals that their vices 
usually appear in less "aggravated" forms than their human counterparts. 
Thus when the Master Houyhnhnm describes the Yahoo's avariciousness over 
useless but pretty stones, he notes that "it was common when two Yahoos dis­
covered such a Stone in a Field, and were contending which of diem should 
be the Proprietor, a diird would take the Advantage, and carry it away from 
them both; which my Master would needs contend to have some resemblance 
with our Suits at Latv . . ." (p. 245) . But in keeping with his Master's judg-
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m e n t that the Yahoo is less vicious than civilized man, Gulliver is compelled 
to observe to himself, 

I thought it for our Credit nor to undeceive him; since the Decision he 
mentioned was much more equitable than many Decrees among us: 
Because the Plaintiff and Defendant there lost nothing beside the Stone 
they contended for; whereas our Courts of Equity, would never have 
dismissed the Cause while eidier of them had any thing left. (p. 245) 

W i t h similar force Gulliver observes that the Yahoos are healdiier dian man 
and that their diseases, both real and imaginary, are more easily cured dian are 
man's (pp. 246-48). The Yahoo's salaciousness also appears to be less vicious 
dian man's, for Gulliver "expected every Moment, that my Master would 
accuse the Yahoos of those unnatural Appetites in both Sexes, so common 
among us. But Nature it seems hath not been so expert a School mistress; and 
these politer Pleasures are entirely the Productions of Art and Reason, on our 
Side of the Globe" (p. 248) . Finally, at die root of die matter is the fact that 
the Yahoos possess nothing similar to human "Learning, Government, Arts, 
Manufactures, and the like" (p. 246), a fact which ironically accounts for their 
superiority to man; for widiin the framework of Houyhnhnm thought such 
"refinements" are most often seen as the systematizing of perversions of reason. 

w 
A t the same time, however, diat the Yahoo is shown to be in certain ways 

superior to man, the Master Houyhnhnm's description of the Yahoo's behavior 
reveals a close correspondence between their grizzly exteriors and their savage 
w a y of living. His catalogue of die Yahoo's vices vaguely resembles in method 
and intensity the parade of die Seven Deadly Sins in medieval literature: 
nearly all of the mortal sins, 2 1 as a matter of fact, are characteristic of the Yahoo, 
f o r the Master Houyhnhnm describes wrath (p. 244) , "Avarice" (pp. 244-45), 
gluttony (pp. 245-46), lechery (pp. 247-48), sloth (pp. 247-48), and envy (p. 
2 4 8 ) . T o diis array of vice are added violations of several cardinal virtues-— 
injustice (p. 245) , intemperance (p. 246) , and cowardice (pp. 245-46). In 
addition to these faults the Yahoo's antipathy to his own kind as well as to all 
other creatures (pp. 255-56) and his love of filth (p. 247) are thrown in for 
good measure. In short, almost every conceivable type of human evil is con­
centrated in the figure of the Yahoo—evil which he embodies in his hideous 
physical deformities and wild, virtually ungovernable behavior. 

This concentration in the figure of the Yahoo of nearly every evil known 
t o man accords with and is in fact the culmination of several processes already 
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noted in the analysis of previous chapters. First, it accords with that process 
initiated by Gulliver's first encounter with the Yahoos and developed in those 
passages in which Gulliver is physically compared with the Yahoos in his 
Master's kennel. It is in these passages that the parallel issues of Gulliver's 
physical and mental characteristics are given ambivalent values when seen as 
differentiating man from Yahoo. Gulliver is paradoxically seen as being phys­
ically inferior to the Yahoo at the same time that the Yahoo is depicted as the 
ultimate development in bestiality. Second, the depiction of the Yahoo in 
Chapter VII as die embodiment of vice accords with die selective process pre­
viously isolated in Chapters V and VI, where Gulliver implicitly distinguishes 
hetween man as victim and man as Yahoo. Thus at the same time the Master 
Houyhnhnm judges man to be worse than the Yahoo, the Yahoo is seen as an 
epitome of evil and bestiality—a nonrational creature who, because his every 
instinct is vicious, will inevitably cause vice to materialize whenever the 
opportunity for mischief arises. 2 2 

This paradoxical development conforms to the general, ambiguous develop­
ment of the symbolism already noted and to the paradoxical scheme of the 
therlophilic argument; for the Yahoo is intelligible as symbol—the incarnation 
of human evil—as well as narrative fact. As symbol the Yahoo is human evil; 
as narrative fact of the world of die fourth voyage the Yahoo is superior to 
man. Thus in some way the irony of appearance—the irony arising from the 
fact diat man appears to be superior to his bestial cousins but is not-—can again 
be seen as operating against the force of die symbolism. 2 8 

Even though die Yahoo is simultaneously seen as superior to man and 
depicted as the embodiment of human evil, the essential similarity of the two 
is not forgotten, and die belief that both taken together as a species are by 
many degrees inferior to all other beasts is frequently reiterated. All of these 
considerations, however, are evoked by Gulliver's unvoiced and comic responses 
to his Master's commentary on the behavior of the Yahoos, and their signif­
icance is part of a more complex structure of meaning. On the one hand, 
Gulliver realizes diat die civilized version of some "human" vices is worse than 
the Yahoo's version of the same vice. Thus injustice among the Yahoos seems 
"much more equitable than many Decrees among us" ; similarly the Yahoo's 
lechery is less "refined" and more "natural" than the European's. On the other 
hand, Gulliver balks at accepting some of his Master's statements which sink 
bodi man and Yahoo below the level of the beasts. When, for example, the 
Master Flouyhnhnm describes the Yahoo's inevitable choice of the worst mem­
ber of the pack as leader, Gulliver indignantly thinks, "I durst make no Return 
to this malicious Insinuation, which debased human Understanding below the 
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Sagacity of a common Hound" (p. 2 4 7 ) . And when his Master observes that 
the Yahoos are possessed of a "strange Disposition to Nastiness and Dirt; 
whereas there appears to be a natural Love of Cleanliness in all other Animals," 
Gulliver is silent despite his "own Inclinations," for he petulantly notes that he 
could easily defend man "from the Imputation of Singularity" on this count 
by adducing die example of the pig, "which although it may be a sweeter 
Quadruped than a Yahoo, cannot I humbly conceive in Justice pretend to more 
Cleanliness" (p. 2 4 7 ) . But alas! there are no pigs in Houyhnhnmland. 

Gulliver's silent defenses of mankind, arising in part from his pride of kind, 
serve only to involve him further in the association of man and Yahoo, for if 
his desire is to defend civilized man from "malicious Imputations," he does so 
under circumstances which require him to defend die Yahoo also: he is tricked 
into justifying creatures which he has consistently seen as odious and deformed. 
Caught up in an alien universe of discourse, Gulliver is trapped in a maze of 
inconsistencies and incongruities. Under these circumstances it is not surpris­
ing that Gulliver the deceiver (who would defend man's reputation) and 
Gulliver the ingenu (who because of his simplicity and candor is compelled to 
admit man's weaknesses) are united in these passages. Another side of the 
comic effect of diese chapters is the incompetence of the Yahoo's version of 
human sins. In a way many of their antics are grotesque parodies of human 
impulses. The comedy of these descriptions is similar to that of the antics of 
totally incompetent crirninals. 

Despite the processes in which it is possible to distinguish in a very complex 
way between man and Yahoo, between man and the Yahoo in man, and 
between Yahoo as symbol and Yahoo as narrative fact, the primary narrative 
impulse at the beginning of Chapter VIII still moves toward the final and 
conclusive identification of man with Yahoo. His offended pride and his fears 
notwithstanding, Gulliver secures his Master's permission to make sorties 
among the Yahoos in order to make "further Discoveries from my own Ob­
servation" (p. 2 4 9 ) . He gives the reason in a highly ironic passage—ironic in 
that it sharply contrasts with Gulliver's earlier ingenuousness and duplicity as 
well as ironic in the sense diat his "discoveries" will later serve only to increase 
his mortification over his own "Yahoo-ness": "As I ought to have understood 
human Nature much better than I supposed it possible for my Master to do, 
so it was easy to apply the Character he gave of the Yahoos to myself and my 
Countrymen" (p. 249) . 

What Gulliver learns of the Yahoos in his investigations now merely con­
firms what he has previously heard from his Master and reinforces the irony 
of appearances noted previously. His attempt to capture a young Yahoo dra-
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matizes once more the Yahoo's antipathy for its own kind as well as its physical 
filthiness and superior agility (pp. 249-50). The Yahoos arc strong and able to 
find dieir own food, consisting of roots, a variety of wild rats, and fish (p. 
250) ; but being at die same rime of a cowardly temperament, they are "by 
Consequence insolent, abject, and cruel" (p. 250) . Doubtless many of these 
traits are but open and unconcealed manifestations of deviously hidden human 
traits, die chief exception being that the Yahoo is self-sufficient whereas many 
Europeans appear to be helpless witiiout an elaborate economic system which 
panders to their "refined" tastes. 

The decisive evidence in the association of man and Yahoo follows Gul­
liver's own observations of the Yahoos and is introduced as an "odd Adventure" 
which "I hope the Reader will pardon my relating" (p. 250) . Then Gulliver 
tells how while bathing he was sexually attacked by a female Yahoo and was 
spared the ultimate indignity only by the appearance of his guardian, the Sorrel 
Nag (pp. 250-51). During this episode the iast barrier between Gulliver's 
civilized exterior and his Yahoo nature falls widi his clothes; naked he is 
recognized by his own kind. The conclusion is obvious and die Houyhnhnms 
do not fail to draw it: "This was Matter of Diversion to my Master and his 
Family, as well as of Mortification to my self. For now I could no longer deny, 
that I was a real Yahoo, in every Limb and Feature, since the Females had a 
natural Propensity to me as one of dieir own Species . . ." (p. 251) . 

Even in these passages, however, where the dominant impulse of die nar­
rative is toward die final and conclusive identification of man and Yahoo, 
there is a sharp contrast between the observant and clodied Gulliver and the 
blatant and naked hatred and concupiscence of die Yahoos, despite the fact 
diat Gulliver at times antagonizes the Yahoos in petty ways and thereby seems 
to descend to their level. His growing hatred of the Yahoo, confirmed in these 
passages, has die same ironic effect, for he exhibits their antipathy to dieir own 
kind. Nevertheless, the gap between Gulliver and the Yahoos, although nar­
rowed in such episodes, never seems to be completely closed. Too many dis­
tinctions between man and Yahoo—most of them explicitly to civilized man's 
great disadvantage and some implicitly to his credit—have been drawn. 
Whether his failure to succumb to the passion of die female Yahoo who attacks 
him represents a "natural" or an "unnatural" response, it is indicative of the 
distance between him and these nuisances in die land of the Horses. 

The first eight chapters of the fourth voyage present a complex explanation 
of a strange state of affairs: appearances notwithstanding, civilized man is a 
Yahoo worse than the degenerate Yahoos of Houyhnhnmland. And, at die 
same time, this irony of appearances notwithstanding, Gulliver (and hence 
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European man) seems superior to the brutal Yahoos because he can condemn 

Y a h o o vice and can later be capable of exalting Houyhnhnm virtue. T h e 

ambiguous dislocations which characterize Gulliver's entry into the world o£ 

the Houyhnhnms surely also prepare us for the analogous ambiguous dislo­

cations which characterize Gulliver's admiration of the Horses and his exile 

f r o m Houyhnhnm!and. Even so, wc may well wonder whether the insights 

i n t o human nature provided by Gulliver's discoveries among the Yahoos and 

Houyhnhnms can entirely obliterate the possibility of human decency and 

honesty, any more dian Gulliver's return to the "normal" world of England 

at the end of the Travels can utterly obliterate the Houylinhnms virtues or 

the i r enlightened views of humanity. 

"We are now, I hope, in a better position to understand why there has been 

so m u c h critical disagreement about the significance of the Yahoo (and perhaps 

a l s o of the Houyhnhnm). The construction of Part IV of the Travels does not 

enable readers to fix simple symbolic meanings to Yahoo and Houyhnhnm 

a n y more than it enables them to deny that these figures lack significance as 

symbols. 
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and the theme of the entropy of civilization are discussed. 

18. It is highly unlikely, for example, that Gulliver's general description of a minister 
cjf state is not informed by Swift's view of Sir Robert Walpole's administration. Such 
passages in the fourth voyage merely generalize the topical satire of kings, courts, and 
ministers found in the political allegory of Parts I and III. On this topic see Arthur E. 
Case, Four Essays on Gulliver's Travels (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1945) , pp. 
69-96, and Kathleen Williams, [onathan Swift and the Age of Com promise, pp. 165 ft. 

19. See Elliott's enlightening discussion of narrative point of view in Gulliver (The 
Power of Satire, pp. 189 ff.), where he observes (p. 190), "The Gulliver who writes, then, 
is Gulliver the misanthrope. . . . It is he who 'creates' the ship's surgeon. . . . Given 
the emotional and intellectual imbalance of the old seaman, he is remarkably successful in 
producing an objective portrait of himself as he was in time long past. 

"The actual, as opposed to I he fictivc, situation, of course, is that Swift has created 
t w o dominant points uf view to control the materials of the Travels: that of his favorite 
ingenu (the younger Gulliver) and that of the misanthrope." 

20. Such manipulation of point of view accounts for both the savage satire of Chapters 
V and VI and Gulliver's protestations of loyalty to his native land at the beginning of 
Chapter VII. "However, it is now some Comfort to reflect, that in what I said of my 
Countrymen, I extenuated their Faults as much as I durst before so strict an Examiner; 
and upon every Article, gave as favourable o Turn as the Matter would bear. For , indeed, 
w h o is there alive that will not be swayed by his Byass and Partiality to the Place of his 
Bir th?" (pp. 242-43). This remark is, of course, ironic since it tends both to impugn 
Gulliver's veracity during the lime of the conversations and to intensify the already severe 
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satire contained in the precis of those same conversations by implying that the criticism 
of man contained therein is not so severe as it ought 10 be. 

21. Pride is the only sin not explicitly noted among the Yahoos, but it is possible that 
the statement, "the Yahoos were known to hate one another more than they did any 
different Species of Animals," is indicative of their pride, for "the Reason usually assigned, 
was, the Odiousness of their own Shapes, which all could see in the rest, but not in 
themselves" (p . 244) . This conjecture seems justified by Gulliver's indictment of human 
pride which concludes the Travels: "The wise and virtuous Houyhnhnms . . . have no 
Name for this Vice in their Language, which hath no Terms to express any thing that 
is evil, except these whereby they describe the detestable Qualities of their Yahoos; among 
which they were not able to distinguish this of Pride, for want of thoroughly under­
standing Human Nature, as it showeth it self in other Countries, where that Animal 
presides, But I, who had more Experience, could plainly observe some Rudiments of it 
among the wild Yahoos" (p. 280). 

22. That Gulliver conceives of the Y'ahoo as being wholly governed by instinct and 
passion is clear from Gulliver's response to the description of female Yahoos; "However, 
I could not reflect without some Amazement, and much Sorrow, that the Rudiments of 
Lewdness, Coquetry, Censure, and Scandal, should have Place by Instinct in Woman­
kind" (p. 248). 

23. The conflict between symbolic significance of the Yahoo and the Master Hou­
yhnhnm's evaluation of the Yahoo in comparison to man corresponds to the technique 
described by Dargan, pp. 172 IT., in the first two voyages. For other descriptions of this 
technique in literature, sec Honig's description of the "allegoric waver," the oscillation 
between conflicting meanings of concrete attribute of the symbol and symbolic significance 
{pp. 115-46), and for an interesting application of this principle to Spenser's allegory, see 
Graham Hough, A Preface to the Faerie Queens (New York: Norton, 1963), pp. 107-37, 

I have limited myself to the use of the term "symbolism" instead of using both 
"symbolism" and "allegory" together in the same context because of the widespread but 
mistaken belief that these two terms refer to techniques which arc mutually exclusive o£ 
one another; nothing could be further from the truth. As a practical distinction between 
the two, one might say that whenever symbols become agents (characters) or when 
attributes of agents become symbolic, then the conditions required for allegory are met. 
For refreshingly clear discussion of this point, see Hough, pp. 100 ff., and sec Robert 
Scholes and Robert Kellogg, The Nature of Narrative (New York: Oxford "University 
Press, 1966), pp. 105 ff., for related notions. 


