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ABSTRACT

Swift's Tale of a Tub becomes more meaningful if a

clear distinction is made between "Two Eighteenth Centuries"
existing concurrently, each a consistent world hypothesis
predicated of a distinctive signification of the term
"reason." One of these two worlds is the last age of
Medieval-Renaissance culture and the other the first age of
the Modern world. My thesis is that structure and theme in
the Tale manifest a contradiction between worlds that is at
bottom epistemological and that the one error satirized
throughout the work is the underlying formula of modernism,
Cartesian epistemology, which Swift pushes to its logical
conclusion in an imaginary world artificed from degraded
rhetoric, in which style is metaphysics and the fabric of
which is characterized by opacity of symbolism.

Proceeding according to classical techniques of
parody and irony as species of éllegory, Swift exhibits in
his microcosm-out-of-rhetoric his comment on the diminish-
ment in the concept of '"reason" and the falsification in
the resultant image of man in the New Philosophy defined by
Descartes, whose influence is primary in the modernism
of the period. Swift focuses upon the image of man implicit
in such a truncated concept of reason; this exposure is
accomplished by references, buried in his rhetoric and

vii
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figurative locutions, to the image of man in the tradition
of exemplarism positing the Incarnation of the Word. The
Hack's imagery and discourse--the very mechanics of his
imaginary world--are presented as sustained brutalization
of the rhetorical norms deriving from this tradition. The
principal doctrines of the New Philosophy figuratively
parodied in the Tale are Cartesian: (1) radical subjec-

tivism, (2) mechanicism, (3) dualism, (4) the tertium quid

of the imagination-passion as link between body and soul,
and (5) the "representative theory of ideas." Evidence is
presented of Swift's use of conceits unmistakably
Cartesian., It is Swift's masterstroke that the same
rhetorical locutions serve to represent the modernist
imaginary world when Cartesian criteria are imposed, and
to represent the Renaissance rhetorical imaginary world
when Christian humanist criteria are imposed silently by
an auditor presumably adhering to a norm that can be
extrapolated from the verbal apparatus of the Tale. Thus,
the norm is located in the text, although suspended in
rhetoric, and the reader need not go outside the text for
Swift's intention nor resort to the hypothesis of a
separate "satirist-persona" who occasionally intrudes to
speak directly to the reader.

The genre of the Tale is presented as that of mock-
scripture, consistent, sustained, and in the Augustan sense

of a mock genre, but following the Hack‘'s distorted



ix
Cartesian epistemology--both in his mode of discovery and
that of statement. My explication employs two species of
exegesis: (1) the "new criticism" inspired by Descartes?
method at the hack's level of competence in the surface
fabric of the Tale, and (2) Patristic, or traditional,
exegesis at the level of competence appropriate to what we
may call the "anti-persona" of the normative world. The
two levels of meaning, according to two epistemologies,
correspond to the world views of the "Two Eighteenth
Centuries," both shown forth in one figurative structure,
one related to the other according to the protean medium of
irony which Swift employs in its fullest capacity for
symbolism. The thesis presented identifies a common theme
in the "Digressions" and the "Allegory" and integrates the
evidence presented by other scholars on Rosicrucian lore,
Gnostics, Projectors, Enthusiasts, modern poets and
critics, as that of so many emblems representing an under-

lying error in epistemology.



CHAPTER I
INTRODUCT ION

The ostensible author of A Tale of a Tub is an
eminently reasonable man. Not only does he use the word
"reason" frequently--it is a virtual shibboleth--but it
serves to define his end and his method of getting there.
However the ostensible author, the '"Hack" that Swift creates
as persona and type of the modernist, is a flagrantly
fictitious person and the embodiment of the error satirized.
We would not expect his views to be synonymous with those of
the creator of his imaginary world, Jonathan Swift. And yet
Swift too is a reasonable man. His great complaint against
his contemporaries is that they have fallen from the estate
conferred by the exercise of reason. His celebrated disgust
is for man the animal "as it now acts,"l before whom he is
constrained to prefer the beasts of the field, for they at
least are true to their defining end.

Since Ricardo Quintana's The Mind and Art of Swift,

1936, we have been acutely aware of the paradox posed by a

satirized Vice and a hidden author who esteem most highly

lCitedfrom an autograph draft reproduced by Herbert
Davis in "Remarks on Some Swift Manuscripts in the United
States," Jonathan Swift: A List of Critical Studies Pub-
lished from 1895 to 1945 (New York, 1945), pp. 15-16.




conformity to reason in man. How are we to explain this
paradox, other than to say that the Hack does not practice
what he preaches?

Part of the answer lies in the fact that this very
paradox is not to be explained in the sense of being
explained away: clearly the Hack'!'s interpretation of
"reason" is being questioned: and yet even beyond this the
paradox remains, a monumental sign to the meaning of the

entire Tale.

"Reason" as the Standard of World View
in the History of Ideas

Part of the answer to how one explains this paradox
is that--of all the shape-shifting terms of intellectual
history--"reason" itself is the most fugitive, while it is
the most essential, for it configures all terms of discourse
within the worlds that men erect in thought, and hence
appears as one of the irreducible données of intellection.

"Reason," in man's possession of it, gives defini-
tion to his end and nature; its object gives definition in
truth; its method gives definition to reality itself. 1In A
Tale of a Tub Swift is concerned with a matter of no 1less
significance than this. Therefore if the nature of "reason"
seems to disappear like an underground river in the course
of my analyses of the Tale, yet it remains the fountainhead,

indispensible to this enterprise.



Scholarship in eighteenth-century literature has
benefited, more than have most fields, from studies in "the
history of ideas," tracing the migrations in meaning and
charting the mutations undergone in key terms essential to
discourse, terms such as "nature," "classical," or
"romanticism. "

"Reason" however is perhaps unique among kindred
terms such as "nature," the explicit referent of which
clearly changes, in that "reason" always bears the same
definition: it always means the faculty for knowing and for
arriving at truth. Yet in the Tale, where the term sounds
incessantly, a critical ambiguity in "reason" is established
early and is sustained throughout: we feel certain that the
Hack's usage is altogether alien to the anti-persona of the
norm; yet there does seem to be a "rational" consistency to
the Hack's use of the term (except in some crucial and most
revealing passages), so that we cannot simply dismiss it as
pure gibberish.

To reveal an unresolved amphiboly in a term taken

for granted--somewhat as we tend to take for granted earth,

l"Nature" is examined in the classical work by Basil
Willey, The Eighteenth Century Background: Studies on the
Idea of Nature in the Thought of the Period (London 1940);
for "cla551c1sm " see Rene Wellek, "The Term and the Concept
of *Classicism' in Literary Hlstory," in Aspects of the
Eighteenth Century, ed. Earl R. Wasserman (Baltlmore 1965)
pp. 105-128; and the atomic analysis of "romant1C1sm" by
Arthur O. Lovejoy, "On the Discriminations of Romanticism,
PMLA, XXXIX (1924), 229-253, is something of a paradigm of
studles in the hlstory of 1deas.




air, fire, and water--suggests that of all integers in the
history of ideas, the one most needful of a biography is
this term "reason." Particularly is this true in the axial
age of the century 1650-1750 when two alien worlds con-
fronted each other across an abyss that was unbridgable and
yet, for most men of the time, quite invisible, so that they
could in discourse daily move back and forth as though
skating on air, with as much semantic ease as crossing and
recrossing a street between the medieval world and the
modern world, each of which was ruled by its own sovereign
"reason."

What we will discover in an attempt to make "reason"
a precise term is that two self-contained cosmic orders are
involved in the solution to the problem, and that to grasp
it is to "solve" the paradox at the center of Swift's Tale.

Making distinctions in the term "reason" is the
philosopher's whole vocation, in a way that perhaps Willey's
study of "nature" is not. But I believe I am justified in
this incursion, for we are concerned with but a special
situation: two conventional acceptations of the word, each
impressed in a corresponding epistemological model that
Swift took, one to abstract, the other to parody, both to
set up as worlds. Though his construct is aft, it is not
arbitrary:; for paramount to an understanding of the
eighteenth century and of the satire of Swift, is a clear

distinction of Two Eighteenth Centuries--which coexisted



from the emergence of cartesianism at mid-seventeenth
century until the extinction of the humanist remnant at mid-
eighteenth century--quite distinct cosmic systems in almost
every respect, derived from quite different concepts of
reality. Until 1650 literature is characteristically
(although certainly not invariably) humanist and essentially
Medieval-Renaissance in the tradition of rhetorical wisdom.
After 1750, literature is modernist, empiricist, essentially
subjectivist in the new tradition of utilitarian reason
conceived according to one level of abstraction. Yet since
the modern world of literature began in 1650 and the
Renaissance world of literature survived until 1750, for one
century more or less, there were two Eighteenth Centuries,
coexisting in a tension that condemned language to
epistemological irony. It is in such an amphibious region
that the Tale has its intellectual milieu. A work of out-
and-out philosophy offers itself in terms abstracted from
the concrete life and historical conditions that gave birth
to it. A work of art offers itself as the very life it is
describing. The "life" that Swift presents is in the
confrontation of the two contending worlds in their aspect
as disparate language worlds.

Swift's paramount concern is with language. This is
immediately discernible in his satire, even if one had no
other evidence. His interest goes beyond an artist's

concern for his medium; language is the subject of Swift's
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satire, but as an epistemological model, as .the machinery of
reason. The life he presents is within the linguistic
construct where man's essentially human nature has its
being. My working thesis in this essay is that Swift's
rhetoric is employed as a systematic epistemology, but on
two levels: one the collapsed and literalistic anti-
symbolism of the Hack where modernist reason reigns; the
second, access to which is gained through irony, the
hierarchic model where a medieval epistemology opens reason
to the starry reaches of analogy.

Irony is a subcategory of allegorys; or it was in
classical rhetoric. Specifically it is equated with
paradox and works, as Angus Fletcher has pointed out in a
recent study of symbolism, "with seeming self-contradictory
utterances where tenets normally in polar contradiction to
each other are collapsed together into one single ambivalent
statement."1

Both irony and paradox show "a confusion of the
semantic and syntactic processes of double or multiple-
leveled polysemy," says Fletcher.2 The crucial distinction
between them, not mentioned by Fletcher, is that irony by
analogy can scale the reaches of hierarchic thought, while

paradox traces out contradiction along a flat univocality.

lAllegory: The Theory
1964), pp. 229-230.

21bid.

f a Symbolic Mode (Ithaca,




The difference between irony and paradox, then, is not so
much in the figure uttered, as in the models of thought that
inform it; hence in a single rhetorical device Swift can
portray two hostile worlds each in its self-consistent mode
of completeness.

Irony, capable of dissimulating as paradox, is the
mode in which Swift brings into confrontation the two worlds
of thought: the remnant to which he is pledged, and the new
one that he is determined to expose not merely in its present
folly but in the future devastation it would work. Swift's
art, then, consists pre-eminently in contriving rhetorical
devices that display in their design and movement apparatus
analogous to that of epistemology whether specifically
rhetorical or not. It is here, in the language itself, that
we find the last great Renaissance Imaginary World. In the
linguistic surface of the fable, style is the Hack's
metaphysics. At the same time, through irony, which Swift
uses with all the symbolic power of medieval symbolic
rhetoric, we have access to the normative world from whence
his wrath rises and where it ﬁas its foundation. Not merely
two worlds, but the two "reasons" that inform them, are
portrayed in their processes, objects, and modes, in a
single figurative rhetoric.

To begin with distinctions in "reason" is to enter
into the elaborated subject of the Tale which is a model

of epistemology; and it is to enter also into its method,



and into the true action of the piece that takes place
within the substance of rhetoric.

I begin then with "reason," which as I have said
does not lend itself to ready definition, inasmuch as it is
part of the irreducible donnée of existence. Webster's

Third New International Dictionary states that "reason" is

the power of thinking, the faculty for knowing the truth.

The Oxford English Dictionary turns the word over carefully
several times, arrives at the same obvious signification
and as it drifts from the central meaning becomes less
useful.

From the etymology of the word we learn that in the
proto—Indoeu&opean, the root means "to join, or fix." In
both early Germanic and Latin derivatives it is '"to reckon,
believe, think." In the Middle Ages it meant not only "an
account," but also "to count." From Antiquity among
humanists its classical and learned meaning remained that
given it by Cicero who derives the concept from the logos,
"the truth of discourse through right speech." Other usages
can be traced historically, such as "the argument for what
one alleges," or "the argument distinguishing a cause." But
always, out of these various usages, emerges the core of
"the faculty of knowing."

Reason is not the simple intellectuai integer its
definition would seem to claim for it. Certainly it does

not mean for Augustine and Bonaventure what it means for
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Descartes and Rhymer. For that matter it does not mean for
the former pair what it means to Aquinas and Scotus; nor to
the latter pair what it means to Pope and Swift. 1In the
same way it does not necessarily mean the same to the
the Hack and the denizens of the fable.

For the world of the Hack reason receives its
definition from Descartes, who had replaced the old logos
principle with a model derived from an anti-symbolic method
and then claimed everything for computative reason: yet, as
we will discover, Descartes is not a genuine rationalist and
his "reason" hardly merits the dignity of the term.

For the world of the norm, on the other hand, reason
may be assumed to be substantially that of Swift's tradi-
tion. This however is hardly to identify the normative
"reason" of the Tale with sufficient precision. Even
assuming that Swift adhered to "reason" as conceived by a
pre-cartesian tradition, there are throughout the Middle
Ages and the Renaissance three quite separate and irrecon-
cilable species of "reason." Hence those scholars, such as
Miriam Starkman, Harold Kelling, and Elias Chiasson, who
have identified Swift's conception of reason as "tradi-
tional"--and I will have occasion to refer to such identifi-
cations in the course of my essay--are left in the fruitless
position of contradicting one another and even themselves in

defining Swift*s anti-Hackian "reason."
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The history of the usage of "reason," unlike that of
Willey's "nature," is not a tale of evolutionary transforma-
tion; rather its shifts in meaning entail shifts between
discontinuous conceptual worlds that overleap the chrono-
logical boundaries so useful in defining cultural periods.

The Three Traditions of Reason in the
Medieval-Renaissance Age

Three major traditions of "reason" coexisted through-
out the Middle Ages and came into critical conflict at the
close of the Renaissance,

The first tradition of reason may be referred to as
"theological rationalism."l In this world belong such
striking thinkers as John the Scot known as Erigena, Joachim
of Flores, with the Cathars and Albigensians. The simplest
characterization of the "reason" of this tradition is to
refer to it as "magical idealism." That is to say,
adherents to it believe that the natural order and content
of their own thought process is on the same level as the
most esoteric thought of God and the process of the cosmos.
Nature and God are directly accessible and can even be

constrained and compelled by man. It may Lk21lp t6 note that

lThe following analysis of the three rationalisms of
the Middle Ages, as well as the later comments on the
defectiveness of cartesian rationalism, has drawn heavily
on the discriminations made by Jean Laporte, Le rationalisme
de Descartes (Paris, 1950), esp. pp. x-xiv, 470-477,
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modern adherents to this concept of reason include Ralph
Waldo Emerson and the Christian Scientists.

The second tradition of reason in the Middle Ages
that continued as a viable conceptual system into the
Renaissance and later is "rationalism" in the most common
acceptation: in this world belong Thomas Aquinas and his
master Albert the Great, Suarez the Renaissance Thomist most
widely read, with the exception of Richard Hooker, in
England during Swift's age. Here too belong the physio-
theologists, a large contingent of benign deists, and most
of those men denominated "Anglican rationalists" when the
title is conferred by scholars on Swift's contemporaries,
including Tillotson and Stillingfleet. In this tradition
the domain of reason is held to be radically separate from
that of faith. According to this "rationalism," reason is
supposedly capable of demonstrating the existence of God
and perhaps, in the guise of the probable, the truth of
Revelation, but it remains incompetent in penetrating
revealed dogmas that man can enter only blindly. Earth-
bound by a logical and dialectic structure, it claims the
physical world for man, while not discountenancing the
deity, although for the latter-day adherents to such a
"reason," God had long ago performed his essential task.
There is as much latitude here as a moderately religious
Englishman of the late seventeenth century would need or

desire.
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A third species of rationalism is that characteris-
tic of the synthesis of classical pagan letters and Judeo-
Christian revelation founded by the Patristic writers
inaugurating the perennial tradition of Christian humanism.
In this world belong Origen, Augustine, Anselm, Bonaventure,
Erasmus, Thomas More, and Swift. The faculty of reason so
conceived, if left entirely to itself in man, might not gain
access to the ground of truth: but when conceived in the
context of the Incarnation such puzzles as are not otherwise
accessible to unassisted reason are comprehensible even if

obscurely, per speculum in aenigmate. This latter realm is

pre-eminently rational in that the cosmos of which it is a
part is rational throughout. Man can not range it all
through the faculty of natural reason alone, but insofar as
reason functions in its higher reaches, it does so as
"wisdom" and its object is "mystery." The key to this
tradition of reason, that of the Christian humanists, is the
incarnation of the logos principle which remains, as it was
for Cicero, reason itself in its fullest mode. The model of
this reason is rhetorical, and thought proceeds by analogy
rather than by dialectic (as for Aquinas or Hooker) or than
by a succession of fiats (as for Bruno, Postal, or
Descartes).

In the century 1650-1750 these three species of
rationalism came into critical contention. Predicating

unreconciled worlds, they nevertheless waged their campaigns
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for dominance in the same national states and necessarily
employed the same lexicons. To move from one modular
signification to another was fraught with the most profound
reordering of thought:; yet such a shift was seldom marked by
the speaker and quite as seldom discriminated by the
auditor. To disfinguish the meanings of reason in the
Tale--the Hack's mathematical and methodical "reason," from
what he scorns as "officious reason" and "unrefined
reason"--we must take pains to discriminate the two worlds,
one which, as the Hack says, "enters into the Depths of
things," and one that grants validity only to the fabric of
representational ideas. We will find that in each, reason
differs altogether, as its appointed object also differs;
similarly there will be found differences in its method, as
well as in the terms defining the nature of man.

The archetypal rationalist of the modernist,
Descartes, professed, under the rubrics of orthodoxy, to
adhere to the second of the above traditions of reason.

From an examination of his system, however, he clearly
belongs to the first species, an allegiance more obvious

in the works of his disciple Nicolas Malebranche. To
understand the tradition to which the modernist's species of
reason belongs is to better understand why the Cambridge
Platonists could so comfortably appeal to cartesianism.
Descartes' system emerged out of hermeticism by the simple

fiat of a universal mechanization, which for the first time
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made magic open and accessible to all men. This is both
the great appeal of modernism and its hidden link to
Gnosticism; and although he had put to flight mystery, both
hermetic and sacramental, there would remain a constant
tendency in modernist rationalism to slip back again into
hermeticism, a tendency that would become disturbingly
manifest in Romanticism.

It is useful to note that "reason" as a concept has
two aspects: content and form, to which belong respectively
truth and validity. Conditions affecting either are based
upon the characteristics of the intellectual acts that are
involved in the process. This being the case, it should be
noted how radically different is "reason" according to a
rhetorical model of reality from a "reason" according to the
cartesian model. The rhetorical model moves by analogy to
the probable. It seeks to assign value to concepts
according to a hierarchy of degrees of the incarnate
presence of an exemplar, which in effect means the degree
of manifest reason. A classic example is the degree of
presence of the logos or pure reason in God and the human
mind. The modernist, cartesian method of reason rejects
probability and limits reason to the immediate recognition
of the likeness or unlikeness of one simple to another., A
classic example is reasoning on the nature of a vacuum,
proceeding from consideragions.of the divisibility of

matter, Thus it need accept nothing less certain than
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indubitable fact or what it conceives as indubitable fact.
But since mere conversion from one concept, or statement
about a concept, to another is not properly "reason," the
cartesian process is limited to addition or substraction,
division or elaboration. It is therefore doubtful that the
cartesian engages in "reason" at all, when he follows his
method, as Jean Laporte concludes in his work devoted to the
matter. Whatever the pretensions of Descartes, says
Whitehead, the historic revolt of modernism was not a
protest in behalf of reason. There is no real process by
which the mind penetrates to understanding of what is not
self-evident: there is nothing like the emergence of
knowledge out of the generating idea as we predicate of
analogical reason. For Descartes, reason is simply
collating images for likeness or unlikeness, an instanta-
neous intuition, a yes-no response, what the computor
programmer calls "binary reason." As Whitehead remarks,
the mechanical view of reality has never shaken off the
impress of its origin in the historical revolt against the
Renaissance, but "has remained predominantly an anti-
rationalistic movement, based upon a naive faith. What
reasoning it has wanted, has been borrowed from mathe-

matics."l

lIn "Science and the Modern World," Alfred North
Whitehead: An Anthology, ed. F. S. C. Northrop and Mason
W. Gross (New York, 1961), p. 377.
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Overview of the Argument and Evidence
of the Dissertation

In Chapter 1II of the essay I present the "reason"
of the Christian humanist and the shape of creation it
entails. This construct is proposed as the basis of the
submerged norm of the Tale and source of the traditional
material the Hack manipulates as hollow emblems according
to his modernist world view. Chapter II is of particular
importance to the argument, for it gives us the terms of
the "rhetorical physics" of the real world where the anti-
persona, though invisible, has his being. It is also
essential to the fable's fictive world for, according to
my thesis, the imaginary world created by Swift in the Tale
is rhetorical in matter, manner, and mode. It is a world
whose substance and laws, action and meaning are rhetorical:
as is the ontological status of the errors attacked and all
their trappings. Like the captive village within a Russian
Easter egg, the Hack's world is hollowed out of rhetoric.

In this chapter as in all later sections the effort
is to clarify the terms of the rival epistemologies that
make the two world views, that of the modernist and that of
the norm. As Herschel Baker has remarked, "The radical
split between those realms which the late Middle Ages and
the Renaissance had generally thought to be united or at
least to be intimately and reciprocally related resulted

in a dislocation of every aspect of European thought. This
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dislocation was au fond epistemological."l The result of
this revolution is the subject of Swift's satire.

In confronting the critical problems of Swift's
intellectual position, I have sought its definitive basis
in the humanism that characterizes the original»synthesis
of the works of the Ancients, both classical pagan and
classical Christian, as the essential Augustinianism that
was preserved for Swift's inheritance. This tradition was,
much to Swift's purpose, very nearly a total rhetoric.

In Chapter III, I identify for our purposes the
world system elaborated by Descartes out of the modernist
concept of "reason." According to my thesis the imaginary
world of the Hack is Swift's parody of Descartes' imaginary
worlds; but as in the norm here too the matter, subject, and
physics of the fictive world are artificed out of rhetorical
devices: and in the fable this means an anti-rhetoric; for
Descartes' "reason," method, and reality are elaborations of
a system of representational signs invented specifically to
displéce the traditional rhetorical ﬁodel of epistemology.
That such a systematic displacement is validated by the
facts of history is much to Swift's purpose and tactics: his
art however lies in his manipulation and exaggeration of the

facts, for the cartesian anti-rhetorical model of

1The Wars of Truth: Studies in the Decay of
Christian Humanism in the Earlier Seventeenth Century
{(Cambridge, Mass., 1952), p. 3009.
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epistemology is expanded and universalized by him with an
unforgiving relentlessness that exposes utterly the
contradictions all scholars concede are inseparable from
the cartesian system and reveal the paradox that reduces its
"reason" to imbecility--when it is emblazoned across the
harlequin tapestry of Section IX., Since Swift's method is
parody, the Hack is, in a sense, more cartesian than
Descartes. Yet, in consonance with the general tactics of
the satire, all the errors and fallacies of this modernism
are referred back to an imaginary world hollowed out of
traditional rhetoric into a world of anti-rhetoric. For
this reason cartesian "rhetoric" and its foundation receives
the greater part of my attention in this chapter; I am
particularly concerned with the so-called "representational
theory of knowledge," the mode of cartesian ideas, and the
mechanical operation of the new “imagination,® which latter
is the creator of an original and altogether subjective
heterocosm.

Also in Chapter III I shall devote particular
attention to the way in which Descartes elaborated his
imaginary world out of literalized metaphors, as this method
lent itself to Swift's tactics of irony. I shall argue that
Swift's method, the method that he parodies, and the norm
that he aprlies, are all condensed into extended metaphoric
figures that the Hack construes in only the most univocal

and optical terms. If to the Hack in his univocal myth,
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rhetoric is nothing, to the anti-persona of the norm it is
everything. And so, quite without the Hack's consent or
even his knowledge, he is caught up in the soaring medieval
hierarchy of analogy that he supposes had been exorcised by
the clear and distinct schemata of mathematics. It is one
of Swift's most brilliant strokes that his satiric tactic is
an analogue of Descartes' philosophic method.

Of course the consonance of the satirist'!s rhetorical
tactics and Descartes' mythologizing of metaphor is not a
mere fortuitous congruence stumbled upon by Swift nor an
accident of discovery rummaged out of a grab-bag of random
reading: it is integral to the real world as the Christian
humanist conceives it, to the reformed world as the modernist
conceives it, and to the disparity between them--in
rhetorical terms--as Swift conceives it. The unity of the
matter and manner and the ensuing three-fold analogy testi—
fies to the authenticity of Swift's satiric attack and also,
I believe, to the validity of the critical formula presented
in this essay.

Descartes' mythologizing of metaphor is inherent in
his method, and gives structure to his thought; it is at the
heart of his rejection of the traditional rhetorical model
of epistemology, a rejection that appears in the Tale as the
root error in the failure of wisdom and loss of mystery.

Ernst Curtius has provided a formula according to

which Patristic symbolism was a revolt against myth: at the
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onset of the next age, which found its prophet and its
canonical text in Descartes, symbol collapsed through the
floor of meaning back into myth. Descartes' rejection of
analogy and truncation of concepts is therefore fundamental
to the intellectual crisis of the century 1650-1760. It is
also fundamental to every effective image and conceit in
the Tale: it gives us conceptual access to Swift's concerns
masked in the Tale: ethics, epistemology, theology,
scriptural criticism, and literary theory, as well as the
mechanics of "reason." Since Swift's devices merely
masquerade as concepts of the same cognitive order as
Descartes® method, while remaining open to the frontierless
thought of analogical method, his satire ceases to be mere
raillery; it rather attains the status of profound and
searching comment on the '"new testament" of modernism.

The modernist system analyzed in my study is
altogether cartesian, although it presumes a knowledge of
only those philosophical works that Swift could have
referred to. While I have scrupulously striven not to
falsify cartesianism in any way, the system I present is
intended to be that from the revolution's other side; and I
mean "other side" both in sympathy and in time. It is not
presented as one might find it presented today in profes-
sional symposiajs and it is for this reason, primarily, that
I do not capitalize the initial letter of the adjective,

which denominates an all-pervasive world view, somewhat as
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Freudianism pervaded earlier decades of our century. The
uncapitalized "“cartesian" is, then, intended to specify the
system of thought that Swift could have referred to, without
necessarily having the collected works of Descartes open
before him as he created the Tale.

In Chapter IV, the cartesian device of literalizing
metaphor is examined as it is used to set up the mode of
discourse in the Tale. I demonstrate in this chapter that
the latter has the status of myth. The genre of the work

is presented without reservation as that of mock-scripture.

The multitude of allusions and parallels to
scripture in the Tale is of course quite obvious and in
itself does not need to be pointed out again. Indeed,
Swift points them out in his footnotes, as do his carping
critics. Therefore if before now the Tale has not been
recognized as a sustained and consistent new testament, it
is because a basis was lacking for recognizing the formula
according to which the old emblematic themes are conceived
and deformed. Swift's satiric irony, in transforming the
signification of ideas and images, is considerably more
complex than a mirror that simply reverses values, or even
than any series of such mirrors; rather it is more like a
lens possessed of compound astigmatism and exceedingly
complex distortions, that not only modify the Hack's state-
ment, but also his very perception, for that lens is the

medium of both. Hence we must know the formula to which
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the lens is ground before we can know what the Hack sees,
and calculate that formula again when he projects his
images, for the medium of the lens imposes its own character
twice, in such a way that the distortion is again distorted.
It is not however such a hopelessly complex task as might
appear, if, as I propose in my thesis, we know the true
nature of the field of vision the Hack is fixed upon and if
we know before hand the mathematic method by which the
optician, admittedly an eccentric, fashions his lens.

In this same chapter, Chapter IV, my method of
analysis, consonant with the genre of mock-scripture, is
that of the new textual criticism emerging in the closing
decades of the seventeenth century, conceived after the
cartesian method and introduced by the exegete Richard
Simon in his epoch—méking work on verbal criticism both
scriptural and belletristic.

As parodied by Swift the "new philosophy" proceeds
in scripture by reducing figures of speech to the clear and
distinct etymon in the original sacred language, which
supposedly possessed the "pure" and unambiguous significa-
tion of the figure or word under consideration. This method
of criticism as parodied by Swift, who resorts to French as
the canonical language of the new revelation, becomes a
thoroughgoing "etymological mythologization." It is to
terms of such etymological myth that the events of salvation

history are reduced in the new covenant of modernism,
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In a series of textual exegeses of the Hack's
principal metaphor-myths I demonstrate that the Tale is in
fact a consistent mock-scripture that exposes the fatal and
irremediable inconsistency of cartesian epistemology and of
Descartes' proklem in the communication of substances,
revealed in the collapsing paradox of the Tale, which is
itself an analogue of the central mystery of the normative
genre and the principle of reason that informs it. Because
the worlds elaborated from two orders of reason are figured
in Swift's rhetorical construct, we can conclude that the
satire not merely exposes the new epistemology as virtually
a Second Fall, but is, in its design, a major restatement of
the Christian humanist epistemology.

I believe that the impact of Descartes on Swift's
satire in the Tale is profound, all-pervasive, and defini-
tive of the new world view., However, the evidence of that
impact is in analogous processes of figurative generations
out of two models of reason, each generation subsisting
according to the fundamental terms of its respective model.
The matter of the Tale is derived from the humanist tradi-
tion, while it is consistently defined according to the new
model of reality. The substantial connection between them
is in the analogical model of Swift's irony.

Both modes of existence-~"reality" in each of the
Two Eighteenth Centuries--and the dynamic transactions

between them are contrived by Swift in terms of rhetoric.
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That is to say, the very metaphysics of the normative and
submerged world is a rhetorical construct, which in his-
torical fact it is: and the very metaphysics of the fictive
world (as representative of the cartesian vision) is a
construct of an anti-rhetoric, which in historical fact it
is. The deficiencies of the latter when compared to the
former are in terms of rhetorical failure; the consequence
is that the absurdities of the mock scripture are rhetorical

vices and nefas or cupiditas is violence against the word or

cant.

Translation of the most serious human concerns into
a world of substantial rhetoric is not to be interpreted as
making light of either those concerns or of rhetoric, for,
as we shall see, the very terms of human reason and the acts
of God had been conceived almost from time out of mind, by
the Stoics, the Alexandrian Platonists, and the Patristic
founders of Christian humanism, according to a rhetorical
model analogically conceived. Furthermore, as Pope's mock
heroics have demonstrated, a mock genre does not, properly
speaking, mock the genre.

It is apparent from the foregoing that the project
of tracing the impact of Descartes on Swiftts satire can
not be a matter of simple comparison by parallel columns;
and after having perceived the cartesian model of the

Hack's reality, one is equipped to recognize that some of
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the most "cartesian" passages in the Tale are those least
explicitly cartesian in subject.

In brief, it may be said that the terms that define
the way men come to knowledge and the status of that
knowledge may differ radically while remaining nominally or
lexically similar. To understand the Hack and his imaginary
world as well as Swift's normative world, there is no better
entry than to track the peculiarly chameleon faculty of
reason that traditionally defines man but on the face of it
tells us so little. "his fact is our beginning and our end
in analysis of the Tale. The Hack's proud boast is in a
system of reason that for Swift is his most serious lack.

"Reason" is not only a content of mant*s knowledge:
it is foremost the manner in which it is attained. And it
is in this manner that the normative world of the Tale
differs so radically from the fictive world of the Hack.

For Swift, an adherent to the rhetorical and hierarchic
tradition of wisdom, the fundamental difference between the
two eighteenth centuries is in the underlying models of
epistemology.

When we arrive at the conclusion of our study we
will find that in the revolution of Swift's age, the old
rhetorical model of reason had become an esthetic model of
reason. At the interface of the two worlds is the imaginary
world of the Tale. 1Imaginary though it is, out of its

implicit conclusion and in the vision that Swift possessed
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of the consequences of an all-consuming subjectivism can be
traced the collapse of humanism and the devolution of

reason in sentiment and calculus.



CHAPTER II

THE FOUNDATION OF THE NORMATIVE WORLD OF THE TALE IN
THE HUMANIST RHETORICAL TRADITION
Donald Greene has recently argued persuasively that
Jonathan Swift's world view can be understood in terms of
Augustinianism.1 Elias Chiasson has contended that in A

Tale of a Tub the satirist upholds Christian humanism.2 The

evidence marshalled in the present essay indicates that both
scholars assign Swift to the right tradition, but that
neither has presented the evidence or the conclusions that
his thesis would warrant and that both fall short of
defining Swift's intellectual position adequately.

In exploring Swift's Augustinianism Greene proceeds
no farther than the great Patristic writer's insight into
the fallen nature of man and presumably the need for grace.
After having made a brilliant, although not altogether new,
suggestion, Greene settles for a vaguely Calvinist dis-
satisfaction with man as the expression of Swift's

Augustinianism.

l"Augustinianism and Empiricism," Eighteenth-Century
Studies, I (Fall, 1967), 33-68.

2"Studies in the Christian Humanist Background of
Swift's Tale of a Tub," unpublished dissertation, University
of Toronto, 1960; also see the derived paper, "Swift's
Clothes Philosophy in the Tale and Hooker's Concept of Law,"
SP, LIX (1962), 64-82,

27
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In defining Swift's adherence to Christian humanism,
Chiasson presents copious evidence of parallels au rebours
in the text of the Tale and the Elizabethan conduct book,
particularly that of Roger Ascham, and also passages in
Swift suggestive of Hooker's restatement of Thomism au
rebours. Chiasson in fact writes two self-contained
dissertations in one: Tale as upside-down Ascham, and Tale
as upside-down Hooker,

I take Greene's suggestion of Swift's Augustinianism
and Chiasson's thesis of Swift's Christian humanism both
quite seriously and pursue the significance of each to a
common denominator in one model of reality. We will find
that this model of reality will also give new meaning to the
thesis of Ronald Paulson that the Tale is an encyclopedia of
useless eccentricities in a form following Irenaeus! loose
collection of Gnostic errors;l and of Phillip Harth that
Swift follows the non-dogmatic intellectualism of the
Cambridge Platonists;2 and of Philip Pinkus that Swift
satirizes a vacuous world that can be symbolized by

Rosicrucianism.

lTheme and Structure in Swift's "Tale of a Tub"
(New Haven, 1960).

2

Swift and Anglican Rationalism: The Religious

——— — ——— S— —

3"The Nature of the Satire in A Tale of a Tub,"
unpublished dissertation, University of Michigan, 1956
p 4 ! L}

also see the derived paper, "A Tale of a Tub and the Rosy

Cross," JEGP, LIX (1960), 669-679.
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As I delineate Swift's world view, it would
integrate the restricted views in these earlier efforts at
explanation and give them what I feel is the proper balance
and relevance to Swift's intellectual position, satiric
target, and rhetorical technique. Each of the scholars
mentioned above, by concentrating too closely and narrowly
on the Tubbian emblemism, has found Swift's center of
ultimate concern in a system that I believe is too super-
ficial. The results of such narrow concentration have been
to involve Swift, quite against his consent, in "partisan"
alliances with or against thinkers subscribing to systems
only nominally in agreement or disagreement with his own.
For example, Harth's '"Anglican-rationalist" Swift makes
common cause with the theosophists Henry More and Ralph
Cudworth, although he distrusts Hooker (and his abrasa
tabula) according to Harth. Chiasson's "Thomist" Swift
would entertain a concept of reason fundamentally different
from that of Greene's Augustinian, yet Swift-as-Ascham can
be reconciled with the seventeenth-century Chillingworth
(in the latter's capacity as defender of private reason--
although his rationalist reservations about the thirty-nine
articles might logically have made him unacceptable to
Chiasson's "other" Swift).

Paulson's evidence of parallels between second-
century and seventeenth-century eccentricities is useful in

understanding Swift's imagistic allusions, but Paulson does
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not clearly identify either a norm or a commanding error
beyond "casuistry." Pinkus deals with Swift's emblematic
use of the Rosicrician occult, does an admirable job
illuminating that sort of folly, but is so preoccupied with
sources and hidden allusions to Rosicrucians that he not
infrequently reverses the movement of ideas in Swift's
figures, so that what is intended to be but a sign becomes*
the signified, and the reader is marooned in what medieval
exegetes call the "letter" or the "cortex" of the figura.
Pinkus does, it is true, trace for us the process by which
Swift makes "Rosicrucianism" signify some of the vice of
the larger, non-occult world; but in such explications
Pinkus finds a significance that is much too general, a
"sartorism" that indiscriminately inverts reality, confuses
madness with wisdom, surface with reality, empty darkness
with mystery. Such a general "sartorism" seems to be the
same sort of general wrongheadedness identified as Swift's
target by Miriam Starkman.l Indeed, all the scholars
mentioned above make some application to abuses in Swift's
world, of the particular parochial sign-system to which they
have devoted their investigations. But almost invariably
such application is to something ill-defined. They seem to
feel that they have finished their explication when they

have only just begun it. Thus Pinkus certainly points out

lMiriam Starkman, Swift's Satire on Learning in "A
f a Tub" (Princeton, 1950).

Tale
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that Rosicrucian vices can signify those of the Royal
Society. Paulson can hardly avoid mentioning that in
Swift's time sectarians were sometimes called "“gnostics."
Chiasson itemizes abuses Ascham and Hooker lament and finds
Swift lamenting them too. Harth, by the very fact that he
fixes upon the category of "Anglican rationalists,' empha-
sizes repeatedly abuses of reason and excesses of enthusiasm
that everyone knows were occasions of Swift's indignation.
Yet in each of these studies, while the emblemism in
Swift's ironic symbolism is made explicit and clear, the
signified remains vague, fugitive and general. If what I
propose as the rationale and method of Swift!'s symbolism is
valid, then the targeted vice can be identified in the most
specific terms and not in allusions to a potpourri of abuses
and eccentricities.

Where there is a lack of unity in critical argument,
we can, like Hoyt Trowbridge, speak approvingly of a new
empirical method of "multiple hypotheses,"l but this is to
suppose that Swift's satire in fact has no substantial
unity.

What remains to be sought is what for Swift lies
behind the confounding of mystery with black void, of wisdom
with madness, of an effigy of reality with true Being; and

these are essentially philosophical questions. The real

lIn a review article of Harth's Swift and Anglican
Rationalism, PQ, XLI (1962), 630.
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fault in stopping short with a source or analogue that does
little more than supply imagery for the fabric of the fable,
is that the all-important unifying rationale of the satire
is not reached at all. Thus Harth turns up much useful
evidence of opposition to sectarian enthusiasm and irra-
tionalism, but by a too-narrow definition of reason and of
the tradition Swift adhered to, falls into the quite serious
error of supposing Swift a Latitude Man and in sympathy with
More and.Cudworth,l when in fact the systems of these latter
men, where they figure in the Tale at all, are not weapons
of satire but targets. Harth is led to a more serious error
in concluding that there can be no unifying principle
between the Allegory of the Brothers and the Digressions.2
Such a conclusion is an indication of inadequate analysis.

The same species of narrow purview leads Starkman
at the very heart of the matter, in the crux of the
"Digression on Madness," to throw up her hands and protest
that surely the text must be defective, for Swift must have
intended quite the opposite from what is found in print.3
And today's most prestigious Swift critic, Irvin Ehrenpreis,

by failing to comprehend Swift's symbolism--a symbolism most

deliberate and calculated--according to the epistemological

lswift and Anglican Rationalism, pp. 151-153.

2Ibid., p. 2.

3Swift's Satire on Learning, p. 42.
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model of a humanist tradition of nearly fifteen hundred
years, takes refuge in Freudian analysis that sees Swift's
symbols as tics, and thereby gives us a criticism of the
Tale unconsciously, but thoroughly, Tubbian.

There is no need to press the point further. The
works referred to remain valuable, even essential, contribu-
tions to Swift scholarship. Yet it is clear, I believe,

that, in Swift's labyrinth of irony, le saint des saints of

his satiric world remains unentered.

Our procedure is suggested by Richard McKeon in his
"Renaissance and Method."l McKeon is concerned to demon-
strate that in the history of thought the old divisions
between Medieval and Renaissance are functions of an implicit
and often anachronistic positivism imposed by scholars.
According to McKeon the findings of scholars "have been
predetermined by the fact that in their investigations they
have been on the outlook for the most part for ideas and
values, discounted in the Middle Ages, which were to assume
importance 1ater."2 Professing objectivity, too often they
absolve themselves from the need of an explicit examination
of the philosophical model that gives meaning to a culture.

A new language can be adopted without changing doctrine, or

1In Studies in the History of Ideas, 3 vols.
Columbia University (New York, 1935), 111, 37-114.

2Ibid

., p. 39.



34
the old language can be preserved while philosophic posi-
tions are entirely renovated..l In understanding the
symbolism of a culture, particularly as it confronts
another, a comprehension of the underlying model of
epistemology is essential. "The conclusions which are
established by diverse methods," says McKeon, "may be
stated in propositions so similar that only a consideration
of their grounds will make clear their meanings and remove
the ambiguity."2

Following the lead of McKeon, then, our task is
first a "philosophical task" for it assimilates the ques-
tions of historical and literary truth--the significance of
systems of topical and time-bound symbols in the Tale--into
questions of philosophic truth.3 McKeon is concerned to
trace in the history of ideas the consequences in a shift
from a rhetorical epistemology in the late Renaissance.
While my study is not unrelated to his, what I take from
McKeon is his approach: "It is our purpose," he announces,
"to raise that philosophical question here by translating a
historical seguence of ideas . . . into the philosophic

debate that is implicit in the relations of those ideas."4

l1pid., pp. 39-40.

2Ibid., p. 48.

31bid., p. 49.

41pid.
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In the rhetorical apparatus of the discourse of the
Tale I undertake to find the satiric norm in a microcosmic
model of reality that I seek to identify in Christian
humanism according to which model a method of epistemology
is given cosmic dimension by Swift. Concomitantly I under-
take to identify the error satirized as another microcosmic
model of reality, one derived from the "New Philosophy"
according to which a degraded method of epistemology has
been given cosmic dimension.

If it can be demonstrated that the real object of
Swift's satire in the Tale is an epistemological model,
then the details that he uses to demonstrate that model
~--iconic Quakers, Rosicrucians, Epicureans, physico-
theologists, etc.--can find their proper place within
Swift's imaginary world. I will be concerned with the
"historic identity" of the signs in the figurative devices
of Swift!'s rhetoric, but much more concerned with the
"turn" of the sign and the way in which it means.

But let us return to Greene and Chiasson, as I have
elected to make their theses serve as the point of entry
into the problem. And let us begin by asking whether
Greene's predicating Augustinianism of Swift would mean
anything more than a vague Calvinist gloom? And whether
Chiasson's predicating Christian humanism of Swift would
mean anything more than parallels to Ascham's school-

masterly approach and Hooker's politic version of
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scholasticism? Swift!'s Augustinianism must be linked to the
full flood of Augustinianism that motivated Erasmus and
Thomas More. Swift'!s Christian humanism must be revealed
as not simply a set of theories in which men believed, but
the implicit meaning of their key words and the shape of

creation,

The Workshop of Swift's Mind

The habitude of Swift's mind is suggested by the
inventory of his library.1 In the auctioneer's catalogue
are listed sermons by Sharp and Tillotson and the Laws of
Hooker and annotated scripture for Swift the working
clergyman; the voyages of Hakluyt, Ramsay, Fontenelle, and

others for the author of Gulliver's Travels: classical as

well as renaissance histories and Machiavelli for the

political propagandist; and the standard poets of

lSee the facsimile of the auction catalogue of the
Dean's library sold after his death, with extensive intro-
duction by Harold Williams, Dean Swift's Library (Cambridge,
1932)., It should be noted that this inventory scarcely
covers Swift's lifelong reading. He himself speaks of his
"indefatigable reading" while at Moor Park, and we have a
partial list of what he studied in one year at the library
there:; it is a 1list, though incomplete, particularly
informative for my study, because of the very heavy emphasis
on the Patristic writers and the crucial debates over
sacramentalism in the Council of Trent, which were, accord-
ing to Williams, to remain almost obsessive preoccupations
of Swift until the end of his reasonable life. 1In pondering
the completeness of the auctioneer's catalogue, it should be
borne in mind also that between 1715 and his terminal
decline Swift acquired 175 books and gave or lost 150
(p. 22). At all events the real value of the catalogue is
not for sources, but for reflecting the perennial interests
of Swift.
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Greco-Roman antiquity for the graduate of Trinity. All of
these, however, may be considered as "occasional" reference
works. There are other titles in what Williams calls the
"workshop of his mind," titles less inevitable and more
immediately illuminating of Swift's deliberate intellectual
orientation.

Most significant is the large number of works on
rhetoric. There are several complete editions of both
Cicero and Seneca. Present too are Quintilian and
Demosthenes, as well as Aeschines, who is second only to
Demosthenes in the fourth century, B.C. There is Isocrates
who as a rhetorician, according to Gilbert Murray, provided
the basis of prose style ever since the fifth century,
B.C., and who, according to Wimsatt and Brooks, is the
virtual creator of a universal rhetoric founded on the
logos concept. Perhaps these too are standard works pre-
dictable in a dean's library; however only a specialist in

rhetoric would be likely to possess On the Arrangement of

Words (in both a sixteenth-century and an early eighteenth-
century edition) by the rather esoteric Hellenist Dionysius
of Halicarnassus--a fashioner of Stoic allegorical interpre-
tation of myth--and Valerius Maximus, a minor but original
rhetorician of what is generally known as the Age of Satire
and Rhetoric following Augustus.

Swiftt's passion for rhetoric is not limited to

classical authors. Present too are Justus Lipsius,
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sixteenth-century Calvinist-Stoic jurist turned Erasmian-
Catholic rhetorician, and the great Lutheran rhetorician
Melanchthon.

If to these works on the art of rhetoric are added
those works that Swift must have kept primarily as models
of excellence or specimens of decadence, the rhetorical
bias dominates his library.

Of particular interest is the curious collection of
works by Patristic rhetoricians on problems of knowledge
conveyed by figurative discourse. Such a work is the
commentary by Hierocles upon the so-called Pythagorean
Golden Verse in which the fifth-century rhetor expounds the
devices of hermeticism as but the sensible figura of

Christian truth. There is also Procopius' Arcana Historia

of the sixth century, essentially a popularized exposition
of the system of exegesis worked out already by Clement of
Alexandria, Origen, and Augustine. Very close to this
category, shading off only a bit, are the works of
Tertullian and Epiphanius. The former, a literary genius
second only to Augustine in the Patristic age and a pro-
fessional rhetor besides being a Father of the Church, was
the first to use the term "trinity" for the deity and
persona in a Trinitarian context, both conceived according
to a rhetorical model of ontology. The latter, Epiphanius,
another Father of the fourth century, proposes a rhetorical

symbolism of the persons in God, in opposition to the
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"Pneumatomachians," an heretical sect that held the Holy

Spirit to be corporeal rather like the Stoic's Anima Mundi.l

In Swift's library there are also heretical works treating
the same problem of the images of the deity and of man,
conceived after the model of figurative speech., For example
there are the Homilies of Macarius, a seventh-century
Monothelete, arguing that the divine element obliterates the
human in the Incarnation, thus effectively denying the
symbol metaphor on which the system is based.

Richard Hooker's restatement of Thomism (a science
of the divine based on dialectic and a merely predicative
analogy) does not surprise us by its presence on Swift's

shelves, because of its Anglican reputation, and perhaps

lI think it is significant that Patristic writers
bulk large also in the only explicit list of Swift's early
reading, for the year 1696-1697, during the period of the
Tale's crystallization. As we would expect, in this list
appears Irenaeus, who in emphasizing the Gospel of John,
reinterpreted the divine logos as the "voice" of God speak-
ing to man, as an argument against gnosticism; but there is
also Cyprian, who taught that the Spirit is more apt to be
heard through the "mystical body" of the church than
fugitively in individuals; and Diodorus Siculus, a fourth
century heretic who denied the union of logos and flesh in
one composite being and hence the epideictic efficacy of
logos symbolism. 1In identifying these writers from
Patristic classicism that we know Swift read, I have sought
to identify what is essential and original in the positive
belief of each, rather than some device conspicuous in his
peclemics, for I believe that the significance of these works
to Swift, both from his early and late reading, has been
misinterpreted by emphasizing only their negative content,
i.e., some error they excoriate. They are treated as a
grab bag of “gnostic" eccentricities. I suggest that such
Patristic works are relevant to the Tale first for their
contribution, positive and negative, to a humanist model of
epistemology, and only second for a derivative iconography.

'
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therefore neither should the Summa itself. There is however
a somewhat medieval accent suggested by the presence in two
editions, one heavily annotated in Swift's hand, of

Boethius' Consolation of Philosophy. The fact that

Boethius is at once a work of classical antiquity and of
Christian apologetics does not involve us in a contradic-
tion, but rather makes it something of a prototype of
humanist literature.

Of later humanist literature, there is Erasmus'

Encommium moriae, very much in the medieval mode of ironic

allegory, as also is Rabelais, to which Swift was uncommonly
devoted. The period of the Renaissance is represented also
by the gnostic fantasies of Paracelsus, the cabalism of
Cagliostro, the astrological "science" of Morin and Eschuid,
the theorophical leavings of neoplatonism in Henry More, and
Malebranche's theurgic accommodation of Christianity to
mechanism. To this latter anti-humanist group of books

belongs Poisson's Traité de mécanique de Descartes (1668)

and the work of his fellow Oratorian and student, Richard

Simon's Histoire critique du Vieux Testament, 1678, conceived

in the spirit of Descartes' method which had ushered in the

new age of modernist exegesis and an anti-symbolic philology.
Calvin is present complete, as is the great work of

apologetics and appeal for oecumenical reunion, Bossuet's

La doctrine de 1'Eglise Catholig, 1681. There is Sarpi's

caustic account of the Council of Trent--that extraordinary



41
reaction by which the rulers of the Papal system seem to
have deliberately burned their bridges. Present also are

Talent's History of Schism, Edwards Gangraena, or Heresies

of the Sectaries, and Hickes on Enthusiasm.

If Swift was concerned about enthusiasm in the word
preached, he was hardly less concerned about enthusiasm in
the word written. And not unrelated to his interest in
rhetoric is the presence in the catalogue of the humanist
manifesto on prose discourse by du Bellay, La défense et

illustration de la langue francaise, and the adversitive

pseudo-classical proscriptions of Guez de Balzac who

accomplished what Curtius has called the klassische Dampfung

of prose style. There is Malherbe who initiated in poetry
what Balzac had begun in prose, but counterposing him are
the works of his bitter foe in the Académie Francaise,
Claude Favre Vaugelas.

Finally there is in Swift's library a notably large
number of etymological treatises, polyglot Bibles, and
dictionaries of all the major languages of Europe, classical
and modern.

In a word, this is the library of a "Christian
humanist."

Before establishing some working definitions of the
concept "Christian humanism" and corollary terms, I should
stress that I am not proposing to settle once and for all

Swift's inmost beliefs, but rather to establish, most
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economically, the satiric norm of A Tale of a Tub in the
rhetorical epistemology of Christian humanism. Hence I am
not concerned with a history of humanism, but with uncover-
ing a certain timeless morphe in such an aspect as was
accessible to Swift and is palpably identifiable in the
Tale. This limited objective saves us from the necessity

of writing a history of European civilization or a biography

of Swift.

The "Renaissance" as an Imaginary World

For the moment, let us assume that which will be
demonstrated: the world view of Swift, or at least the
world view in the norm of A Tale of a Tub, is that of the
tradition generally identified as renaissance, humanist,
rhetorical, hierarchic. But what are the meanings of these
attributive terms and how do they relate to each other--and
to Swift?

Although technically "renaissance'" means rebirth,

1 The answer usually

the significant question'is, of what?
given since mid-nineteenth century, is "the rebirth of the
forms and spirit of classical antiquity in fifteenth-century

Italy."2 This definition is an increasingly antiquated one,

for there is mounting evidence that all the characteristics

isee the issue of the JHI, IV (Jan., 1943), the
entirety of which is devoted to o the deflnltlons of the term.

2C. Warren Hollister, "Introduction," to The Twelfth-
Century Renaissance (New York, 1969), p. 3.
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of the later Renéissance were present, to a lesser or
greater degree, in what Romantic scholars fancied were the
"Dark Ages."l As Richard McKeon remarks, the idea of the
Renaissance is a manifestation of "the tendency of
philosophical theories to build historical facts, which in
one further step are to be exploded as fictions."2 The
Renaissance is the invention--although a useful one

permanently enshrined--of Jacob Burckhardt in his epochal

The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, first pub-

lished in 1860, which continues to exercise pervasive
influence, although it is difficult to suppose that any
scholar could today accept it without some reservations.
The Burckhardtian Renaissance was first called into
question, on various grounds, in the 1920's and '30's by.
Charles Haskins,3 but also by Gilson, Burdach, Toffanin,
L. Febvre, and others,
Today there are two usual contrary interpretations:
the first insists on an integral continuity between the

Middle Ages and the Renaissance, championed by Paul Oskar

1Philippe Wolff, The Cultural Awakening, trans. by
Anne Carter (New York, 1968).

2"Renaissance and Method," 43.

3Renaissance of the Twelfth Century (New York,
1927), a calculated rejection of the "stereotyped picture
of an Italian Renaissance bursting forth in the fifteenth
century after a thousand years of medieval darkness."
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Kristeller,l but also by Curtius, Thorndike, Sarton and
Duhem; the second, more "reactionary" group (an odd amalgam
of Romanticism and Positivism), contends, like Burckhardt
but with added arguments, that there is a fundamental
rupture between the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, a view
promoted by Hans Baron, but also by Gentile, Chabod, Saitta,
and Garin.z There is in fact a third camp, straddling the
fence, committed to the proposition that, although the
Renaissance introduced no original ideas or methods, it
marks the virtual collapse of civilization, a view
championed on what seem to be sectarian grounds by Etienne
Gilson who sees the later period as "le moyen age moins
Dieu."3

The position I take in this essay is that of Ernst
Robert Curtius, who maintains that the basis of western
thought until the so-called "Enlightenment" was indelibly
medieval and consequently that the Renaissance, in fact the
several renaissances, were episodes in a perennial medieval

culture.

1See Renaissance Thought: The Classic, Scholastic,
and Humanist Strains (New York, 1961): also Renaissance
Thought II: Papers on Humanism and the Arts (New York,
1965); and particularly The Renaissance Philosophy and the
Medieval Tradition (Latrobe, Penn., 1966).

2For a clear survey of the issue and contenders, see
Paul Oskar Kristeller and J. H. Randall, "The Study of the
Philosophy of the Renaissance," JHI, II (1941), 449-496.

SLes iddes et les lettres (Paris, 1932), p. 192,
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Curtius admits to '"transgressing . . . the strict
temporal limits of the so-called Middle Ages."l But he
finds it necessary because the features of the medieval mind
"survived the so-called Renaissance and were well alive
until the end of the seventeenth century."2 Curtius is less
concerned with drawing a line between "middle ages" and
"renaissance" than in showing that Western culture retained
the spirit and form of its original synthesis of classical
antiquity and Revelation,3 a synthesis attained more than a
thousand years before the fall of Byzantium. Neither is it
essential to find a name for this period of continuity that
prevails from Christian antiquity until about 1750: "but if
we try to consider it as a cultural unity, we may get a
better understanding of our past."4 This "past" is, in the
norm of Swift's Tale, the "present."

To agree with Curtius in the idea of a more-or-less
medieval culture enduring until mid-eighteenth century is
not to say that the Renaissance does not exist. There is,
as Kristeller points out, a distinctive period from 1300 or
1350 to 1600. But it is best to consider it as what he

calls a "regulative idea . . . something that may guide our

1Ernst Robert Curtius, European Literature and the
Latin Middle Ages, trans. by Willard R. Trask (New York,
1953), p. 586.

2

Ibid., p. 587.

3Ibid., p. 594.
4Ipid., p. 587.
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investigations." There are no reasons for denying that
significant changes took place during the three centuries
Burckhardt allots to the Renaissance, for changes occur in
any century and did so throughout the period normally
allotted to our notion of the Middle Ages.1 But we cannot
accept the Renaissance as Burckhardt!'s Romantic Italian
interlude; rather it is a manifestation of a periodic
renewal in the humanist foundation. Humanism, not the
Renaissance, is the operative tradition. "That Renaissance
humanism falls into the larger rhetorical tradition of the
West, a tradition which persisted in the Middle Ages, is
beyond d.oubt."2 As the ever-present genius of medieval
civilization, humanism was more dynamic in certain centuries
than in others.3 These periods in which humanism attains a
more notable dynamism are the various renaissances--the

Northumbrian Renaissance, the Carolingian Renaissance, the

lFrom a review essay on Kristeller's Renaissance
Philosophy and the Medieval Tradition (1966) by Peter G.
Bietenholz, in Bibliotheque d'humanisme et Renaissance:
Travaux et Documents, XXXI (1969), 222-224.

2Hanna H. Gray, "Renaissance Humanism: The Pursuit
of Eloquence" in JHI, reprinted in Renaissance Essays, ed. by
Paul O. Kristeller and Philip P. Wiener (New York, 1968),
p. 201.

3Frederick B. Artz, "The Interests of the
Humanities," in The Mind of the Middle Ages (New York,
1958), p. 432,
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Ottonian Renaissance, the Renaissance of the Twelfth

Century, and, of course, the official Renaissance.l

The Continuity of Humanism

What then is this "humanism" that characterizes each
periodic rebirth and sustains an underlying cultural
continuity from the twilight of antiquity until the collapse
of traditional society in Darkness and 0ld Night?

That the term has come upon bad times in the past
century, being used variously to denominate anti-theism,
"personalism" opposed to the state, and atheism,2 is doubt-
less a consequence of the demise of that perennial culture
which in its fullness humanism informed. At all events, the
scholar's term has two essential predicates: anthro-
pocentrism and an interest in the verbal culture of Greco-

Roman antiquity.3

lFor a very strong denial of the applicability of
the traditional distinction between Middle Ages and
Renaissance, see Armando Sapori, "Medioevo e Rinascimento
spunti per una diversa periodizzazione," Archivio Storico
Italiano, CXV (1957).

2For precise definitions and commentary on usage of
"humanism" see Vocabulaire technique et critique de la
philosophie, par Andre Lalande, 10th ed. (Paris, 1968):
subsequent references to this work are indicated simply by
"Lalande. "

3For a general account of the historiography of
humanism, see Paul Oskar Kristeller, "Studies on Renaissance
Humanism during the last Twenty Years," Studies in the
Renaissance, IX (1962), 7-23.
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Burckhardt made "humanism" co-terminal with the
Italian Renaissance;l but with the dissolution of his dogma
of a unique Renaissance and the abandonment of the thesis of
an antagonism between humanism and medieval thought, the
nascence of the tradition is, rather like the various
"renaissances" in which it is given expression, pushed
farther and farther back in time. The best recent scholar-
ship indicates that, as Kristeller says, the Renaissance
humanists were "the professional heirs and successors of the

medieval rhetoricians, the so-called dictatores."

This emphasis on rhetoric, its dominance of the
trivium, and therefore of all the arts, remained as the
humanist's defense against the scholastic's innovative
preoccupation with dialectic. The rhetorical program so
characteristic of Erasmian humanism and often supposed to
be anti-medieval, is typical of the perennial tradition and
of earlier renaissances. "The bond which united humanists,
no matter how far separated in outlook or in time, was a
conception of eloquence and its uses. Through it, they
shared a common intellectual method and a broad agreement on

the value of that method."3 In each recrudescence of

1A recent restatement of the Burckhardtian position
is made by A. Renaudet, Erasme et 1'Italie (Geneve, 1954),
p. 244ff,

2Renaissance Thought, The Classic, Scholastic, and
Humanist Strains, p. 102,

3Harma H. Gray, p. 200.
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humanism, each renaissance, there was a renewed emphasis on
the rhetorical method that informed the world view first
defined by the Patristic writers and also a reassertion of

the Platonic concept of the philosophia perennis that was,

according to Kristeller, essential to the Renaissance's own
consciousness of continuity.l

It is no accident that Erasmus edited Origen,
Clement of Alexandria and other Patristic writers, and that
humanists characteristically rejected scholasticism,
Aristotelianism, and dialectics in the name of Patristics,
Platonism, and rhetoric. As both Curtius and Kristeller
point out, a return to the "classics," for one who is both
humanist and Christian, means a return to the Patristic
synthesis that first reconciled, in antiquity itself,
Christian classics to pagan classics at the great Academy
of Alexandria.

Curtius makes it clear that Clement of Alexandria
and the Patristic rhetors succeeding him in Alexandria were
humanists in the full sense of the word.2 As T will demon-
strate belcw, the basis of the Patristic synthesis is a
rhetorical epistemology universalized. And that which

binds together the Patristic Age, the Middle Ages, and the

lReferred to by Peter G. Bietenholz, review article
in Bibliothéque d'humanisme et renaissance: Travaux et
documents, 224.

2Euroggan Literature, p. 33 ff,.
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"Renaissance" is unquestionably this rhetorical model of
reality, capable of preserving continuity in tradition, in
spite of great differences in articles of belief held among
those adhering to it. The fortunes of rhetoric and humanism
rise and fall together. It is this rhetorical humanism,
both pre-scholastic and post-scholastic, that is properly
denominated as "Augustinianism."l With the emergence from
Islam of the intellectual tradition that was to become
scholasticism in the thirteenth century, not only did
Aristotelianism challenge the dominance of Platonism, but
dialectic tended to displace the dominance of rhetoric in
the trivium; for the doctrine of the "double truth" cast
into doubt the structure of correspondence underlying
Platonic Christian hierarchy, and with the dualism of Duns
Scotus and the nominalism of Ockham, the doctrine of the
Incarnation no longer served as a bridge for the rhetorical
penetration of mystery.2

The result was a decline in the study of classical
letters and a partial eclipse of humanism. As C. Warren

Hollister exXxpresses it: "Renaissance ‘*‘humanism,' in other

lFor an excellent study of the profoundly rhetorical
cast to medieval thought see Richard McKeon, "Rhetoric in
the Middle Ages," reprinted from Speculum (1942) in Critics
and Criticism, Ancient and Modern, ed. R. S. Crane (Chicago,
1952), pp. 260-296.

2Gordon Leff, Medieval Thought: St Augustine to
Ockham (London, 1959), pp. 157, 227.




51
words gave way in the later twelfth century to non-
renaissance logic."1

Inevitably when the humanist reaction came again, as
it did in the fifteenth-century Renaissance, it would
reassert the primacy of rhetoric over dialectic, Platonism
over Aristotelianism, the Patristic over the Scholastic.
That is to say, reassert the tradition of humanism. This is
of course precisely what happened. Clearly it would be a
mistake to confound "medievalism" with scholasticism
(although occasionally Renaissance rhetors did), for
scholasticism is outside the tradition of Christian
humanism.2 On the other hand, it cannot be denied that the
scholastics were medieval; but so too were Meister Eckardt
and Joachim of Flores, although they were hardly humanists.
The basis for this distinction was made in the introduction
. where I identified the three traditions of medieval Reason.
For the moment it is enough to note that if in the decadence
of the Middle Ages there was an eclipse of humanism, it was
a medieval humanism that declined and a medieval humanism

that was "reborn." It was the function of the Middle Ages

lHollister in a headnote to "Rationalism,'" an
excerpt from R, W. Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages
(1953), anthologized in The Twelfth~Century Renaissance,
p. 137.

2This opinion is not unanimous; it would be objected
to particularly by neo-Thomists, among whom prominently
figures Jacques Maritain. It should also be noted that
Elias Chiasson bases Swift's Christian humanism on his

supposed adherence to Hooker's Thomism rather than to the
more classic Augustinian or Patristic humanism.
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to adapt and transmit an earlier deposit. That deposit was
the humanist doctrine of the Patristic foundation. The
Patristic foundation is significant not alone because
Christian humanists of all the renaissances looked back to
it as classic source and norm, but because it was one of
Swiftt*s lifelong preoccupations, and finally because
allusions to epistemological problems of that original

synthesis can hardly be ignored in the Tale.

The Foundation of a Rhetorical Epistemology

The clearest and most spare presentation of the
epistemological model of Christian humanism is found in its
original formulation. For that reason some examination of
its terms is warranted.

The earliest Church Fathers such as Irenaeus,
Clement of Alexandria, and Origen, were confronted with the
task of not only justifying revelation to pagan philosophers
in their midst, but of representing it to their co-
religionists and to themselves in articulate terms. Their
religion inevitably took on the language, the images, and
the turns of speech of Greco-Roman antiquity. As Paul
Oskar Kristeller reminds us, the Christian community was an
integral part of classical antiquity for its first six

hundredyears.l In consequence it found Hellas in Christ

lRenaissance Thought (1961), p. 77.
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and Christ through the language of Hellas;l Christian
teaching was believed to perfect the wisdom of the Greeks.2

Alexandria, where systematic Christian thought had
its birth, was for nearly a thousand years before the great
fire of 640 the center of Hellenistic thought, a cultural
system increasingly dominated by rhetoric, particularly
during the lifetime of Origen who forged there Christian
theology and launched the enduring tradition of Christian
humanism.3

The model of Origen's cosmos--its mode of being, its
method of knowing--is derived, several times removed, from
the Stoic rhetorical discipline exemplified in Cicero and
Quintilian, for whom eloquence was the type of moral, civic,
and cosmic harmony.

Also an influence on Origen, and the Patristic
writers following him, was the "allegorical" system developed

by the Stoic rhetors Zeno, Pseudo-Heraclitus, and Dionysius

lHugo Rahner, S.J., Greek Myth and Christian Mystery
(New York, 1963), p. xvi.

2Friedrich Heer, The Intellectual History of
Europe, trans. Jonathan Steinberg (Cleveland, 1966), | 7.
3

For a lucid presentation of Origen's part in the
early Church, see Harry F. Robins, "Ante-Nicene Christianity,
Origen, and Heresy," Chapter 11 of If This Be Heresy: A Study
in Milton and Origen (Urbana, 1963). ~On Orlgen's rhetorical
eplstemology, the authorltatlve work is Marguerite JHarl,
Orlgene et la fonction révelatrice du verbe incarné (Parls
1958) with the most complete blbllography extant on the
subject and related topics.
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of Halicarnassus, by all of whom Homer's poetry was
interpreted as a tissue of veiled ethical abstractions.1

While the Stoic cosmos is essentially materialist,
it is hierarchically ordered after the principle of
correspondence between anthropomorphic microcosm and
macrocosm--derived from the Timaeus and ordering truth
according to Plato's schematic hierarchization of man's
faculties of perceptioh--to which is added the concept of
a creative logos.

The concept of the logos, both in its Stoic
potential and in its subseqiient Alexandrian development,
is the key to the rhetorical model of reality.

The primary meaning of logos is "“speech"; it is the

word that expresses the inward thought, the process of

lhenri de Lubac, Exégése médiévale, Vol. I, Part 2
(Paris, 1959), 374. Since it was an instrument rather than
a creed St01c allegorizing could be, and was, "vite adoptée
par les penseurs de diverses écoles, qui voulalent trouver
dans les Piete la source de leurs 'belles pensees" un
Anaxagore, un Métrodore de Lampsagque, un Democrlte un
Prodlcus de Céos, un Diogeéne d'Apollonle un Antlsthene
un Diogene... Apres le motlf apologétique et moral, Jouait
un motif qu'on peut dire a la fois rationaliste et
utilitaire." Very quickly the method was applied to all
poetry and myth. So far as concerns the content of such an
exegesis, it varied according to the doctrines of those who
practiced it: "Il pouvait etre de type cosmique, ou
psychologique, ou moral, ou métaphysique" (p. 374).
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thought, and the very thought itself; it is dialogue,
analogue, and,reason.l

In its pre-Christian philosophical usage generally
logos is the law of intelligibility, the intelligible
content of speech, and the expression of the intelligible.2

For the Stoic specifically the logos is the power of

God, the Anima Mundi;3 it is the divine breath through which

the deity creates by simply expressing himself. The logos
is also present in man, according to the Stoics, as
intelligence, and since it is in both God and man i? is the
intermediary of knowledge between them.4

In their rhetorical model of the cosmos, the Stoics
speak of the "inward logos" and the "uttered logos," an
analogy reflecting the two aspects of the root meaning,
"reason" and "Speech."5 Significantly however, as Charles
Bigg remarks in his authoritative work on the Hellenistic

background of Patristics, "to the Stoic, matter and spirit

were at bottom the same thing: all is ultimately resolved

lThis spectrum of signification is comprised within
the strict etymon, according to Ernest Klein, A Compre-
hensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language,
Vol. II (Amsterdam, 1967), 903.

2

Harl, p. 94.

3Charles Bigg, The Christian Platonists of
Alexandria (Oxford, 1913), p. 40.

‘Harl, p. 94.

5Harry A. Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Church
Fathers, Vol. I (Cambridge, Mass. , 1956), 299.
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into matter."l In conformity with this materialism, the
Stoic allegorists, in their non-literal interpretation of
Homer, do not distinguish between corporeal and incorporeal
levels of being; God himself is for them quite material.2

The Stoic rhetorical epistemology was appropriated
by Philo Judaeus of Alexandria, a Hellenized Jew of the
first century, who sought to reconcile Hebrew Scripture to
Hellenistic philosophy.3 Philo, known as "the Cicero of
allegory,"4 departed from his Stoic masters in that he
spiritualized the logos to conform to the Hebrew immaterial
power of Yahweh, and thus inserted into the Stoic hierarchy
of figurative meanings one strictly spiritual; for whereas
the Stoics interpreted figures in myth to represent forces
in nature, Philo interpreted them as ideas in the mind of

God. And it should be noted that for Philo the logos in

many ways suggests the Platonic Ideal.5 It may be supposed

lBigg, Christian Platonists, p. 34n. See also:
R, E. Witt, "The Plotinian Logos and its Stoic Basis,6"
Classical Quarterly [London], XXV (1931), 103-111.

2Wolfson, p. 34.

3Frederick Copleston, A History of Philosophy,
Vol. I (New York, 1960), 381-383.

4Beryl Smalley, The Study of the Bible in the
Middle Ages (Notre Dame, 1964 [first published by Oxford,
1940J)), p. 3.

5This accommodation of Platonic idealism to a
rhetorical model becomes more explicit in Irenaeus, for whom
the intelligible world of ideas becomes the pattern
(exemplum) and figure (figurationem) within the uttered
logos.--Wolfson, p. 263.
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that the auditory image of the logos was better suited to
the creative Word of Yahweh in the Pentateuch than was
Plato's Ideal. Philo also accepts Platonic dualism and,
according to Harry Robins, bridges spirit and matter through
the operation of the logos which he presents as a divine
person, although not Yahweh himself--a divine person whose
nature is imprinted in the world and in man, both of which
are created through its agency.l

The foregoing background suggests why the first
Alexandrian Christians to seek a_theoretical framework would
find it in a rhetorical model, whether that of Stoicism
unalloyed or in the somewhat modified version of Philo.

If Philo's synthetic system had no immediate effect
on Christian thought, nevertheless, as Professor Robins
suggests, it would pervade the entire Christian world before
the end of the second century,2 when the indefinite délay of
the Parousia or Second Coming required some other satisfac-
tion of eschatological urgency. The shift from an
exclusively chiliastic eschatology to one figurative of

mystery as well as history would be of absolutely

112 This Be Heresy, p. 18.

2

Ibid.
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first-magnitude importance in precipitating the crystalliza-
tion of Christian humanism.l

It should be noted that Origen was ideally prepared
for his mission as grand synthesizer of Hellenistic tradi-
tion and a Christianity emerging from its status as a minor
oriental sect. A citizen of the intellectual capital of
antiquity and a member of the Museion, the greatest research
center of the world, Origen was also particularly conversant
with platonism and.heoplatonism, for he had been the fellow-

student of Plotinus.2

lSee however Robins' statement that "most [ante-
Nicene Fathers] were adherents of chiliastic eschatology"
(ibid., p. 28). Professor Robins' statement accurately
reflects the general feeling of scholars on this subject.
Certainly some of the Fathers were chiliasts. For
example Tertullian, when in his old age he joined forces
with the heretical Montanists, seems to have adopted an
unmitigated chiliasm.

However in this matter I would remark a necessary
distinction between chiliasm strictly speaking (militantly
messianic and literally millenarian) and the perennial
belief in a last judgméent represented figuratively: such
a distinction between literal and figurative explication
among Patristic writers is not always clearly made, nor
is it always clearly taken by scholars, including
(particularly) Harnack. There is no question but that
literal interpretation of the text was retained, but with
most of the Fathers, I believe, a figurative interpretation
was also adopted as equally valid and prevenient. Only
when the latter is denied, is the appellation "chiliastic"
justified.

2H. Chadwick, "Philo and the Beginnings of
Christian Thought," in The Cambridge History of Later Greek
and Early Medieval Philosophy, ed. A, H. Armstrong
(Cambridge, 1967), p. 182.
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Much of his intellectual formation is owed to his
teacher Clement of Alexandria who in turn was the disciple
of the Stoic rhetor Pantaenus, under whose guidance Clement
had divined in Philo's transformed rhetorism the means of
the necessary synthesis of Hellenic learning with revealed
wisdom.l Clement's axiom was that the best Greek literature
and philosophy find not merely toleration but their actual
fulfillment in Christianity. Even more, the Christian
exegete needed the Creek verbal method to understand
scripture.2 Unquestionably this insight was the most
significant lesson Origen received from Clement.

In his maturity, Origen was chief rhetor in
catechesis for the Christian community of Alexandria, in
which office he was not moved by pagan accusations that he
borrowed Greek tools to fashion his system. Any other means
would have been unnatural to a man whose heritage was quite
as "classical" as that of ﬁis pagan critics.

Origen shares a classical orientation that is
characteristic of the Patristic writers corporately. Not
only was their intellectual milieu classical generally, it
was rhetorical specifically. According to André Mandouze
they came to the study of revelation from a prior study of

Homer, Virgil, Plato, and Cicero.

l1pid., p. 168.

2See Chadwick, ibid., and also Curtius, European
Literature, p. 39.
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Non seulement presque tous les ecrlvalns chretlens
et par consequent presque tous les peres de cette
perlode ont suivi les cours des rheteurs et ont
commence par étre profondément imprégné de littér-
ature profane mais encore presque tous ont eux-
mémes enseigneé la rhétorique.
They not only remained rhetors, they 'plus exactement sont
devenus les rheteurs dont un monde cultivé, mais insatisfait,
avait besoin pour pouvoir comprendre le vérité de
l'Ecriture."l
It is on such a basis that Origen reconciled Greek
culture with the Christian faith and virtually created the
dogma of the Church, as Robins ventures.2 In effect he also
launched the career of Christian humanism, for his
epistemological method, according to the rhetorical
transaction of the logos, remains the basic model of
synthesis throughout the Middle Ages and the Renaissance.

If his crucial importance tends to be obscured, it is by an

historical process of ex post facto Byzantinization of the

Alexandrian Fathers and the Romantic invention of a
faustian and atheistic "humanism."

It was out of Origen's insistence on the value,
even the necessity, of classical learning for understanding
the spirit that there came, according to Beryl Smalley,

"the cycle of liberal arts and sciences, later known as the

. lSaint Augustin: Lt'aventure de la raison et de la
grace (Paris, 1968), p. 54.

%_E This Be Heresy, p. 1l.
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trivium and quadrivium." His program "might be called the

Magna Carta of medieval scholars. It would be latinized by

St. Jerome and schematized by St. Augustine,"l but it would
remain the permanent basis of the union of learning and
revelation. Marcia Colish remarks that the trivium "not
only taught medieval men how to read, write, and think . . .
[but] also provided them with epistemological methods,"
which for the Patristic writers, according to Colish, was a
magisterial rhetoric.2

The Formula of the "Signum Translatum”:
Aenigma and Mystery

From the foregoing we are justified in concluding
that Origen built on a rhetorical model of epistemology:
but we need to know specifically what, in his system, would
be the relation of word to thing, sign to reality, body to
mind, symbol to mystery. Fortunately a reasonably adequate
answer to these problems, a "formula," as it were, is
accessible in terms relevant to the succeeding tradition
of Christian humanism and particularly to the norm of
Swift's satire. It is this last consideration, of course,

that exercises a "teleological" despotism over the details

lSmalley, p. 12.

2The Mirror of Language: A Study in the Medieval
Theory of Knowledge (New Haven, 1968), p. viii. This work,
which examines Augustine as the exemplar of the rhetor, is
an excellent presentation of humanist rhetorical

epistemology as controlling model of reality.
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that may on first inspection here seem rather remote, but
which, it is proposed, are integral parts of an intellectual
vision of consuming interest to Swift, or which is at
least the rationale of his satire in the Tale.

The epistemology of "Logos Christianity" is
unquestionably built on Stoic rhetoric and on Philo's
"spiritualization" of it; but by introducing the idea of
the Word as the Son of God and by the corollary doctrine
of the Incarnation, Origen added a rhetorical dimension
quite new and a conception of symbolism theretofore but
vaguely suspected. There is, as Henri de Lubac states,
nothing outside Christian tradition to correspond to it.1
Exemplarism differs from Platonic idealism in that for the
latter the sensible sign is but an illusion and fiction.

Origen presents the Christian humanist system of
rhetorical epistemology complete and with what is, con-
sidering the nature of the subject, great clarity. Even
the one concept quite contingent on the system but without
which that system is nothing, i.e., mystery, is not "dark,"
as it is for hermetic mystics and heretical gnostics (and
the Tubbian Hack), but is open to the light of human

reason.

1Exégése médiévale, I.1, 204.

2Harl, p. 129 ff,
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Origen's mystery is Cicero's device of aenigma made
transparent by the principle of the Incarnation. The
aenigma is defined by Cicero as a species of metaphor:
Something resembling the real thing is taken, and
the words that properly belong to it are then
« « « applied metaphorically to the other thing.
This is a valuable stylistic ornament; but care
must be taken to avoid obscurity and in fact it
is usually the way in which what are_called
riddles (aenigmata) are constructed.l
Perhaps the most emphatic statement of the central part
played by Cicero's rhetorical device of aenigma in Patristic
epistemclogy is presented and carefully argued by Marcia
Colish. She points out the importance of the Pauline
test--"Videmus nunc per speculum in aenigmate, tunc autem
facie ad faciem" (I Cor. 13:12)-- as an authority to
Patristic rhetors for interpreting figurative language
generally as cipher script of the Word of God, and makes the
important observation that within the Patristic rhetorical

system operative figures of speech were often strictly

auditory images rather than visual.2 If it is assumed that

1pe oratore, 3.41.166-42.167, cited by Colish,
Mirror of Language, pp. 18-19.

2Colish, Mirror of Language. It should be noted
that the author limits her study of rhetorical epistemology
to evidence from Augustine as epitome. See pp. 15-20,
74-81.

On the subject of auditory images see Philip
Wheelwright, Metaphor and Reality (Bloomington, 1962), p.
124. The most fertile work on auditory images, auditory
culture, and their relation to Christian humanism is Walter
Ong's The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for
Cultural and Religious History (New Haven, 1967).
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the divine is incarnate under the figure of speech, and if
it is assumed that such an echoing image is apprehended by
a Platonic (and Pauline) tripartite man,l then a system
in which a "spiritual" sense is heard under the corporeal
sense is not difficult to conceive and employ. The
"horizontal," temporal, spatial quest for a messiah under
the 0ld law becomes the figure of a "vertical" or hierarchic
quest for a divinity already present and audible in a
redeemed cosmos under the new law.2 It should be noted
that Origen does not abandon historical eschatology: the
corporeal dimension, the "letter," remains a necessary part
of the figure without which thére is no aenigma in the
order of reason and no mystery in the order of wisdom:
Origen adds a new dimension.

The incarnate logos is, as I have stated, both
thought and speech: as such it is the intermediary between
man and God. I have already noted this as a predicate of
the Stoic logos, and Professor Robins has pointed out that
Philo's logos served to bridge spirit and matter. As Walter

Ong makes clear, the logos incarnate is not a mere metaphor

lOn Origen's tripartite division of human faculties
and the meaning of the word, see Chadwick, p. 183; and
Harl, p. 152.

2On the shift from a horizontal to a verticail
eschatology, see R, M. Grant, Gnosticism and Early
Christianity (1966), p. 39ff.




(although it has the form of that trope); it is the
substantial basis of participation and communication of
meaning.l

The logos for Origen is reason.2 As Marguerite
Harl remarks in her definitive work on Patristic
epistemology, "Le logos est ce qui ote en nous toute part
irrationnelle et nous constitue véritablement capable de
raison."3 The logos is not only the principle of reason:
it is the activity of reason, in that it "servi
d'intermeédiaire entre Dieu et la chair": it is "a la fois
le lieu de la rencontre entre Dieu et l'homme."4

In addition to its epistemological function, the
logos is the basis of an actual ontological link between

the thinking person and his object. This operation of

logos as ontological base is presented clearly by Hans Urs

von Balthasar in a passage of irreducible clarity:

That which is perceived objectively is the voice:
says Origen: "d'abord c'est la voix qui frappe
lt'oreille, ensuite le logos entendu sous la voix."
The voice is in some fashion the materialization
of that sense, for Origen refers to "le logos
sensible, a travers la voix." The voice then

long, p. ix.
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2The "reason" with which logos is equated is not the

"reason" of Aquinas, the modernists, or mystics. The dif-

ference reflects different concepts of reality.

3Harl, p. 124,

41bid., pp. 116-117.
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is the fixation and the incarnation of that which
cannot be grasped [l'insaisissable]; says Origen:

"Le logos . . . , qu'on ne peut toucher, . . .

s'est comme incarne," so that sign and sense are

revealed in a perfect union: "A travers la meme

voix," says Origen, "sont livrees ces deuX choses

ensemble, la lettre et l'esprit"--but of course

the divine light is not of the same order as the

gleam; and so that one can understand divine

truth "a travers la voix" of revelation, there

must be added to man a faculty, that grace which

enables him to comprehend; however, that which we

comprehend in the logos through grace has the

status of mystery. As Origen\declares: "Car tout

ce qui arrive, arrive en mystere."
The significance of the passage cited is that through the
logos the ineffable is genuinely accessible and expressible
in its incarnate mode, really present and actually com-
municated; and the aspect of that which is comprehended is
mystery.

If, as Origen says, it is in mystery that one can
perceive the consequences to knowledge of the Incarnation of
the Logos, what is the relation between mystery and the
rhetorical form that is its vehicle?

"Le Verbe incarné," writes Harl, "inscrit son
message dan ce monde de symboles."2 The very mode of the
Word is an aenigma, for it is the union of "le Verbe qui est

aupres de Dieu et le Verbe qui vient aupres des hommes."3

The Word Incarnate is the living "mirror" Paul speaks of, in

lparole et mystére chez Origéne (Paris, 1957),
ppo lo-llo

Harl, p. 145.

31bia., p. 192.
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which we see "in aenigmate." Commenting on Paul's text,
Origen speaks of the "miroir a travers lequel Paul, Pierre
et leur semblables voient Dieu, puisqu'il dit: celui qui m'a
vu le Pére qui m'a envoyé."1 In the letter of the logos,
the union of what Harl calls "le Verbe en bas and le Verbe
en haut,"2 is itself presented as aenigma: in the spirit of
the logos, the same union is presented as mystery. Whether
the word is perceived as aenigma or as mystery is a matter
of grace. It should be carefully noted that, as Harl
remarks, the word mystery signified for Origen the same
verbal paradox as did the word aenigma.

To bring this point home, Colish cites Augustine

who, following Origen, "projected a redeemed rhetoric as the

’
outcome of a revealed wisdom,"3 in which Augustine builds
the De trinitate around the rhetorical aenigma of logos
informing man in the human soul,4 which aenigma is the

analogy of the Trinity.5 Such a figurative transaction,

Augustine holds, "provides the fullest knowledge of God that

lIvid., p. 1sa4.

2Ipid., p. 193.

3Colish, p. 19.

41bid., pp. 79-80.

5See the booklength treatment of this analogy by

John Edward Sullivan, O0.P., The Image of God: The Doctrine
of St Augustine and its Influence (Dubuque, 1963).
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is available in the earthly life."l Our knowledge is per
speculum in aenigmate and it is acquired and expressed only
through verbal sign.2 Colish says that "Augustine's use of
the term 'aenigma' in this connection is quite important,"
for it is nothing less than the basis of Patristic
epistemology.3 In his conclusion to the De trinitate
Augustine refers again to the access to mystery in St.
Paul's "mirror," aenigma, but reminds the reader simul-
taneously that aenigma is a rhetorical trope.4 ~He pro-
claims that the outcome of a redeemed language is a
recasting of opaque speech as a Pauline mirror and that
man's direct perception of God entails a redefinition of
verbal expression in terms of rhetorical "turn."5

What is the status of the logos in the "turn"?
Is the logos in itself a creature, as gnostics of
all eras hold? It is certainly palpable, figure, letter,

flesh.

lColish, p. 80.

ZIbid, Also see Hans Leisegang, "La connaissance
de Dieu au miroir de 1'ame et de la nature," Revue
d'histoire et de philosophie religieuses, XVII (1937), 145-
171. :

3Colish, p. 79.

41bid.

5Augustine never suggests that mystery is mere
aenigma, although it is aenigma. Clearly not. But I
emphasize the point here, as we will have occasion to refer
back to it in considering Descartes' anti-rhetoric.



69

Origen pronounces quite unambiguously the seemingly
ambiguous formula that is enshrined in orthodoxy: the
aenigma is pronounced by the logos himself. A passage from
Balthasar is helpful:

Le Verbe, . . . qui est la Parole subsistante du

Pere, acqulert par son 1ncarnatlon une double

relatlon a lui-méme. Toute creature étant une

expression de la Parole a par 14 une relation a

Dieu comparable a celle de la lettre a son sens,

du corps a ltame. Toute creature rationelle

étant en plus une vie, une 1nter10r1te une

parole, reproduit dans son eétre ce premler

dualisme transcendant: son corps est l'espression,

la lettre de son ame. Elle devient ainsi parole

de la Parole.l
The divine logos utters the corporeal logos. Analogously
man's own corporeal form is the uttered figure, the letter,
of his own spirit. Yet neither the uttered logos nor the
vesture of man's spirit is to be accepted as a complete
apprehension of the nature of either.

Origen conceived the activity of the logos as
rhetorical creation. The process and the result of
creation is that of figurative aenigma; yet the resultant
paradox is no contradiction of the logos but rather a
consequence of man®s fallen nature which hears only the
corporeal aspect of speech, sees only the letter, lives
only in the flesh, in other words has fallen from a rational

estate, and hence cannot comprehend the turn in meaning of

the figure. Even though "le monde tout entier m'erite

lparole et mystere chez Origéne, p. 45.
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cette épithete de ‘*figuratif', *'iconique' . . . [nonethe-
less] le sensible peut avoir quelque analogie avec
l'intelligible"l because of the actual union of the word
with the Word. As Harl remarks, on this essential point
Origen separates himself from the gnostics. The gnostics
posit two logos, two Christs, one "with God" and one
incarnate. However, "Comme Irénée, il [Origen] affirme que
le Christ est 'le méme' en haut et en bas. S'il distingue
fortement le Verbe aupres de Dieu et son ombre ici-bas,
ctest par une analyse de la structure interne de la personne
du Christ, a laquelle il s'intéresse si fort. L'humanité
de Jésus est l'image du Verbe, elle n'est pas un autre
Christ," explains Harl.2

For Origen, then, there are not two logi, nor is the

logos a creaturely demiurge except as image figuratively.

For our purposes, the essential difference between
the logos in the "turn"--the basis of humanist symbolism--on
the one hand, and, on the other hand the logos in gnostic
and Stoic allegory is that in the former the mind--in
actuality, the logos--is freed from the myth status of the

latter, by a system of analogy (technically, analogy of

lHarl, p. 142,
21bid., p. 194.
3Ibid.. For a full discussion of this crucial

question of whether Origen's logos is but a demiurge, see
Harl's Chapter VI, "L'ambiquite du Verbe Incarne."
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intrinsic attributionl) in which uttered speech in
rhetorical figure participates meaningfully in the ideal
logos.2 It is as a direct result of this flattening-out of
the logos into an idea cut from cardboard, as it were, that
"allegory" for the modernist is not allegory in the full
sense possessed by the term in medieval-Renaissance humanist
tradition. A common incomprehension of the nature of
allegory continues to plague auditors and critics. But more
to the point, the "Allegory of the Brothers" in the Tale
is not genuine allegory. Swift does not present it to us
as allegory, but rather as hack allegory, which is quite a
different matter. And that difference is part of the burden
of the satire. The Hack's allegory is myth and has the same
sort of epistemological potential as does Gnostic allegory.

To grasp what the gnostics did not understand and
Origen did, about the status of the logos, it is really
necessary to return to the rhetorical model underlying

Origen's system. Origen conceives of the corporeal and

1See the excellent discussions of "analogy" in
Lalande and in the New Catholic Encyclopedia, 15 vols.
(1967), Vvol. I.

2One might predict that a breakdown in the
rhetorical epistemology of Logos Christianity would result
in a relapse into a myth status for figurative discourse.
That this was precisely the turn of events in the late
seventeenth century we will note in a later chapter; such
is the epistemological mode of the new exegesis promoted
by the cartesian standard of reason, promulgated by Richard
Simon, so bitterly opposed by Swift, and, in fact, the mode
of the pseudo-classic doctrine of verisimilitude.
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historical world as a vast and multiple figure of truth
which is simultaneously veiled and open. This figurative
status applies to the logos also, or rather particularly to
the logos. As Balthasar remarks, "toute connaissance de la
Parole doit partir du ‘'mensonge' de la lettre. Mais ce qui
. . . paraissait un voile opaque se révele étre le vétement
du Christ."l All the manifest realities of the world, of
which Origen Speaks unceasingly as "invisibles," "intel-
ligibles," and "spirituals,'" are "signified" and "indicated"
by the events of the world..2 These latter constitute so

. . . 3
many "signs," "symbols," "aenigmas," "mysteries."
r ’ !

Essential Augustinianism
In the spirit of Logos Christianity, Augustine
reduces all signs to verbal signs, but reiterates the
distinction between signs that signify literally (signum

proprium) and figuratively (signum translatum). Words of

the first category begin and end as simple words, acting as
unambiguous signals. Those of the second category have
their primary meaning in a rhetorical figure with "trans-
ferred meaning."4 In Greek such units of meaning are called

schemata, "attitudes," in Latin fiqurae. Many rhetorics

lparole et mystére, p. 95.
2Harl, p. 141.
3Ipid., p. 142.

4colish, pp. 59-60.
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1 The

refer to such figures as tropoi ("turns") or tropi.
tropi, which Curtius translates as "figurative locutions,"2

are Augustine's signa translata. The turn, the structure of

the turn, is the symbol. Robert Hollander describes tropi
as '"verbal figurisms,"3 the treatment of words as things,
the very meaning of which becomes apparent only when
apprehended in context. It should be remarked that the
treating of words as things in such a transaction, pre-
supposes a thing grounded in Being. On this matter I will
say more later.

The "context" mentioned in the preceding paragraph
as being all~-essential is that without which the transit
cannot be made from aenigma to mystery. In Patristic
epistemology the context of any figure is the axial orienta-
tion of the involved turn according to one's disposition
toward the Incarnation. It is, according to Lubac, this
context that distinguishes Christian humanism from non-
Christian humanism.4 As Hollander says, the principle of

medieval discourse is simply Incarnation.

lCurtius, p. 44.

21bid., p. 40.

3Allegory in Dante's Commedia (Princeton, 1969),

p. 264.

4pxégese médidvale, I.1, 193.




74
Augustine's rhetorical model of reality is in
essentials a reaffirmation of that of Origen; and we are now
in a position to see that the primary emphasis of

Augustinianism is not on fallen nature, but rather on the

Incarnation in fallen nature. In Augustinianism, man's

fallen nature is not the end, but the beginning of under-
standing, for in that fallen nature, in the corporeal word,
the logos is present in the manner I have described, i.e.,
sacramentally. As F, Van der Meer remarks, according to
Augustine's philosophy any word or corporeal thing can
serve as sacrament in verbal figurism.l As Balthasar states
of this concept, "La Parole [the Incarnate Son] (parlante ou
parlée) n'est pas tant un sacrament qu'un aspect de cette
réalité totale supérieure qui est la base de tout sacrament
particulier et que nous avons appelé le Mzstére."2 Con-
sidered in this way, then, while Augustinianism posits a
fallen nature, it is a way of knowing, of seeing through
fallen nature.

Augustine is the supreme exemplar of the Christian
humanist. He was a professional rhetorician, as Charles

Baldwin points out, in possession of virtually the entire

lF. Van der Meer, Augustine the Bishop: Church and
Society at the Dawn of the Middle Ages (New York, 1965),
p. 299.

%parole et mystére, p. 79.
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corpus of Stoic rhetoric.l If, in these pages, I have
sought the archetypal humanist model of reality in Origen,
it is only because I feel it is more readily accessible in
him. Augustine is a greater artist than Origen. Although
he modeled his rhetorical epistemology on that already
formulated by Origen, he would have been quite capable of
creating anew the humanist synthesis of classical thought
and Christian revelation. Marcia Colish, in fact, has
deliberately ignored the Greek Fathers and has found in
Augustine the basic medieval theory of linguistic symbolism,
an epistemology in the mode of rhetoric.2 But Augustine had
done what humanists were to do for more than a thousand
years in appealing anew to the Stoic model to revivify
Origen's unique synthesis, which was, and remained,
rhetorical.

A real link between rhetoric and epistemology in
the logos system is that an operative context--the "state
of grace"--must be established by "pursuasion" before the
transference of meaning in figqurative turn can be made and
before the appeal to man's hierarchic order of intellect

(derived from Platonic and Pauline anthropology) can be

lMedieval Rhetoric and Poetic, to 1400, Interpreted
from Representative Works (New York, 1928), pp. ix, 54-55.

2Colish, p. 9.
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oriented and comprehended.l Yet rhetoric is not only the
instrument of grace; it is the structure of redeemed speech,
creation both divine and human, reason both in God's thought
and in man's understanding.

The foregoing survey may be sufficient to establish
the pervasive rhetorical epistemology that gives form to the
original synthesis of classical letters and Revelation in
Patristics and in the perennial tradition that has come to
be called Christian humanism. In summary, it can be said
that this rhetorical epistemology is inseparable from what
Professor Robins calls "Logos Christianity," according to
which the logos, in both divine and natural contexts, is at
once thought, form, uttered word, and the consequent order
that comprises reality. The verbal aspect of the hypostasis
of logos and flesh, spirit and matter, is the rhetorical
figure of aenigma, derived from Cicero and St. Paul. The
"tension" within the aenigma provides the conceptual "gap"
requisite to an analogical leap. This is to say that
aenigma functions as symbol--in the proper context. Seen by
the light of grace, the figure of aenigma is "mystery":; seen
in it the union of spirit and matter is "sacrament." The
crux of the system is the Incarnation which "platonizes" (or

hierarchizes according to an ideal) eschatology according to

lsee J. Depuis, L'Esprit de 1l‘'homme: Etude sur
lr'anthropologie religieuse d'Origene (Paris, 1967).

2Lubac, I.1; 144.

?
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a tripaftite scheme of the human person, making sacred
history the type of discourse and its proper order, reason:
its symbolic order, wisdom. Rhetorical persuasion is a
paradigm of grace. All cognitive intermediaries between man
and God, man and other objects, and interiorly between
spirit and body, can be seen as modes of rhetorical expres-
sion., This is the bedrock of Christian-humanist epistemol-
ogy, in theology, in philosophy, and in "esthetics."

Were the rhetorical model of humanism to be reduced
to two terms, they would be: an incarnate logos (mobilizing
the full conceptual field of the word logos), and the
epideictic presentation of aenigma; but in fact the two
become one in the term mystery, when understood according to
the foregoing explication; Similarly we will find that the
Tale is a tissue of aenigma--as Origen finds the very world
such a tissue--in which_there is one mystery, the singleness
of which gives unity to the Tale.

This is, perhaps too briefly, the interior model of
humanism--that is to say, its epistemological model--for
later humanists, just as Patristic rhetors themselves, held
at one time or another an amazing diversity of beliefs.

This diversity is second in importance to that which they

had in common: one rhetorical model of knowledge.
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The Humanist Classicism of Erasmus

For the humanists of the High Renaissance Origen
held a particular fascination. But even in the Middle Ages
Origen was, second only to Augustine, the authority for the
proper order and method of things knowable (this statement
is made of the humanist Middle Ages; for the moment I leave
scholasticism to one side). That this continuity is a
substantial one must be remembered, for Origen's rhetorical
symbolism is of such character that its abiding presence at
the heart of humanism is of paramount importance to my
thesis.

According to Henri de Lubac, Origen was avidly read
everywhere in the Latin world from the first years of the
fifth century onwards,l and after the fall of the empire,
"au moyen age, Origene est de tous les anciens auteurs
grecs, et dans tous les domaines, le plus lu. Il est
constamment cité."2 His profound influence on the content
of the collective imagination can be inferred from the fact
that he provides one of perhaps the two greatest lodes of

homilies in Christendom.3 The "renaissance" of the ninth

lexégese médiévale, I.1l: 221.

21pid., 227.

3Ibid., 244 Lubac estimates that, with Augustine,
Origen is one of the four "grands pourvoyeurs"” of homilies.
It is a question of the relative impact of Origen, Gregory
and Bede. A striking number of perennial artistic motifs
of the traditional culture were fixed by Origen; Lubac
considers them at some length, pp. 233-238.
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century was at the same time '"un renouveau origénien."l The
prime mover of the Renaissance of the Twelfth Century,
Bernard of Clairvaux, was so steeped in Origen as to be very
nearly his avatar.2 Finally, it is to the Patristic writers,
and particularly to Origen, that Erasmus turned in his
defense of humanism against the anti-rhetoric of
scholasticism. In each humanist "rebirth" from Jerome
and Augustine to Erasmus and after, the same epistemology
is resorted to. "It is necessary to keep in mind," says
Jerrold Seigel, "that the basis of humanist culture was the
art of rhetoric."3

Before Erasmus, in Petrarch, whom Victorian scholars
give credit for making the Renaissance, this rhetorical-
Pat;istic orientation is quite as determinative as it had
been in John of Salisbury and Thierry of Chartres in the

twelfth century, and would be in Erasmus, Colet, and Thomas

More.4
l1pbia., 22s.
%Ipid., 232.
3

"tCivic Humanism' or Ciceronian Rhetoric? The
Culture of Petrarch and Bruni," in Past & Present: A Journal
of Historical Ideas, No. 34 (July, 1966), 12.

4Seigel points out that Petrarch's work is the
product of a culture centered on rhetoric and in this
respect does not differ from that of medieval humanism
(p. 10).
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Petrarch appealed to Lactantius (an early Latin

Father) and Augustine in conjoining the studia humanitatis

with studia divinitatis in a unified pia phiIOSOphia.l

According to Seigel, although Petrarchan humanism
was original in many details, in its essential method it
arose as a continuation, even a defense, of an eagiier
rhetorical tradition against scholasticism and the
naturalistic occultism germinating in the detritus of a
rhetorical culture. His main effort was restoration. "To
attack the impious naturalism of the Averroists, Petrarch
advanced under the banners of Cicero and Augustine," says
Herschel Baker.2 When Petrarch appealed to Cicero, it was
not out of mere concern for his style, but for a method of

knowledge. In this he follows Augustine who, in Book IV of

De doctrina christiana, establishes Cicero's concept of

rhetoric as the basis of epistemology. When the humanists
appealed to the classics, it was to the pagan classics and
to the Patristic classics at once, for no distinction was
made between them until the late seventeenth century and the

"Enlightenment." Even at the very center of Burckhardt's

lg. Garin, L'Umanesimo italiano: Filosofia et vita
civile net Rinascimento (Bari, 1952), p. 32.

2The Wars of Truth: Studies in the Decay of Christian
Humanism in the Earlier Seventeenth Century (Cambrldge
Mass., 1952),, p. 3. Baker also remarks that "Petrarch
admired Ciceronian Latin, but he worshipped Augustine"--The
Image of Man: A Study of the Idea of Human Dignity in
Classical Anthu1tyJ The Middle Ages and the Renaissance
(New York, 1947), p. 265.
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Renaissance, "Valla and Vives, the two Picos, and other
rhetoricians remain members of that venerable company of
Augustine, Ambrose, Clement, Tertullian, and Origen,"
declares Charles B. Schmitt.l

Although it was not uncommon for Renaissance
humanists to decry what scholars have come to call the
medieval, it was not, in fact, something behind them, so
much as something beside them, that they confronted with
hostility. The enemy was scholasticism which had lost its
Biblical, Patristic, and humanist moorings and through a
sterile dialectics engaged in endless analysis.

Synthesis of universal extent characterizes
Giovanni Pico's famous program, to which the Oratio de

hominis dignitate is the preface, a repudiation of scholastic

dialectic in the name of a trivium dominated by rhetoric and,
simultaneously, the manifesto of Renaissance humanism,
aécording to S. Dresden.2

Giovannit's less famous nephew Gianfrancisco took a

less ambitious approach and sought to discredit the

1Charles B. Schmitt, "Who Read Gianfrancisco Pico?"
Studies in the Renaissance, XI (1964), 131.

2Humanism in the Renaissance, trans. by Margaret
King (New York, 1968), p. 14. Dresden emphasizes how
thoroughly medieval Pico's program is in content, form, and
intent. Here again appear the essentials of Patristic
humanism: the joining of pagan and Christian; the person
of man as type of the world as well as image of God: and
the pervading belief that man's freedom should be used to
aspire after God who fulfills him.
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reliability of knowledge derived within the framework of
Aristotelian philosophy, "by showing the vanity of profane
learning and the return to the philosophical emphasis of the
Fathers," says Schmitt.1 Gianfrancisco's stoic skepticism
was, as Schmitt says, remarkably close to that of the early
apologist Justin Martyr. 1In spite of the antiquity of
Gianfrancisco's method and of his own relative obscurity,
Schmitt finds his methodological skepticism significant in
the history of ideas. So long as rhetoric retained its
throne, such skepticism was aimed merely at a degraded reason
deaf to wisdom. Gianfrancisco could not know that the next
two centuries were to be pregnant with a mindless reason of
such threatening dimensions as to pale scholasticism into an
innocent diversion, and even to unchain his terrier
skepticism to batten into the beast machine,

It may help to perceive the continuity of the
rhetorical theory of knowledge throughout the Middle Ages
and Renaissance, if it is noted that it was only the North
that came to be quite dominated "from the late twelfth
century by the philosophical movement later called
scholasticism," as Seigel points out.2 In the South,

Italy, rhetoric remained with unbroken continuity out of

the Middle Ages, the center of learning and the method of

l"Who Read Gianfrancisco?," p. 130.

2"'Civic Humanism!' or Ciceronian Rhetoric?," p. 28.
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knowledge. Thus when, in the sixteenth century, Erasmus and
those with whom we associate him, influenced by Southern
thought, rejected the dominance of scholastic dialectic in
favor of Augustinian rhetoric, they were reasserting what
was in fact a preserved continuity.

Erasmus was, to use the words of H. Daniel-Rops, "in
the direct line of his Italian predecessors who dreamed of
realizing the synthesis between the new attributes of
learning and the eternal truths of the GOSpel."1 According
to Herschel Baker, Erasmus was "a conservative if one ever
lived." He bent his "critical and exegetical labors toward
a purified language no less than a purified religion."2 He
sought the two goals at once in the systems of Origen and
Cicero. Erasmus' celebrated attacks on the abuses of
Ciceronianism were just that: attacks on abuse, on the
preoccupation with devices as ends in themselves rather than
as figurative means to trans-corporeal knowledge. One of
Erasmus' major projects in humanism was as editor and
propagandist for Origen, his world view and his symbolic
exegesis. But Erasmus' dedication to Patristics was hardly
limited to Origen, for he edited also Jerome, Cyprian,

Ambrose, Augustine, Chrysostom, and Basil. At the same time

lThe Protestant Reformation, trans. by Aubrey Butler
(London, 1961), p. 475.

2

The Wars of Truth, p. 2.
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he was editing the Fathers, he was editing Cicero and
Seneca.

Crucial to the humanism of Erasmus was his discovery

of the Annotations on the New Testament by Lorenzo Valla,

written in 1450 but first published by Erasmus long after
the author's death. Valla's basic thesis is that of Cicero
and that of Petrarch: the subordination of philosophy to
rhetoric.l Wisdom can be arrived at only through
eloquence, to which dialectic must be forever subordinate.
Like Cicero he felt that Academic skepticism is the best
approach to the nether reaches of rational thought--the
philosophy of mechanical logic.2 This is not unlike
Petrarch's skepticism, so often misunderstood and confused
with the voracious skepticism of the last days of the
Renaissance. Valla's skepticism was aimed at the dialectic
of the "letter," the corporeal surface, "le 'mensonge' des
sens," as Balthasar calls the surface in which Origen
‘believes firmly but more firmly believes that one must

comprehend according to the context of the Incarnation.3

lJerrold E. Seigel, Rhetoric and Philosophy in
Renaissance Humanism: The Union of Eloguence and Wisdom,
Petrarch to Valla (Princeton, 1968), p. 167.

2

Ibid., p. 246.

3parole et mystére, p. 95. I have retained
Balthasar in the French here because etymologically
"mensonge" is better than any legitimate English cognate
I might use.
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"Toute connaissance de la Parole doit partir du 'mensonge!
de la lettre."l

Vallat's skepticism, then, like Cicero's Academic
skepticism, is virtually a rhetorical device, designed to
prevent the intransigent "fact" of dialectics or naturalism
from usurping the seat of truth. I think that this is a
very important point: although integral to the Ciceronian-
Patristic model of reality, so long as Stoic skepticism
stays in a system sovereignly rhetorical, its targe* will
be only such systems--dialectic, occult, or naturalist--that
would reduce sign to signal and abrogate symbol. In latter
days, when rhetoric has been stripped and evicted, skepticism
is turned around and used in precisely the opposite manner,
i.e., against a humanism that would invest in sign a
symbolism of the incorporeal. This protean character of
Stoic skepticism must be recognized in order to understand
the anti-humanist "humanism" of the Age of Swift.

Something of this same seeming ambiguity attaches
itself to many of the best efforts of the old humanist
tradition. Perhaps the prime example is philology: certainly
it will serve us best in the present investigation.

A concern for authentic texts written in pure Latin

characterizes Valla's Annotations on the New Testament and

Erasmus' philological studies inspired by Valla. But this

libia.
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concern for the text was only the beginning of the enter-
prise of understanding, as it had been for Augustine and
Jerome, not the end, as it would be for exegetes such as
Richard Simon and antiquarians like Bentley. Yet the
literalistic preoccupations of the modernists have cast
their shadows back to obscure the essential orthodoxy of the
Renaissance humanists. Philologists both humanist and
modernist sought the right word, but the former were less
concerned with the isolated word than with the contextl
~-and "context" is not "graphemic," but a person rhetorically
conceived. This paradigm is the basis of Erasmus!' seeming
preoccupation with the person of Jesus the Christ in
Scripture. Erasmian concern for the person has almost
nothing to do with subsequent sectarian subjectivism,2 but
a great deal to do with the tripartite man of Plato, Paul,
Origen, and Augustine, who is the image and union of God,
speech, and world.3 The humanist sought the etymon in the

incarnate logos, while the modernist sought the univocal and

lDresd.en, Humanism, p. 78.

2The confusion over where Erasmus stands is just
about as bad--and more celebrated--than the confusion over
where Swift stands (and for reasons that are not unrelated).
The literature that would press Erasmus into the ranks of
modern subjectivists is too extensive for even a survey
here, and much of it--like Swift criticism--not worth
reading.

3The collapse of this (rhetorical) paradigm will
make "mere rhetoric" of Augustine's De trinitate, but can,
when understood, explain much of the submerged trinitarianism
in the Tale.
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concrete referent occasioned by the text; i.e., the former
was guided by the principle of exemplarism, while the latter
fixed on meaning as clear, distinct, and unambiguous. A
classic example of the former search for meaning, that of
the Christian humanist, looks to the exemplaristic signifi-
cation of water in the miracle at Cana or in sacramental .
baptism to explain the essential meaning of water, even as
adumbrated in the Deluge. A classic example of the latter
search for meaning, that of the modern, looks for explicit
physical properties as in Bishop John Wilkins' analysis of
the bulk of water displaced, in his well-known reconstruc-
tion of Noah's Ark.l

Valla saw his task as the returning of the lost
standard, employing a military metaphor. As Dresden
remarks, this is a significant figure, for "the Latin term
signum can stand for 'language symbol' as well as 'standard'.
The recapturing of Latin as a language does not refer to the
recovery of concrete facts," warns Dresden, but rather to
the language of rhetoric.2 This concern for the language of
rhetoric is the essential characteristic of humanism,

according to Dresden.3 Rhetoric was the theory of art, the

rationale of literature, method of knowledge: "ultimately

lIn A True Character and Philosophical Language,
reprinted in The Gentleman's Magazine, XIX (1749), 70-74.

2Dresd.en, Humanism, p. 79.

31pid., p. 80.
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humanistic rhetoric does not confine itself to language
alone, since it leads to a particular way of life and
thought." 1In rhetoric is revealed divine truth and wisd.om.l
It is in this context that we ought to see Erasmus who
learned his linguistic symbolism from Valla. According to
Dresden, Erasmus' theory of knowledge is summed up in his

admonition in the Enchiridion: That which is visible ought

to lead man to worship the invisible,2 an echo from
Augustine.

To suppose that Erasmus is a textual literalist is
a great mistake, although it is a common enough error. He
wants a clear text, in context, freed from the mazes and
baffles of dialectic rationalism, because he believes that
only thus can the Word Incarnate be heard. 1In spite of his
intense concern for textual clarity, Erasmus' objective is
always the spirit of the word..3 He is dominated by the
symbolic method of interpretation, not only in the

Enchiridion,4 but everywhere else, according to Lubac.5

Two recent scholars propose that the Christian humanists,

especially Erasmus, "demeurent profondément traditionels sur

Ibid., p. 82.
Ibid., p. 120.
Ibid., p. 154.

Lubac, II.2; 453, n3.

nm AW NN -

Ibid., n4.



89
la valeur du sens spirituel."1 In all his development and
commentary there is hardly a trait that is not classic.2
Erasmus is, in the words of another scholar, "un continuateur
de la pensée patristique."3 It is demonstrable, even, that
Erasmus accepts the fourfold sense of discourse,4 which many
scholars, happily decreasing in number, have found, in their
ignorance of the humanist mode of symbolism, the very dark-
ness visible of gothicism. In accepting such a symbolic
mode Erasmus carefully refers all things to the Incarnate
Word, either in the person of the logos or to his "mystical
body" (the redeemed world). For Erasmus, God manifests
himself through many symbols, of which Jesus Christ is the
ultimate one, the final revelation that gives all the other
symbols meaning, of which his person is the criterion.5 He
is transparent to the mystery he reveals. There is no
separation between him and the final ground of being. This
is quite orthodox, but in Erasmus there is an insistence on
the personality of Jesus the Christ that for several

centuries before him had been obscured by dialectic

lcited by Lubac, ibid.

2Ipid.

3Vandenbroucke, cited, ibid.

YLubac, II.2: 452-453.

5See Lubac, II.2: 452, who says that for Erasmus
"il n'y a qu'une seule Parole de Dieu, un seul Verbe, et
ctest le Christ."
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exercises. If the war of the schools had laid down a
barrage of sententia directed to disembodied intellect,
Erasmus proclaimed the old humanist doctrine that the person
is the criterion of all other symbols. In human history God
was actually manifest in the symbol of Jesus the Christ. To
insist on the historicity of this person was thus not at all
to deny symbolic exegesis, but, quite the contrary, to
reestablish it on its only valid ground. The "sacramental
view" which Herschel Baker says was '"bequeathed the Renais-
sance by the Middle Ages"1 continues to dominate Erasmus.

Erasmus is most famous for his Encommium moriae and

his edition of the New Testament. The two are intimately
related. The basis of that relation is the epistemological
nodel developed above, which is also the basis of their most
profound relevance to Swift's Tale.

At some length I have pointed out that Erasmus
sought the meaning of Scripture in the person of the logos.
To interpret this as an Evangelical or subjectivist
sectarian program is to miss the epistemological point.
Erasmus is reasserting the primacy of the rhetorical method
of knowledge over the dialectic. His method is a direct
appeal to Origen's axiom: "Lthumanité de Jésus est 1t*image

du Verbe."2 Meaning is not to be reached through the logical

Ithe Wars of Truth, p. 32.

2Harl, p. 194,
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manipulation of isolated sentences in scholastic manuals,
but through the mystery inherent in the figurative presence
of the logos, i.e., the paradox of the Cross, the aenigma of
charity, the "folly" of Christianity. In the Encommium
moriae, Erasmus' use of irony in portraying folly begins
with sheer paradox and progresses gradually to sheer
mystery:1 the rhetorical symbolic "turn"--as I have defined
it above--is complete. While the logos-rhetorical transac-
tion of the aenigma-to-mystery turn is made explicit in
Erasmus, in Swift, by the interposition of an imaginary
cosmic order translating reality au rebours, the turn is not
explicitly complete, yet the same epistemological model is
normatively present, as is much of the same metaphysical
apparatus, as I will demonstrate in Chapter 4.

We should not suppose that Erasmus is less a humanist
for dealing with “religious" subjects. As Dresden remarks,
for the humanists every proclaimer of truth proclaims
religious truth. It was impossible to write any philo-
sophical tract without its being a religious work; hence
it is that "whenever discussion turns to the humanists'

attitude to the world, their religious convictions again

lIt will be recalled that such aenigma is compre-
hendable as mystery through grace, in what Origen calls, in
Harl's translation, the "logos en bas" or "l'ombre." As
Harl explains, "l'ombre du Verbe est le Verbe-fait-chair,
Jesus-Christ crucifie" (pp. 193, 197).
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come to the fore."l Douglas Bush emphasizes this aspect of
humanism:

Humanism in the Renaissance normally means
Christian faith in alliance with God-given reason,
which is the most human faculty in man. Humanism
is that way of life and thought which keeps man in
union with God and above the biological level. It
opposes both the irreligious scientific rationalism,
which would separate man from the divine, and the
ethical or unethical naturalism--often the eldest
child of rationalism--which would link him with
the beast.?
The "Oxford reformers," Erasmus, Colet, and Thomas More,
are all what we would call devout Christians.3 If we
should find a pervasive '"religious" meaning in Swift's
satire, it would be consonant with an "English humanism
[that] had a more noticeably Christian flavour than that of
any other land.."4
As Héléne Védrine points out, the difference between
traditional humanists like Erasmus and reformers such as
Luther and Calvin, is that the first integrate the
naturalism of the world into the supernaturalism of the
faith, while the second find such a conciliation impos-

sible.5

1Dresden, Humanism, pp. 47-48.

2The Renaissance and English Humanism (Toronto,
1939), pp. 54-55.

3

Daniel-Rops, p. 475.

41pid.

Sgg conception de la nature chez Giordano Bruno
(Paris, 1967), p. 87.
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Erasmus' claim against Luther was precisely that he
had abandoned the perennial tradition, that he "rejected the
whole spiritual and intellectual heritage of Greek experi-
ence from Origen onwards, and of Latin religiosity from
Tertullian to the present day," as Erasmus!' position is
explained by a scholar in the history of ideas.1

According to the epistemology of such reformers the
surface ceases to have spiritual meaning. Aenigma remains
aenigma; the incarnation is not operative in man's reason;
the redemption is, as Luther phrases it, as but a suit of
clothes put on to mask ineradicable corruption. The conse-

quences of such a "symbolism" are that the humanist's signum

translatum ceases to work and allegory is degraded to myth.

As sign is reduced to signal, language becomes cant. And we
have the obsessive concern in the late Renaissance with
apparently insoluble paradoxX.

Accepting an Erasmian sacramental symbolism
(according to the rhetorical model of reality) helps to
explain the humanistic program of translation into the
vernacular, as well as to distinguish between the diction

theory of du Bellay, by which "mechanical" terms facilitate

1Heer, p. 225.

2In much late-~Renaissance speculation, insoluble
paradox becomes virtually a mode of existence and a world
view. See in particular R. L. Colie, Paradoxia Epidemica:
The Renaissance Tradition of Paradox (Princeton, 1966).
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mimesis, and the diction theory of Wilkins and Sprat, by
which mechanical terms degenerate into cant.

The common language of humanist Europe was the stuff
of the trivium, that is to say, a rational order of reality,
erected on a rhetorical metaphysics, in its structure
expressive of truth. Wherever the vernacular was employed
to express things true, it would presumably be used in a
structure as close as possible to that associated with
JLatin: but this was not out of a lack of appreciation of
the vulgar tongue: it was an adherence to the structure of
confirmed reality conceived verbally. Translation therefore
required preserving the model--as I have defined it above in
terms of the Patristic foundation--, much as mimesis
involves imitation of that model, a model of both the real
and the ideal conjoined in figurative locution, i.e.,
sacramental symbolism. To disorder the meaning-structure of
language is to disorder the shape of creation: similarly
cant would be a metaphysical error that conceivably Cicero
might call nefas and Augustine cupiditas. Cant is the
falsification of the logos expressed. '"Proper words in
proper places," if conceived as a statement of adherence to
the humanist rhetorical model of reality is more than a
little ironic. If Swift's axiom is deceptively simple, it
is not surprising that Erasmus' textual criteria is also, to
us who have "outgrown" the rhetorical epistemology of

humanism that they share.
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Nascent Modernism and the Overthrow of Rhetoric

The foregoing analysis of Erasmus has three ends:
first, an illumination of continuity in the rhetorical
tradition as I have defined it; second, a clarification of
the status of an important analogue of Swift's treatment of
"madness," "reason," "wisdom," and "folly"; and third, an
illustration of the criteria required to clearly identify

the tradition of true humanism in the déroulement of the

late Renaissance. For this last purpose, Erasmus serves as
an excellent touchstone, for he stands at the tangent of
two worlds. Although the place where he is situated may not
be quite so ambiguous as that Swift would occupy in his own
time for scholars looking back, both must be considered as
of the traditional world's remnant entering rapidly under
the shadow of a looming modernism that tends to make their
every word protean, so that the more-ancient aspect reflects
a meaning that the new man would deny and thrust out of
consciousness.

If, in comparison to Erasmus®' place in time,
Swift's is more precarious and fraught with misunderstand-
ing, it can also be said that he is able to manipulate, more
outrageously, the protean nature of a language made to serve
two worlds, providing him with resources for irony that may
have been foreshadowedbut could not have been matched
earlier; while at the same timef never again would language

be so rich, except perhaps for solitary scholars who must
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content themselves with an exile from the world of which
Swift is one of the last survivors.

How broad is that stream of perennial humanism? In
the late Renaissance, 1650-1750, it is not so broad, I
believe, as many scholars would like to suppose. I feel
that Ernst Cassirer, as an example, errs in supposing the
Cambridge Neoplatonists are fair representatives of the
humanism we trace in this stud.y.l Something of the same
lack of rigor seems to explain Chiasson's conferring the
accolade on just about everyone in Anglican orders in the
late seventeenth century. The latter scholar says that on
the broad epistemological base inherited from patristic,
scholastic, and Renaissance humanism, the movements of
Anglican theology are consistent: "Hooker's Laws, Donne's

Sermons, Chillingworth's Religion of Protestants, Taylor's

Ductor Dubitantium--to name only four out of hundreds--all

proceed on the assumption that man can know God in various
ways."2 To "know God in various ways" is well and good, but
it seems to me that Chiasson gives Christian humanism too
broad a base in diverse epistemologies. It is true that he
recognizes a gradual drift toward latitudinarianism and the
undogmatic intellectualism of the Cambridge Platonists, yet

he maintains that all such parties "still preserve the

Lrhe Platonic Renaissance in England (Austin,
1953), p. 201.

2Chiasson, dissertation, p. 95,
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essential notes of a Christian humanism."1 At all events,
even if we do admit More, Cudworth, and their band (which I
do not, for ample reasons that will be presented), certainly
the epistemological base inherited from Patristic humanism
differs essentially from that of scholasticism. Even if
Saint Thomas Aquinas could be salvaged for humanism (neces-
sary to Chiasson's thesis of a Hookerian Swift), yet
scholasticism generally, with its emphasis on Aristotelianism
rather than Platonism, dialectic in place of rhetoric, and
its relative disdain for literature of antiquity, was
emphatically anti-humanist--to say nothing of the nominalism
of Duns Scotus and Ockham.

But more important to the Age of Swift is the fact
that many of the latitude men and "Anglican rationalists"
had succumbed to a skeptical distrust of human reason
incompatible with Christian humanism. It is true of course
that the mere distrust of dialectic reason would not exclude
such rationalists from the ranks of humanism; as I have
noted above, Gianfrancisco Pico did as much, well within
the tradition. But in fact such rationalists do not dis-
trust reason in those areas that Gianfrancisco did. The
species of reason that the new rationalists distrust is the

reason that proceeds by analogy based on exemplarism,

l1bida., p. 99.
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1 I have noted

following the venerable rhetorical model.
above that the epistemological model of humanism from
Origen forward was the logos system. Its trans-Christian
archetype remained the Ciceronian ideal according to which
rhetoric and reason, eloquence and wisdom, are inseparable.
I have remarked that in each succeeding age humanists sought
authority in the Patristic foundation but also appealed anew
to the Stoic rhetorical model. According to Seigel, '"the
basic principle of Cicero's literary culture was the rela-
tion between philosophy and rhetoric."2 While he finds
Stoicism more philosophical and Peripatetics more congenial
to oratory, a methodological skepticism protects against a
rationalistic. dogmatism and the whole.enterprise is made
submissive to rhetoric by resorting to the several ﬁhilo- )
sophical explanations variously on grounds of situational
consistency and on relevance to daily human intercourse as
context requires. Erasmus saw this as the nature of "true
Ciceronianism." As Hanna H. Gray remarks, "In seeing the
nature of true Ciceronianism to lie in understanding and
following the spirit rather than the letter of authority,

Erasmus is indicating his whole approach to doctrine and is

lWe are confronted here with a shift in the
signification of the term "reason," which for latter-day
rationalists retains little or nothing of the rhetorical
epistemology of the incarnate logos presented above.

2"'Civic Humanism' or Ciceronian Rhetoric," p. 32.
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pointing to the area where he believes the actual recon-
ciliation of past and present, paganism and Christianity, to
be both possible and necessary."l This rhetorical integra-
tion--amounting to a rhetorical use of classical philosophi-
cal systems--prevailed from before Augustine to the end of
the Renaissance. In the breakup of the tradition, the
Patristic model and the Ciceronian ideal went together into
darkness. Confronted successively by the imperious claims
of dialectic, naturalism, occultism, and mechanicism,
rhetoric was deprived of "invention," then of "arrangement"2
and finaily stripped of concern for the passions, leaving it

only ornamentation.3

Stoicism itself, when freed from the governance of a
sovereign rhetoric, becomes the principal vehicle of a

triumphant skepticism.4 Certainly this volte-face is one of

the most devastating ironies in the history of European
thought, for it had been the borrowed machinery of Cicero's

subordination of a materialistic and skeptical philosophy to

1
p. 216.

"Renaissance Humanism: The Pursuit of Eloquence,"

sz Peter Ramus, among others: see Walter J. Ony,
Peter Ramus: Method and the Decay of the Dialogue (Cambridge
Mass., 1958), and Howell, Logic & Rhet. in Engl., Chap. 1IV.

3By Descartes who consigned them to pneumatology:
see McKeon, "Rhetoric in the Middle Ages," p. 296.

4Por the process of re-paganization of Stoicism see
Richard Popkin, The History of Scepticism from Erasmus to
Descartes (Assen, The Netherlands, 1964).
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a rhetoric of the embodied logos that had held together the
syntheses known as humanism.

For early Renaissance humanism--as I have remarked
in the example of Gianfrancisco Pico--skepticism was a means
of attacking a presumptuous dialectic, but certainly not of
attacking the entire trivium. In the seventeenth century
this skepticism had swelled to Gassendi's anti-humanist and
categorical skepticism.l The intervening shift that had
overturned the uses of Stoic tenets explains the otherwise
perplexing fact that Petrarch and Erasmus could use the
stores of Stoicism to support humanism, while in the hands
of Cherbury, Descartes, and many of the "Anglican rational-
ists" it became humanism's poison. Rhetoric was reduced
from structural model of being, to ornament; and Stoicism
fell back into its primeval materialism.2 Christian
humanism was, according to Herschel Baker, a synthesis of
classical discipline and Christian mystery united by an
analogical theory of knowledge. When the synthesis
dissolved, "the Renaissance was over, and the advent of

the modern world was at hand.."3

lschmitt, pp. 129-130.

2For an understanding of the important connection
between the dismantling of rhetoric and the unlinking of
skepticism from Stoicism, I am endebted to the excellent
study of Jerrold E. Seigel, Rhetoric and Philosophy in
Renaissance Humanism.

3

The Wars of Truth, p. 3.
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In presenting the model of humanism out of the
thinkers I have used, there is an element of the arbitrary:
the definition and continuity might not have been so clear,
had other humanists been added. Yet this does not detract
from the essential model I have presented or militate
agaihst its unity. The humanists I have used are the most
significant, not only historically, but in forming the
mentality of that silent "anti-persona" in Swift's nornm,
who, by his very silence, becomes more and more eloquent in

the ‘mutilated and submerged rhetoric that is the stuff of

the Tale.



CHAPTER III
ANTI-RHETORIC AS COSMOLOGY

"The Renaissance was over and the advent of the
modern world was at hand," says Herschel Baker,l when the
symbolic mode of knowledge had ceased to hold together the
synthesis known as Christian humanism. In this dissolution
of the old world and the fabrication of the new, one man is
uniquely significant, René Descartes, who with cool and
steady calculation set about annihilating the old order.
Henri Gouhier proposes that in the second half of the
seventeentﬁ century the intellectual globe was split into
two alien worlds, the traditional humanists and the
modernists advancing under the banner of Descartes.2

Born in 1596 to a bourgeois family, René was
educated in one of the best schools of France, the Jesuit
La Fléche, a stronghold of the traditional union of
rhetorical method to the matter of classical philosophy.

It was after his training here that he began his revolt

against medieval modes of thought and launched his seven

lThe Wars of Truth, p. 3.

2“Les deux XVII® siécles," Congreso internacional
de Filosofia, Actas, t. III, Instituto Luis Vives de
Filosofia (Madrid, 1949), 171-181.

102
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years of wandering which ended, after a search for the
Rosicrucian "brotherhood," the "Invisible College,'" in a
winter retreat, his famous Egéle (a chamber heated by an
old-style chest-high oven) in Ulm, where on the night of 10
November 1619 he had his famous three dreams that gave him
what he believed was the key by which he would escape from
mystery, both sacramental and gnostic. Replacing rhetorical
figurism with the figurism of geometry and building in the
ruins of scholasticism, he fabricated a new system of signs
"clear and distinct" and forever free from the uncertainties
of aenigma.l Descartes specifically rejects symbolism in
the sense that I have predicated it of the humanist model of
epistemology; signal replaces sign; images and metaphors are
reduced to mere mechanical similitude, as Gouhier points

2

out. Of such stuff was made his new system, the mathesis

universalis, his "admirable science,'" according to which all

riddles, including even that of earthly immortality could be

unravelled.3

1The best examination of Descartes' rejection of
the rhetorical mode of knowledge is by Henri Gouhier, "La
resistance au vrai et le probleme cartesien d'une
philosophie sans rhetorique," Retorica e Barocco, Atti del
III Congr. intern. di studi umanistici (Roma, 1955), 85-97.

2"Le refus du symbolisme dans l'humanisme
cartesien," Archivio di Filosofia (Roma, 1958), No. 2-3

—— ’

Unanesimo e simbolismo; 69-70.
Antoine Adam, Histoire d a littérature Francaise

3

e
au XVII® sidcle, Vol. I (Paris, 1962), 324.
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Descartes was a "world-maker" in the tradition of
Guillaume Postel and Giordano Bruno, a visionary in the
tradition of Campanella and Comenius, an enthusiast un-
ashamed to erect a cosmic order out of his private
obsessions and founded on strictly subjective criteria; but
he differed from the others named in that before all else he
is the creator of the modern world.

"More than any other figure in the seventeenth
century," says R. M. Eaton, "Descartes marks the transition
from the Middle Ages to the Modern world."l According to
Etienne Gilson he "was the first to build up a new system
of ideas and to open formally a new philosophical era."2
He was intent on replacing all that had preceded him. So
far as books were concerned, he declared that they were so
full of confusion that "more time would be requisite than
human life can supply us with, and more talent in discovering
the useful than would be required in ascertaining it for
ourselves."3 Thus, he spurned tradition and, according to

Gilson and Langan, "considered wasted the time he spent in

lpescartes Selections (New York, 1927), p. v.

2The Unity of Philosophical Experience (New York,
1937), p. 127.

3The Search After Truth by the Light of Nature, in
The Philosophical Works of Descartes, ed. Elizabeth Haldane
and G. R. T. Ross, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 1967), I, 306.
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learning Latin and other classical languages."l His
declared program was to strip away all he had received from
the past and build on a new foundation of his own thoughts
alone.2 "To listen to Descartes was to break with
tradition," says Lucian Lévy-Bruhl, "to consider it, as he
did, as at the same time inadequate and injurious, and to
join in the struggle to get rid of it."3 Gouhier considers
his biography of the early years of Descartes a contribution
to the history of the anti-Renaissance and declares, "Si nos
hypothéses sont exactes, elles présentent le jeune Descartes
réagissant violemment contre l'esprit de 'la Renaissance' au
moment méme ol il échappe au 'moyen ége'."4 Kristeller
observes that under the impact of Descartes, philosophic

and literary humanism was definitely superseded.5 The

French historian of ideas, Antoine Adam, considers Descartes!'

1Etienne Gilson and Thomas Langan, Modern Philosophy,
Descartes to Kant (New York, 1963), p. 85.

2Discours, p. 15, Descartes speaks of "mon dessein
. . . de batir dans un fonds qui est tout & moi . . . la
seule résolution de se défaire de toutes les opinions qu'on
a regues auparavant en sa créance."

3uPhe Cartesian Spirit and History," in Philosophy
and History: Festschrift for Ernst Cassirer, ed. R.
Klibansky and H. Paton (Oxford, 1936), p. 193.

4

Les premieres pensées de Descartes (Paris, 1958),

p. 8.

5Renaissance Thought II, p. 18.
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contempt for humanism to be inextricable from his method,1
and Karl Jaspers says that his very mode of thought was a
disavowal of the humanist foundation.2

To judge from the testimony of the scholars cited,
Descartes is the epitome of anti-humanism. Why then was
his methcd so swiftly incorporated into the imaginative
content of men's minds?

First, precisely because it broke with the past,
which for many had discredited itself as incapable of
accommodating mounting evidence of a mutable cosmos of
infinite dimensions; while at the same time Descartes
proposed to make the new world safe for Christianity. It
offered the projector a way out of the crepuscular un-
wholesomeness of the hermetic systems that had nurtured the
physical sciences, while at the same time offering
respectability to the theologian in a doctrine of clear
and distinct terms derived from the manipulations of
arithmetic that would put to flight all mystery, either
magical or sacramental. It appealed to his age because it
would open all things to the natural light of the unaided
intellect, bring all creation under man's control and even

correct scholasticism. As Gouhier remarks:

1gistoire de la littérature francaise au 17° siecle,
21.
!

I1I

2"Descartes," in Three Essays, trans. Ralph
Manheim (New York, 1964), p. 171.
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Comme les cours enselgnes dans les ecoles elle
pretend apporter une explication totale du monde:
comme euX, elle se donne pour une science
unlverselle- comme eux enfln elle s'unit a une
metaphy51que et propose flerement de se prolonger
en une théologie.l

For those thinkers of his age who were willing to turn their
backs on the childish symbolicism of the past, "Descartes
is the inspired prophet who, after many centuries of thick
shadows, had pulled science from the ditch and set it on
the straight road of reason before which opened an endless
prospect of advance,"

The powerful flood of cartesianism swept all before
it.3 It completely dominated the thought of the latter
half of the seventeenth century.4 In Fontenellet's notable
words, "Sometimes one great man gives the tone to a whole
century:" and he identifies the tone of Descartes!
revolution:

L'eSprlt geometrlque n'est pas si attache a la
géométrie ,qu! il n'en pulsse étre tiré, et
transporte a dtautre connaissances. Un ouvrage
de pollthue de morale, de critique, peute-
étre méme d'eloquence en sera plus beau, toutes
choses d'allleurs égales, s'il est fait de main
de géométre. L'ordre la netteté, 1la prec1s1on

lt'exactitude qui regnent dans 1es bons libres
depuis un certain temps pourraient bien avoir

lLa philosophie de Malebranche et son expérience
religieuse (Paris, 1948), pp. 8-9.

2Ibid., p. 9.

3 .
Léon Brunschvicg, Le Erogres de la conscience dans

la philosophie occidentiale (Paris, 1927), I, 163.

4Gouhier, "Les deux XVII® sidcles," 173.
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leur premlere source dans cet esprit geometrlque
qui se repand plus que jamais, et qui en quelque
fagon se communique de proche en proche méme A
ceuxX qui ne connaissent pas la geeometrle.
Quelquef01s un grand homme donne le ton a tout un
31ecle- celui & qui on pourrait le plus
legltement accorder la g101re d'avoir établi un
nouvel art de raisonner, était un excellent
géométre.

Of course Descartes did not invent the forces that
gave birth to modernism, and anti-humanism was in itself
nothing new. A great deal of the energy expended <Jduring
Burckhardt's Renaissance was as a protest against the
principles of Christian humanism--made in the names of
social, protestant, and scientific unrest, which tended to
level the concept of hierarchy and set up an image of the
individual increasingly subjectivist.

It is interesting--and relevant to the heuristic
construct around which I have built my study of two
opposing and contradictory models of epistemology--that
these various anti-humanist movements shared with
cartesianism a vigorous rejection of sacramental-symbolic
thought and its rhetorical mode. As has been noted by Ch.
Perelman and L. Olbrechts-Tyteca, "le critdre de 1l'évidence,

que ce fit 1'évidence personnelle du protestantisme,

. N I d . . .
1'évidence rationnelle du cartésianisme ou l'évidence

1Cited in the dissertation by Pierre Garai, "The
Shield of Order: A Study of the Influence of Cartesianism
on English Literary Doctrine: 1660-1744," Columbia
University, 1954; p. 22,
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sensible des empiristes, ne pouvait que disqualifier 1la
rhétorique."1

Nowhere is this anti-symbolism more productive of
change or more relevant to the ultimate subject of my study
than in the affinity of the implicit epistemology of
Calvinism with that of Descartes. Friedrich Heer has aptly
characterized Calvinist anti-symbolism and the consequent
mechanization of things:

Calvinism disenchanted the cosmos . . . dissolved

the conditions of archaic society, and in their

place set spirit against matter. . . . It isolated

the human ego . . . and the world of things was

degraded to mere matter. Calvinism developed a

new matter-of-fact way of treating things, weapons,

commodities and men, which was unthinkable both in

the magical cosmos of archaic society and in the

sacramentally linked world order of Catholicism,.
There is an unmistakable resemblance in this picture to the
world of Descartes in which "he subordinated time, the
temporal-historical, the natural, the creaturely and the
personal, and severed these things from the sacred sphere
of reason."3 As Herschel Baker remarks, "Calvin made the
whole realm of nature the sink of corruption, alien from the

realm of grace. Theologically, he fractured the medieval

synthesis as sharply as Descartes would fracture it

thétorique et philosophie: pour une théorie de
lt'argumentation en philosophie (Paris, 1952), p. 40.

2

The Intellectual History of Europe, p. 322.

3Ibid., p. 340.
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philosophically."1 For both, the link is missing that had
bound matter to spirit. For both, the epistemological
consequences of the Incarnation are impossible. The
rhetorical aenigmas of Christian humanism collapsed into
magic signs, absurdity or quaint and quizzical paradoxes.
We find the two movements joined in the systems of the
Cambridge Platonists, still identifiably Calvinist, but
predominantly cartesian, and in the matter of epistemology
even more cartesian than was Descartes. We also find the
movements joined in the Hack's world of the Tale in which
all the old Calvinist vices are tricked out in cartesian
conceits.

Descartes had his precursors in other camps than
Calvinism. There were adumbrations not only of his spirit
but also of many of his devices, first in scholasticism,
particularly in its tendency to nominalism;2 in Raymond
Lull, early fourteenth-century rhetor who attempted a

universal system of knowledge in which all things and ideas

lrhe Wars of Truth, p. 36.

2see Etienne Gilson, Etudes sur le rdle de la
pensée médiévale dans la formation du systeme carteésien
(Paris, 1967): also Norman Kemp Smith, "Restatement of
Thomist Theology," in New Studies in the Philosophy of
Descartes (London, 1952), pp. 166-188. It should be noted
that Descartes also borrows heavily from Augustinian
concepts and devices which however he consistently reduces
to his own mechanical terms: see Gilson, above, and Nigel
Abercrombie, "Saint Augustine and the Cartesian Meta-
physics," in Saint Augustine and French Classical Thought
(Paris, 1938).
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are reduced to graphic signs and diagrams;1 in Galileo, of
course, who had attacked the aristocratic world view and
"declared the bankruptcy of all humanism," separating poetry
from truth "which for the medieval humanists and theologians
had been a whole and valid unity";2 in Faustus Socinus, who
denied the Incarnation, reduced "grace'" to the natural light,
and sought truth in mechanical method;3 and in a strain of
thought that we find difficult to credit today but which was
powerfully persuasive in Descartes' lifetime, the theosoph-
ical ambiance of "Rosicrucianism" orbiting around the Noces

Chymiques de Christian Rosenkreutz (1616) and the Raptus

Philosophicus (1619) by "Rhodophilus Staurophorus," both in

fact from the pen of the German Lutheran pansophist named

Johann-Valentin Andreae.4 Tracing the consonance of

lauthor of The Great and Ultimate Art; see the
discussion of Lull's influence on Descartes by Gouhier, Les
premieres pensées, pp. 27-29: also J. H. Prost-Biraben,
"Lull et Descartes," Cahiers du Sud (August-October, 1942),
215-223.

ZHeer, pp. 302, 304.

31pid., p. 296 £f.

4The literature on the subject of Descartes!' debt
to Rosicrucianism is vast. It is universally conceded that
in his quest for an adequate epistemology he carefully
studied Rosicrucian works. The question is whether he
became a propagandist for the system or dismissed it. I
believe the latter is the truth of the matter, although
Rosicrucian imagery and conceits left permanent traces in
his writings. An adequate survey of the matter is presented
by Gouhier, Les premieres penseées, pp. 151-157; see also
Paul Arnold, "Descartes at les Rose-Croix," Mercure de
France, CCCXL (1960), 266-284.




112
cartesianism with these and other of the gathering forces of
anti-humanism, we can see how well-suited was Descartes to
bring some sort of order out of the mélange. That, in
forming his system, Descartes was not in every respect
“original" is inevitable and militates not a whit against
his signal importance. As Alfred North Whitehead has
remarked, nothing in thought is ever completely new. But we
can say that in Descartes modernism was first fully articu-
lated, its ideas were systematized and made exact, and their
complete consequences ruthlessly deduced. "It is,"
Whitehead says, "the establishment of this procedure of
taking the consequences seriously which marks the real dis-
covery of a theory."l

Descartes was the discoverer of a fully articulated
"modernism": and he was its foremost spokesman. From the
Restoration at least until the end of the seventeenth
century the term "new philosophy" in common usage meant the
system of Descartes,2 whether it was clearly understood or
only vaguely comprehended. Descartes had defined the

philosophy of anti-humanism. This fact would probably have

l"The Concept of Nature," in Alfred North Whitehead:
An Anthology, ed. F. S. C. Northrop and Mason W, Gross (New
York, 1961), p. 216.

2Sterling P. Lamprecht, "The Role of Descartes in
Seventeenth-Century England," Studies in the History of
Ideas, III, Columbia University (New York, 1935), 184-185.
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been more obvious to Swift in the 1690's than it is to us

today.

A Survey of Descartes' Influence in England

The building of cartesian modernism in England has
yet to receive a full scholarly study such as it eventually
must have in order to make clear the definition of the
history of thought during Swift's age. Nonetheless there
have been made at least three surveys adequate to render
incontrovertible the fact of Descartest' definitive influence
upon English thought during the period under consideration.
The three studies are by Marjorie Nicolson (1929), Sterling
P, Lamprecht (1935), and Pierre Garai (1957).1

In her pioneering paper, Miss Nicolson is particu-
larly concerned to suggest that the celebrated shift in
prose style that took place with such astonishing rapidity

and also the shift in the imaginative contents of men's

.minds is to be attributed to the influence of Descartes

lNicolson, "The Early Stages of Cartesianism in
England," SP, XXVI (1929), 356-374; Lamprecht, "The ROle
of Descartes in Seventeenth—Century England," Studies in
the History of Ideas, III, Columbia Unlver51ty (New fork
1935), 178-240; Gara1 "Le cartes1anlsme et le c1a551c1sme
anglais " Revue littdratur comparée, XXXI (1957), 373-387;
and the dissertation from which thlS last paper was derived,
"The Shield of Order: A Study of the Influence of
Cartesianism on English Literary Doctrine: 1660-1744,6"
Columbia University, 1954, There is also a paper by
Risieri Frondizi, in effect a distlllatlon of the Lamprecht
study, entitled “Descartes y la filosofia inglesa del siglo
XVII," Escritos en honor de Descartes (La Plata, Argentina,
1938) pp. 61-74.
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rather than to the late-medieval rationalism of Francis
Bacon or specifically to the Royal Society's program on
prose style--to be more precise, that the program of the
latter followed that of Descartes.

Lamprecht's essay, which advances no particular
argument save that for an all-pervasive cartesian influence,
presents Nicolson's evidence but in greater detail and much
augmented. It remains the best study available.

Garai's work should be more useful than it is.
Concerned in particular with literary theory, it makes many
references to that field which are not to be found in the
previous two papers. Yet Garai adds nothing to an under-
standing of the nature of the cartesian influence: in
truth, he falls considerably behind Nicolson's paper, so
far as concerns penetration to the real issues., He is
determined to show that cartesianism was adopted universally,
even by writers like Pope, to shore up "Augustan order,"
suppressing lyricism in the process. Such conclusions are
manifestly inadequate, deriving, in this case, from a
simplistic estimation of the intellectual issues at stake.
In spite of this reservation, Garai's work is useful as a
storehouse of information.

Before turning to intellectual issues paramount in
the age of Swift's formation, and Descartes' impact on them,

some general digest can be made of the three studies cited,
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to which the reader should refer for source documentation of
cartesian presence in England.

From the very year Descartes' Discours de la méthode
was printed in 1637, his ideas were known, discussed,
propagated and taken up among that relatively small popula-
tion of thinkers that determined the intellectual climate of
English thought.l One after another, his French works were
circulated in England, each within weeks of publication; and
beginning with the translation and printing in 1649 of the
Discours, all his works were translated into English well
before Swift was to write his Eglg.z Several compendia of
cartesian philosophy went through numerous editions, the
most noteworthy being that of the ardent disciple Antoine
Le Grand, a late edition of which enjoyed parficular vogue

under the title of An Entire Body of Philosophy according
3

to the Principles of Renatus Des Cartes, 1694. Precisely

how early cartesianism was being taught at the universities
is difficult to say. Lamprecht guesses that Descartes was
the subject.of systematic study at Cambridge before the end
of the 164O's.4 Henry More was probably teaching the

essentials of cartesianism before 1650 and was certainly

1Frondizi, p. 62.
2Lamprecht, pp. 193-194.
31pid., pp. 195-196.

41pia., p. 194.
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lecturing on his physics and from the Principles of
1

Philosophy in 1674. "As fellow and tutor he taught at

Cambridge his own interpretation of Descartes for over
thirty years," says Nicolsoh; "Descartes was his idol."2

The influence of Descartes on the Cambridge Platonists was
definitive, and in turn the influence of this group was
crucial to what was to follow. The use to which More and
Cudworth put cartesian epistemology in their own brand of
rationalistic mysticism had such a profound influence on the
age that "to a marked degree [it] gave direction to
succeeding English thought."3 The Cambridge Platonists
generally would finally disavow Descartes as giving aid to
atheism: but, interestingly enough, when they did so it was
on what were essentially cartesian grounds: More's great
disagreement with Descartes came to be that the latter did
not provide God with the secure ontological status given to
matter in terms of "extension," and in his own system More
gave God as well as other spirits all the advantages of
material extension. But long before the disaffection of
More and other theologians, Descartes' system was "impressed

unalterably upon English thought and English literature.“4

l1bid., p. 195.

2Nicolson, p. 362,

3Ivid., p. 364.

4Ipbid., p. 369.
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And even his erstwhile disciples, although departing from
details in his system, never abandoned his method, which in
the final analysis contained the germ of all else cartesian}
At all events, it is impossible to understand the system or
systems of the Cambridge Platonists apart from cartesianism.
They were among the major channels of that doctrine in
England before 1680. Furthermore most of the so-called
"Anglican rationalists" were strongly tinctured by
cartesianism;2 here of course must be listed Benjamin
Stillingfleet, Gilbert Burnet, and Joseph Glanvill. Accord-
ing to Lamprecht, "Descartes deeply influenced every English
thinker of consequence (and many of less importance) between

1640 and 1700.">

Frondizi suggests that the period 1640-
1690 might aptly be called the Cartesian Period in English
philosophy.4 Thomas Burnet, a more useful authority than

Frondizi, proclaims that Descartes was "easily the chief

of all the philosophers who have flourished up to the present

l1pid., pp. 369-371.

2Lamprecht, passim. This is also the general con-
clusion of Phillip Harth in Swift and Anglican Rationalism:
and in this matter Harth is clearly right, a fact that
contributes much to a book that, unfortunately, discredits
itself in its thesis that Swift himself is one of them and
that his own epistemology is cartesian (see p. 151).

3Lamprecht, p. 182.

4Frondizi, p. 65.
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time."l Lamprecht believes that his statement presents
contemporary judgment accurately.

Descartes made rapid headway during the Common-
wealth.2 According to Nicolson it was during precisely this
period that cartesianism became the basis of the English
revolt against the ancients.3 After the Restoration and
with the reign of a king who had acquired his uncommon
interest in science in the cartesian salons of Paris, the
"new philosophy" not only became a la mode, it advanced with
greater effect than in Holland and with greater freedom than
in France.4 This latter fact Lamprecht ascribes to the
influence of the Royal Society, with the interesting
assertion that "aside from Robert Boyle there is no
important thinker in England in the seventeenth century
whose primary allegiance was to Bacon rather than to
Descartes."5

This last observation introduces the question of the
relative importance of Bacon and Descartes in the formation
"of English modernism. - Lamprecht points out the error in

the textbook cliché that while Descartes created modernism

lIn his Telluris theoria sacra, 168l: cited by
Lamprecht, p. 183.

2Lamprecht, p. 196.
3Nicolson, p. 356.
4Lamprecht, p. 197.

Ibid., p. 183.
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on the Continent, Bacon performed the task in England. Such
a tradition is largely an artificial construct. However
useful it may be to national divisions in intellectual
history, it simply does not bear up under the facts and can
hardly be expected to endure indefinitely.

There is a certain constitutional inappropriateness
of Bacon to the age of science. Alfred North Whitehead long
ago pointed out that Bacon did not even understand the
scientific method--the all-important nucleus of the modern
world-~-for science is quantitative, i.e., mathematical, and
Bacon was oblivious to this.l Speaking of Bacon's
methodology, a recent historian of the Royal Society remarks
that "it is safe to say that no man ever discovered or could
discover anything by this method. It was all logic and no
imagination."

So far as concerns the doctrine of experimentation,
it was crucial to Descartes who held that, of all the
possibilities that are reasonable and therefore potential,
the actual state of affairs must be ascertained by experi-
ment--as he repeatedly says, by reference to the Ehenomena.3

Descartes did vastly more experimenting than Bacon, as the

l"Science and the Modern World," in Alfred North
Whitehead: An Anthology, p. 403.

2Harold Hartley, The Royal Society: Its Origins and
Founders (London, 1960), p. 9.

3Gilson and Langan, p. 75.
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former's strikingly modern, although often fantastic, works
on animél anatomy and medicine attest.l According to Wilbur
Howell, Descartes' whole method consists in turning "away
from a rhetoric of invention by commonplace . . . to adopt
a rhetoric of invention by research."2 As Lamprecht
remarks, it was Descartes and not Bacon who symbolized the
acceptance of a thoroughly mechanical universe and the
method to deal with it. It was Descartes and not Bacon
"who made the conservative forces at the universities
tremble for the past that seemed imperiled by the implica-
tions of the new views of the physical world, and it was
he rather than Bacon who aroused the progressive forces to
zealous support."3 Although Henry More would in time back
away from the seeming atheistical insinuations of some of
Descartes' conclusions, the Cambridge Platonist expressed
the English modernist's enthusiasm for him when he hailed
"that sublime and subtile Mechanick" as the fabricator of
"the most admirable Philosophy that has appeared in these
European parts since Noah's flood."4 Lamprecht believes it
is quite just that in the eyes of seventeenth-century

thinkers Bacon seemed to have done little "actually to

l1pia., p. 24.

2Logic and Rhetoric in England, 1500-1700
(Princeton, 1956), p. 376.

3Lamprecht, p. 184.

4cited by Nicolson, p. 366.
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promote that mastery [over the physical world] in comparison
with the epoch-making discoveries of Descartes. Bacon was
tied by his doctrine of forms more closely to scholasticism
than was Descartes by any medieval ideas he retained. . . .
While Bacon was stuffing chickens with snow, Descartes was
revolutionizing mathematics by applying algebra to geometry"
and in turn applying the resultant method of inspection to
all creation; "English pride could not blind English eyes
to the superiority of the French thinker."l

Bacon played an undeniable part in the emergence of
the modernist epistemology, but it was a role logically
earlier than that of Descartes and, in the larger shape of
intellectual history, ancillary to it. Of course R, F.
Jones did not invent the Baconian tradition of a native
modernism, Its form is distorted by the intervening figures
of John Locke and Isaac Newton, whose works displaced those
of Descartes in the universities at the end of the seven-
teenth century. Yet even the significance of this dis-
placement has been incorrectly interpreted, I believe, so
far as the anteriority and magnitude of Descartes!
influence is concerned. The nature of Locke's empiricism

and the degree of his divergence from Descartes has been

1 amprecht, pp. 184-185.
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generally distorted.l At the same time the caricature of
Descartes as a pure rationalist and non-empiricist is a
serious distortion. According to an exhaustive study of

Descartes!' rationalism by Jean Laporte his species of

reason is a severely limited faculty "qui se résume dans la

'vue!' (intuitus) de l'entendement": it is only "la
réception passive d'un donné." Descartes' "reason" has no

structure: it merely observes.2 In truth, according to
Laporte his rationalism partakes of empiricism "“au sens
premier et authentique du mot."3 Particularly in the
matter of the status of ideas, of intuitionism, and of
representationalism--in other words, epistemology--there
is essential continuity between Descartes and Locke, a

point important to the evolving "esthetics" of the

lNote that Jacques Maritain (Le songe de Descartes
[Paris, 1932)], p. 259) emphasizes that Locke's epistemology
"est une pure formule cartésienne." According to Gilson
(Modern Philosophy [New York, 1963], p. 210), Locke is a
thoroughgoing Cartesian in his intuitionism and his
representationalism. Richard A. Watson (The Downfall of
Cartesianism, 1673-1712: A Study of Epistemological Issues
in Late 17th Century Cartesianism | The Hague, 1966, p. 107)
points out that Locke carries over Descartes' ontology and
epistemology into his own system without alteration. Paul
Hazard (La Crise de la conscience européenne, 1680-1715
[Paris, 1961], p. 228) notes that Locke adds nothing signifi-
cant to Descartes' psychology. See Locke, An Essay Con-
cerning Human Understanding, 2 vols., ed. A. C. Fraser
Lfacsimile, New York, 1959]), II, 190 ff., "Of the Extent of
Human Knowledge."

2Jean Laporte, Le rationalisme de Descartes (Paris,
1950), p. 470.

3

Ibid., p. 477.
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eighteenth century.l At all events, the vision of
modernist epistemology accessible to Swift in the 1690's
could hardly have had its cartesian character obliterated
bv the emerging thought system of Locke or Newton.

It should be recalled that until the turn of the
century systematic modernism remained an aspect of an
international French hegemony. This hegemony was soon to
give way to a dominance by English speculative systems; but
even in the realm of thought that Newton would come to
dominate, as Paul Hazard makes clear, the principles of the
Principia were far from being understood when they appeared
in 1687. It was not until a generation or so later that
their importance fully dawned on men:

Ces principes sont loin d'étre compris aussitdt

qu'ils paraissent au Jour' c'est seulement dans

lt'epoque ultérieure qu'ils donneront tous leurs

effects: comme dans la philosophie, comme dans

la crlthue comme en toutes choses, le XVIII®

51ec1e se nourrira de ce que la fin "du XviIe
siécle a trouve- ces fortes substances demandent

une lerite a851m11ation.

Of course shortly Descartes' system of cosmology would

remain only as an emblem of speculative excess. Shortly,

too, Locke would become the authority for modernism, not

lThls continuity has been remarked by Olivier
Brunet, Philosophie et esthétique chez David Hume (Paris,
1965), p. 216. See also Mario M. Rossi, L'Esthetica dell?
Empirismo inglese (Florence, 1944), Vol. I. 34:; and James
D. Roberts, Sr., From Purltanlsm to Platonism in Seventeenth
Century England (The Hague, 1968), p. 39.

2 . .
La crise de la conscience européenne, p. 293.
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only in England, but among French projectors and later the

philosophes. Descartes' system, chastened and stripped of

virtually everything but his "pneumatology," with emphasis
on his doctrine of the "inner light" and the "representative
theory of knowledge"--its wings clipped and taught to walk
firmly on the ground--emerged in the good gray plumage of
Locke and, later, of Anthony Ashley Cooper, to give method
to the Age of Sentiment in England and the Age of Reason in
France. But in the decade of the Tale's conception the
shift from French to English dominance had not yet occurred.
In the 1690's, even considering a growing disenchantment
with cartesian physics and nearly two decades after the
disaffection of More and Cudworth, the méthode of Descartes
was not challenged. It is here, in method and the resulting
model of epistemology--rather than in speculations about
vacuums and vortexes--that Swift would correctly locate the
core of modernism: this is demonstrable from Swift's text.
Therefore insofar as Swift was concerned with modernism (and
this can hardly be questioned seriously), neither Newton,
nor'Locke, nor the pressure of the future, would have
obscured for him the identity of the true original of

modernism. If in the Battle of the Books, the arrow aimed

at Bacon found its mark in Descartes, it seems to me that
the reason is not that Swift deferred to his patron's fancy
for Bacon, or expressed a chauvinistic caprice; but rather

that Swift is showing us that, contrary to the publicity of
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the Royal Society, Bacon is not the leader of the moderns

and that Descartes is.

The Alternative Traditions of Reason

In the most lengthy study so far made of the influ-
ence of Descartes upon English thought, Pierre Garai pro-
posSes that Descartes provided the Augustans with "the
shield of order" behind which the forces of tradition could
regroup to protect humanism from materialism.l Garai finds
the philosophical system used on all sides as the basis for
conceptual reality: even Alexander Pope is presented as
falling in line to recite the clichés of this cartesian
order.

One can accurately predicate cartesianism of men
like Rhymer, Dennis, Stillingfleet, More, Cudworth, Glanvill,
Thomas Purney, and Addison; and hence we might say that Garai
is half right: but to predicate it of men like Pope and
Swift is all wrong. In this the author makes the error
later repeated by Phillip Harth who supposes that Swift's
own epistemology is fundamentally cartesian.

Mr. Garai's errors are easy to make and exemplify
the hazards of not only "the Whig view of history," but of
what one might call "the cartesian perspective on the

intellectual milieu of Swift."

lGarai, "The Shield of Order."
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Garai can give to the "new philosophy" a universal
office in Augustan England because of two errors. First, he
does not take cognizance of the radical discontinuity
between humanist tradition and that of modernism. Second,
he supposes that there are four and, seemingly, precisely
four intellectual systems involved in the conflict usually
referred to as the Quarrel of the Ancients and the Moderns.
The old order is supposed to be synonymous with scholas-
ticism, threatened by mechanical materialism. Scholasticism
had been defunct for a century, leaving a vacuum that late
seventeenth-century men would rush to £ill by choosing
either mysticism or reason. Under the former title gather
Augustinianism and Rosicrucianism in a mutual fog. Reason
has its champion in Descartes. Therefore the alternatives
to which late seventeenth-century man might swear allegiance
according to Garai are: scholasticism (hard to embrace
after being dead a century), mechanical materialism (identi-
cal to the system of Hobbes), pure rationalism (newly minted
by Descartes), and finally--mysticism. A choice so defined
and delimited leads to some rather strange conjunctions.

The first thing to note is that probably no one in
the second half of the seventeenth century saw the philo-
sophical alternatives in these terms except the cartesians.
But to accept the terms of the intellectual conflict in
specifically cartesian terms is to make any conclusions

redundant. If we proceed from the thesis that Swift is a
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Christian humanist, in something like the terms I have set
up earlier in this study, then we would reject scholasticism
as the true embodiment of the perennial tradition. As I
have noted, scholasticism was in some respects alien to the
more ancient humanism. Often it provided the seed bed of
naturalism, rationalism, nominalism and several other
suspect -isms.

Furthermore, Hobbes is not the driving edge of
modernism. His Leviathan is an historical red herring. His
system represents the bifurcation of nature carried to one
of two logical, but intolerable, extremes, as Berkeley's
system presents the other, in radical efforts to avoid the
epistemological dilemma forever insoluble at the heart of
the dualism given its definition by Descartes--a dualism
that in denying the traditional logos principle at work in
Christian dualism, effectively seals off mind from matter,
so that ideas can know only ideas and matter move only
matter. Incidentally, Locke's system is, in effect, a third
attempt to solve the cartesian dilemma, an attempt often
praised as characteristically British for its "“common
sense," but which "solves" the problem by ignoring it, as
being too speculative.

At all events, it would have been apparent to Swift
that Descartes offered no defense against Hobbes. The fact
that Descartes' God was not the Christian humanist's God,

and the fact of the essential mechanism of cartesianisnm,
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had been common knowledge for some while before Swift
conceived and wrote his Tale. Anyone who remained in the
ranks of cartesianism or modernism after, say, 1680, would
have been unwilling to accept '"mystery" as a term that
might possibly mean anything but ignorance or the privileged
knowledge of the manipulation of creation according to
magical idealism. Of the two alternative attitudes towards
mystery thus open to the modernist, the "Anglican
rationalists" opted for the term as a denomination of what
man had not yet come to know or simply could not know;
while those following in the tradition of the Cambridge
Platonisﬁs opted for the term as a denomination of
initiated knowledge for magical manipulation.

A third error in Garai's version of the intellectual
globe of Swift's age is in the unquestioning assumption that
cartesianism is a strictly rational system; whereas it fails
in the one thing necessary in a rational system: its reason
is, as I have pointed out earlier, hardly reason at all, but
a mere mechanical comparison of one thing with another for
likeness or unlikeness. To accept Descartes' definition of
"reason" is to have already betrayed humanism, not to mention
compounding our difficulties in comprehending Swift's meaning
of the term.

A fourtﬁ error in the stereotype view of the age is
in permitting "mysticism" to swallow up the remnant of what

was in fact the genuine tradition of humanism: this last
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error can only be made because of a failure to distinguish
between magical mystery and sacramental mystery; between
such fundamentally diverse traditions as that of gnosticism
(and of Dun Scotus Erigena, the Albigensians, Joachimites,
Paracelsus, and the Cambridge Platonists) on one side, and,
on the other side, of Origen (and of Augustine, Anselm,
Bonaventure, Erasmus, and Swift). These separate traditions
are based on quite different concepts of reason and nature;
yet the cartesians, deists and modernists generally, did
include them together. Descartes did not, and his followers
could not, distinguish between the two orders of mystery:
and in assuming a nominal identity they obliterated
conceptual distinction. 1In the post-cartesian world it is
quite difficult to apprehend reality in such a way as to
make the distinction again meaningful; as heirs to the Hack,
we are prone to his error, a sort of Second Fall (as Jacques
Maritain refers to the cartesian degradation of reasonl)
that entails a loss of integrity of the understanding; yet
the distinction can be made, and it should be made if we
are to see '"reality" as Swift may be presumed to have seen
it from a Renaissance point of view,

I have noted that while the general acceptance of
Descartes' metaphysics was soon to decline among scholars,

and his physics was to become a caricature among the

l&g songe de Descartes, p. 288,
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generality, his method remained fundamental to English
modernism, whether or not adherents to the latter paid lip
service to Descartes. This pervasive survival of the
cartesian epistemology in English modernism I would refer
to as "procartesianism," to distinguish it from the more or
less deliberate and conscious cartesianism of such as
Rhymer, Collins, and--to a limited but striking extent--

Addison.

The Fundamental Subjectivism of Descartes

Three erroneous commonplaces concerning Descartes1
are that he espouses the Platonic epistemology, he opposes
pragmatic testing, and he provides a guard against
subjectivism. The first commonplace results from a failure
to distinguish cartesian "reason" from the reason of the
Renaissance humanist tradition. The second results from
accepting at face valué certain distinctions set up by
R. F. Jones and others as a regulative scheme to guide
investigation. The third results from confusing "sensation"
(which Descartes distrusts) with subjectivity and supposing
that a mathematic criterion of truth insures objectivity.

In reality, Descartes' epistemology is radically
subjective. In his well-known "cogito ergo sum," he is not

so much concerned with starting from scratch as starting

lAll recited in a single page by Garai in his
dissertation on the influence of Descartes in English
literary theory and practice, p. 17.
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from self; and self is reduced to the present thought.
There are in fact no raw data, for as I have observed,
according to Descartes' radical dualism, only like can know
like, hence consciousness is at once the mode and the object
of thought. As Karl Jaspers points out, since in the
cogito "the subject of certainty is at the same time its
object, subject and object coincide, and everything that is
in my consciousness is real in the same sense as the
‘T am'."l One's own identity is the object of the self.

When Descartes argues for the existence of a God,
it is from his own idea of God: essentially this is his
"ontological argument," but clearly Descartes! private idea,
not God's idea, is prevenient. It is certainly significant
that Descartes is the first in the history of thought to
apply the term "idea" to an entity in his own mind, rather
than an entity subsisting in the mind of God.

Its own making must be built into the process of
thought in the cogito, precisely as the ontological argument
is built into his idea of God. This built-in quality is the
basis of the oft-made accusation of circularity in Descartes'
thought. But it is not so much circularity as it is a self-
creation, and a creation, by the self, of the world,
beginning and ending in the self. The cogito and the

intuition of the ontological argument for God meet in a

lIn his essay "Descartes," in Three Essays, p. 69.
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parody of '"grace." Instead of prayer there is only thought:
and "grace" is no more than the quite natural corollary of
thinking in which the God principle serves as the term by
which one identifies the certainty of clarity and distinct-
ness. This is not only "subjectivism," it is sovereign and
inescapable subjectivism.

It is this radical subjectivity that prompted
Schilling to declare that Descartes had struck the keynote
of modern philosophy, imprisoned "in the sphere of subjec-
tive consciousness."l According to Krailsheimer, Descartes'
purely subjective criterion of truth is achieved at "the
price not only of severing all the traditional bonds by
which man had been joined to other men and the world around
him, but also of splitting in two the personal unién of mind
and body."2 Heidegger states that in founding modern
subjectivism, Descartes laid the foundations of European
nihilism.3 Descartes shows the way that Europe will follow.
He need never leave the sanctuary of his own mind. This

radical subjectivism, according to which the ego finds its

lCited by Jaspers, ibid., p. 178.

2A. J. Krailsheimer, Studies in Self-Interest, from
Descartes to La Bruyére (Oxford, 1962), p. 47.

3"Der europdische Nihilismus," in his Nietzsche
(1961), Vol., II, 127,







