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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 allegory, 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 



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 

INTRODUCTION 

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,""'" 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 

*Cited from 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. 
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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 donnees 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. In A 

Tale of a_ Tub Swift is concerned with a matter of no less 

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, 

^""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 "classicism," see Rene Wellek, "The Term and the Concept 
of 'Classicism' in Literary History," in Aspects of the 
Eighteenth Century. ed. Earl R. Wasserman (Baltimore, 1965), 
pp. 105-128; and the atomic analysis of "romanticism" by 
Arthur O. Lovejoy, "On the Discriminations of Romanticism," 
PMLA, XXXIX (1924), 229-253, is something of a paradigm of 
studies in the history of ideas. 



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 art, 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. 
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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 



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 allegory; 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. 

Both irony and paradox show "a confusion of the 

semantic and syntactic processes of double or multiple-

2 leveled polysemy," says Fletcher. 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. 

"'"Allegory: The Theory of a Symbolic Mode (Ithaca, 
1964), pp. 229-230. 

2Ibid. 
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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 has 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, 
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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 donnee of existence. Webster1s 

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-Indoeuropean, 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 intellectual integer its 

definition would, seem to claim for it. Certainly it does 

not mean for Augustine and Bonaventure what it means for 



9 

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. In the 

same way it does not necessarily mean the same to the 

adherent to the norm of A Tale of a_ Tub what it means to 

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. 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 help t6 note that 

"®"The 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. 



12 

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 1650-17 50 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 distinguish 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. 

Descartes1 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 considerations 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. 

"*"In "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 II 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.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 

world.; 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 

displace the traditional rhetorical model 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 

^The Wars of Truth: Studies in the Decay of 
Christian Humanism in the Earlier Seventeenth Century 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1952), p. 309. 
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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 applies, 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 



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 symposia; 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 



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-making 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.11 It is to 

terms of such etymological myth that the events of salvation 

history are reduced in the new covenant of modernism. 



23 

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' problem 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 Swift's 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. Thia 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 man'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. Imaginary 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.^ Elias Chiasson has contended that in A 

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

^""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. 

1 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;"'" and of Phillip Harth that 

Swift follows the non-dogmatic intellectualism of the 

2 Cambridge Platonists; and. of Philip Pinkus that Swift 

satirizes a vacuous world that can be symbolized by 

Rosicrucianism.^ 

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

2 Swift and Anglican Rationalism: The Religious 
Background of "A Tale of a^ Tub" (Chicago. 1961). 

3 "The Nature of the Satire in A Tale of a Tub," 
unpublished dissertation, University of Michigan, 1956; 
also see the derived paper, "A Tale of a Tub and the Rosy 
Cross," JEGP. LIX (1960), 669-679. 



29 

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 

^"Miriam Starkman, Swift1 s Satire on Learning in "A 
Tale of ji Tub" (Princeton, 1950). 
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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,"^" 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 

^"In 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,* 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 

2 between the Allegory of the Brothers and the Digressions. 

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 

3 intended quite the opposite from what is found, in print. 

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 

•*"Swjft and Anglican Rationalism, pp. 151-153. 

^Ibid. , p. 2. 

3 
Swift1s 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, saint des saints of 

his satiric world remains unentered. 

Our procedure is suggested by Richard. McKeon in his 

"Renaissance and Method.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 

2 importance later." 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 

^"In Studies in the His to ry of Ideas . 3 vols. 
Columbia University (New York, 1935T7 HI, 37-114. 

^Ibid., p. 39. 



34 

the old language can be preserved, while philosophic posi

tions are entirely renovated.."'' 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 

2 the ambiguity." 

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 

3 questions of philosophic truth. 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 sequence of ideas . . . into the philosophic 

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

1Ibid., pp. 39-40. 

^Ibid., p. 48. 

"^Ibid. , p. 49. 

4Ibid. 
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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 pbint 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.^" 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 

See 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 list, 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. In 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. 



37 

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. 

Swift'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 Procopius1 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.^ 

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 

I 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. In 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 
polemics, 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 theopophical 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 Traite de mecanique 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'Eqlise Catholiq. 1681. There is Sarpi's 

caustic account of the Council of Trent—that extraordinary 
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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 defense et 

illustration de la langue frangaise. 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 Academie Fran9aise, 

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, 

the significant question is, of what?^" The answer usually 

given since mid-nineteenth century, is "the rebirth of the 

forms and spirit of classical antiquity in fifteenth-century 

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

for there is mounting evidence that all the characteristics 

"'"See the issue of the JHI. IV (Jan., 1943), the 
entirety of which is devoted, to the definitions of the term. 

2 C. Warren Hollister, "Introduction," to The Twelfth-
Century Renaissance (New York, 1969), p. 3. 
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of the later Renaissance were present, to a lesser or 

greater degree, in what Romantic scholars fancied, were the 

"Dark Ages."^ As Richard McKeon remarks, the idea of the 

Renaissance is a manifestation of "the tendency of 

philosophical theories to build historical facts, which in 

2 one further step are to be exploded as fictions." 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 'SO's by 

3 Charles Haskins, 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 

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

2 "Renaissance and Method," 43. 

3 Renaissance 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,1 but also by Curtius, Thornd.ike, 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, 

2 and Garin. 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 £tienne 

Gilson who sees the later period, as "le moyen age moins 

Dieu. 

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. 

^See 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). 

2 
For 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. 

Les idees 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.""'" But he 

finds it necessary because the features of the medieval mind. 

"survived, the so-called. Renaissance and. were well alive 

2 until the end. of the seventeenth century. " 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 

3 antiquity and Revelation, 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 

4 better understanding of our past." 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 

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

^Ibid., p. 587. 

3lbid., p. 594. 

4Ibid., p. 587. 



46 

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.^" 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 

2 beyond doubt." As the ever-present genius of medieval 

civilization, humanism was more dynamic in certain centuries 

3 than in others. These periods in which humanism attains a 

more notable dynamism are the various renaissances—the 

Northumbrian Renaissance, the Carolingian Renaissance, the 

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

2 Hanna H. Gray, "Renaissance Humanism: The Pursuit 
of Eloquence" in JHI. reprinted in Renaissance Essays. ed. by 
Paul 0. Kristeller and. Philip P. Wiener (New York, 1968), 
p. 201. 

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

Century, and, of course, the official Renaissance."^ 

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 Old. Night? 

That the term has come upon bad times in the past 

century, being used, variously to denominate anti-theism, 

2 "personalism" opposed, to the state, and. atheism, 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-

3 Roman antiquity. 

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

2 For 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." 

3 For 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;1 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 

2 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 

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

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

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

3 
Hanna 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.*" 

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 

2 humanists in the full sense of the word. As I will demon

strate below, the basis of the Patristic synthesis is a 

rhetorical epistemology universalized. And that which 

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

^Referred, to by Peter G. Bietenholz, review article 
in Bibliotheque d'humanisme et renaissance: Travaux et 
documents. 224. 

2 European 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. 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 

2 penetration of mystery. 

The result was a decline in the study of classical 

letters and a partial eclipse of humanism. As C. Warren 

Hollister expresses it: "Renaissance 'humanism,' in other 

"'"For 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 (Chicaqo, 
1952), pp. 260-296. 

2 Gordon Leff, Medieval Thought: St Augustine to 
Ockham (London, 1959), pp. 157, 227. 
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words gave way in the later twelfth century to non-

renaissance logic. 

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 

2 humanism. 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 

^Hollister 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. 

2 This 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. 



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 

Swift'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 Epistemoloqy 

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 

hundred years."'" In consequence it found Hellas in Christ 

^"Renaissance Thought (1961), p. 77. 
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and Christ through the language of Hellas;1 Christian 

2 teaching was believed to perfect the wisdom of the Greeks. 

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.^ 

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 

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

2 Friedrich Heer, The Intellectual History of 
Europe. trans. Jonathan Steinberg (Cleveland., 1966), p. 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 II of If This Be Heresy: A Study 
in Milton and Origen (Urbana, 1963T7 On Origen's rhetorical 
epistemology, the authoritative work is Marguerite Harl, 
Oriqene et la fonction revelatrice du verbe incarne (Paris, 
1958) with the most complete bibliography 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.^" 

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 perception—to which is added, the concept of 

a creative logos. 

The concept of the logos, both in its Stoic 

potential and in its subsequent 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 

Henri de Lubac, Exeqese medievale. Vol. I, Part 2 
(Paris, 1959), 374. Since it was an instrument rather than 
a creed., Stoic allegorizing could, be, and was, "vite adoptee 
par les penseurs de diverses ecoles, qui voulaient trouver 
dans les Piete la source de leurs 'belles pensees': un 
Anaxagore, un Metrodore de Lampsaque, un Democrite, un 
Prodicus de Ceos, un Diogene d'Apollonie, un Antisthene, 
un Diogene... Apres le motif apologetique 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: "II pouvait etre de type cosmique, ou 
psychologique, ou moral, ou metaphysique" (p. 374). 



thought, and the very thought itself; it is dialogue, 

analogue, and reason.^ 

In its pre-Christian philosophical usage generally 

logos is the law of intelligibility, the intelligible 

2 content of speech, and the expression of the intelligible. 

For the Stoic specifically the logos is the power of 

3 God, the Anima Mundi; 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 it is the 

4 intermediary of knowledge between them. 

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, 

5 "reason" and "speech." 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. 

^"This 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. 

2Harl, p. 94. 

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

4Harl, p. 94. 

5 Harry A. Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Church 
Fathers. Vol. I (Cambridge, Mass. , 1956), 299. 
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into matter.1,1 In conformity with this materialism, the 

Stoic allegorists, in their non-literal interpretation of 

Homer, do not distinguish between corporeal and incorporeal 

2 levels of being; God himself is for them quite material. 

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 

3 Hellenistic philosophy. Philo, known as "the Cicero of 

4 allegory," 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 

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

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

2 Wolfson, p. 34. 

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

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

5 This 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 (fiqurationem) 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."'' 

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 

2 the end. of the second, century, when the indefinite delay 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 

i 
If This Be Heresy. p. 18. 

2Ibid. 
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first-magnitude importance in precipitating the crystalliza

tion of Christian humanism.^" 

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 neoplatonism, for he had been the fellow-

2 student of Plotinus. 

See 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 judgment 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. 

2 H. 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.^" 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 

2 scripture. 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 his 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 Andre Mandouze 

they came to the study of revelation from a prior study of 

Homer, Virgil, Plato, and Cicero. 

1Ibid., p. 168. 

2 See Chadwick, ibid., and also Curtius, European 
Literature. p. 39. 
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Non seulement presque tous les ecrivains Chretiens, 
et par consequent presque tous les peres de cette 
periode, ont suivi les cours des rheteurs et ont 
commence par etre profondement impregne de litter-
ature profane, mais encore presque tous ont eux-
memes enseigne la rhetorique. 

They not only remained rhetors, they "plus exactement sont 

devenus les rheteurs dont un monde cultive, mais insatisfait, 

avait besoin pour pouvoir comprendre le verite d.e 

l'Ecriture. ,,;L 

It is on such a basis that Origen reconciled Greek 

culture with the Christian faith and virtually created the 

2 dogma of the Church, as Robins ventures. 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 

"'"Saint Auqustin: L' aventure de la raison et de la 
grace (Paris, 1968), p. 54. 

2 If This Be Heresy. p. 1. 
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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,"^ 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 

2 magisterial rhetoric. 

The Formula of the "Sjqnum Translatum": 
Aeniqma 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 

"'"Smalley, p. 12. 

2 The 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."*" 

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 

2 reason. 

^Exeqese medievale. 1.1, 204. 

2Harl, p. 129 ff. 



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 (aeniqmata) are constructed.1 

Perhaps the most emphatic statement of the central part 

played by Cicero's rhetorical device of aenigma in Patristic 

epistemology 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 

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

^De oratore. 3.41.166-42.167, cited by Colish, 
Mirror of Language. pp. 18-19. 

2 Colish, 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/ 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 old law becomes the figure of a "vertical" or hierarchic 

quest for a divinity already present and audible in a 

2 redeemed cosmos under the new law. 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 there 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 

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

2 On the shift from a horizontal to a vertical 
eschatology, see R. M. Grant, Gnosticism and Early 
Christianity (1966), p. 39ff. 
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(although it has the form of that trope); it is the 

substantial basis of participation and communication of 

1 meaning. 

2 The logos for Origen is reason. 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 veritablement capable de 

3 raison." The logos is not only the principle of reason; 

it is the activity of reason, in that it "servi 

d•intermediaire entre Dieu et la chair"; it is "a la fois 

4 le lieu de la rencontre entre Dieu et l'homme." 

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 
l'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 

^Ong, p. ix. 

2 The "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. 

4Ibid., 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 . . . , tju'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 d.eux choses 
ensemble, la lettre et 1'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 incarne," writes Harl, "inscrit son 

2 message dan ce monde de symboles." The very mode of the 

Word is an aenigma, for it is the union of "le Verbe qui est 

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

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

^Parole et mystere chez Oriqene (Paris, 1957), 
pp. 10-11. 

2Harl, p. 145. 

3Ibid., 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 Pere qui m'a envoye. In the letter of the logos, 

the union of what Harl calls "le Verbe en bas and le Verbe 

2 en haut," 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 

3 outcome of a revealed wisdom," in which Augustine builds 

the De trinitate around the rhetorical aenigma of logos 

4 informing man in the human soul, which aenigma is the 

5 analogy of the Trinity. Such a figurative transaction, 

Augustine holds, "provides the fullest knowledge of God that 

1Ibid., p. 184. 

2Ibid., p. 193. 

^Colish, p. 19. 

^Ibid., pp. 79-80. 

5 See the booklength treatment of this analogy by 
John Edward Sullivan, O.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.Our knowledge is per 

speculum in aeniqmate and it is acquired and expressed only 

2 through verbal sign. 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 

3 epistemology. 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-

4 taneously that aenigma is a rhetorical trope. 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. 

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. 

^Colish, p. 80. 

2 Ibid. Also see Hans Leisegang, "La connaissance 
de Dieu au miroir de l'ame et de la nature," Revue 
d'histoire et de philosophie reliqieuses. XVII (1937), 145-
171. 

3 Colish, p. 79. 

^Ibid. 

5 Augustine 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. 
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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, acquiert par son incarnation une double 
relation a lui-meme. Toute creature etant une 
expression de la Parole a par la une relation a 
Dieu comparable a celle de la lettre a son sens, 
du corps a l'ame. Toute creature rationelle 
etant en plus une vie, une interiorite, une 
parole, reproduit dans son etre ce premier 
dualisme transcendant: son corps est 11espression, 
la lettre de son ame. Elle devient ainsi parole 
de la Parole.1 

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 

^Parole et mystere chez Oriqene. p. 45. 
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cette epithete de 1figuratif1, 'iconique' . . . [nonethe

less] le sensible peut avoir quelque analogie avec 

1 • intelligible""'' 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 Irenee, il [Origen] affirme que 

le Christ est • le meme 1 en haut et en bas. S'il distingue 

fortement le Verbe aupres de Dieu et son ombre ici-bas, 

c'est par une analyse de la structure interne de la personne 

d.u Christ, a laquelle il s'interesse si fort. L'humanite 

de Jesus est 1'image du Verbe, elle n'est pas un autre 

2 Christ," explains Harl. 

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 

1Harl, p. 142. 

2Ibid., p. 194. 

^Ibid. 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 attribution"'") in which uttered speech in 

rhetorical figure participates meaningfully in the ideal 

2 logos. 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 

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

2 One 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. 



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 revele etre le vetement 

d.u Christ. 1,1 All the manifest realities of the world, of 

which Origen speaks unceasingly as "invisibles," "intel-

ligibles," and "spirituals," are "signified." and "indicated" 

2 by the events of the world. These latter constitute so 

3 many "signs," "symbols," "aenigmas," "mysteries." 

Essential Augustinianism 

In the spirit of Logos Christianity, Augustine 

reduces all signs to verbal signs, but reiterates the 

distinction between signs that signify literally (siqnum 

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-

4 ferred meaning." In Greek such units of meaning are called 

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

^Parole et mystere. p. 95. 

2Harl, p. 141. 

3Ibid.. , p. 142. 

4 Colish, pp. 59-60. 



refer to such figures as tropoi ("turns") or tropi.^ The 

2 tropi. which Curtius translates as "figurative locutions," 

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

the turn, is the symbol. Robert Hollander describes tropi 

3 as "verbal figurisms," 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-

4 Christian humanism. As Hollander says, the principle of 

medieval discourse is simply Incarnation. 

^"Curtius, p. 44. 

2Ibid., p. 40. 

^Alleqory in Dante's Commedia (Princeton. 1969). 
p. 264. 

^Exeqese medievale. I.l, 193. 
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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."*" As Balthasar states 

of this concept, "La Parole [the Incarnate Son] (parlante ou 

parlee) n'est pas tant un sacrament qu'un aspect de cette 

realite totale superieure qui est la base de tout sacrament 

* 2 particulier et que nous avons appele le Mystere." 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 

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

2 % Parole et mystere. p. 79. 
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corpus of Stoic rhetoric.^" 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, 

2 an epistemology in the mode of rhetoric. 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 figurative turn can be made and. 

before the appeal to man's hierarchic order of intellect 

(derived from Platonic and. Pauline anthropology) can be 

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

2 Colish, p. 9. 
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oriented and comprehended.* 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 

2 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 

*See J. Depuis, L1 Esprit de 1'homme: Etude sur 
1'anthropologic reliqieuse d'Oriqene (Paris. 1967). 

2Lubac, I.1; 144. 
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a tripartite 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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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,"1' 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. II est 

* 2 constamment cite." 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 

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

^Exegese medievale. I.l; 221. 

2Ibid., 227. 

3 Ibid., 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. 



79 

century was at the same time "un renouveau origenien.The 

prime mover of the Renaissance of the Twelfth Century, 

Bernard of Clairvaux, was so steeped in Origen as to be very 

2 nearly his avatar. 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 

3 art of rhetoric." 

Before Erasmus, in Petrarch, whom Victorian scholars 

give credit for making the Renaissance, this rhetorical-

Patristic 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 

4 More. 

1Ibid., 225. 

2Ibid., 232. 

3 "•Civic Humanism1 or Ciceronian Rhetoric? The 
Culture of Petrarch and Bruni," in Past & Present: A Journal 
of Historical Ideas. No. 34 (July, 1966), 12. 

4 Seigel 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 philosophia.^ 

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 earlier 

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 

2 Herschel Baker. 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 

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

2 The Wars of Truth: Studies in the Decay of Christian 
Humanism in the Earlier Seventeenth Century (Cambridge, 
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 Antiquity, 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."'" 

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 diqnitate is the preface, a repudiation of scholastic 

dialectic in the name of a trivium dominated by rhetoric and, 

simultaneously, the manifesto of Renaissance humanism, 

2 according to S. Dresden. 

Giovanni's less famous nephew Gianfrancisco took a 

less ambitious approach and sought to discredit the 

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

2 Humanism 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. 



82 

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."'" Gianfrancisco' s stoic skepticism 

was, as Schmitt says, remarkably close to that of the early 

apologist Justin Martyr. In 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. 

2 scholasticism," as Seigel points out. In the South, 

Italy, rhetoric remained, with unbroken continuity out of 

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

^""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.According 

to Herschel Baker, Erasmus was "a conservative if one ever 

lived." He bent his "critical and exegetical labors toward 

2 a purified, language no less than a purified religion. " 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 

^"The Protestant Reformation. trans, by Aubrey Butler 
(London, 196lT] pi 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.^" 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 

2 philosophy of mechanical logic. 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 

3 comprehend, according to the context of the Incarnation. 

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

2Ibid., p. 246. 

3 * Parole et mystere. 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 conriaissarice de la Parole doit partir du 'mensonge' 

de la lettre. 1,1 

Valla'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 target 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 

^Ibid. 



86 

concern for the text was only the beginning of tht 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 context1 

—and. "context" is not "graphemic," but a person rhetorically 

conceived. This paradigm is the basis of Erasmus1 seeming 

preoccupation with the person of Jesus the Christ in 

Scripture. Erasmian concern for the person has almost 

2 nothing to do with subsequent sectarian subjectivism, but 

a great deal to do with the tripartite man of Plato, Paul, 

Origen, and Augustine, who is the image and union of God, 

3 speech, and world. The humanist sought the etymon in the 

incarnate logos, while the modernist sought the univocal and 

^Dresden, Humanism. p. 78. 

2 The 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. 

3 The 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.^" 

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 

siqnum 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 

2 the language of rhetoric. This concern for the language of 

rhetoric is the essential characteristic of humanism, 

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

rationale of literature, miethod of knowledge: "ultimately 

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

2 Dresden, Humanism. p. 79. 

^Ibid., 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." In rhetoric is revealed divine truth and wisdom.1 

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 

2 to lead man to worship the invisible, 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. In spite of his 

intense concern for textual clarity, Erasmus1 objective is 

3 always the spirit of the word. He is dominated, by the 

symbolic method of interpretation, not only in the 

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

Two recent scholars propose that the Christian humanists, 

especially Erasmus, "demeurent profondement traditionels sur 

1Ibid., p. 82. 

2Ibid., p. 120. 

3Ibid., p. 154. 

^Lubac, II.2; 453, n3. 

^Ibid., n4. 
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la valeur du sens spirituel.In all his development and 

2 commentary there is hardly a trait that is not classic. 

Erasmus is, in the words of another scholar, "un continuateur 

* 3 de la pensee patristique. " It is demonstrable, even, that 

4 Erasmus accepts the fourfold sense of discourse, 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 

5 symbols meaning, of which his person is the criterion. 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 

"'"Cited by Lubac, ibid,. 

2Ibid. 

3 Vandenbroucke, cited, ibid. 

^Lubac, II.2; 452-453. 

5 See Lubac, II.2; 452, who says that for Erasmus 
"il n'y a qu'une seule Parole de Dieu, un seul Verbe, et 
c*est 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-
1 

sance by the Middle Ages,,J" 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 

model 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: "L'humanite d.e Jesus est 1*image 

2 
d.u Verbe. " Meaning is not to be reached, through the logical 

•*The 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:^" 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 aia 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 

*It 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 "1'ombre." As 
Harl explains, "1'ombre du Verbe est le Verbe-fait-chair, 
Jesus-Christ crucifie" (pp. 193, 197). 
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come to the fore.""'" 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, 

3 are all what we would call devout Christians. 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 

4 any other land." 

As Helene Vedrine 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. ̂ 

^Dresden, Humanism, pp. 47-48. 

2 
The Renaissance and. English Humanism (Toronto. 

1939), pp. 54-55. 

3 Daniel-Rops, p. 475. 

4Ibid. 

5 La conception de la nature chez Giordano Bruno 
(Paris, 1967) , p. 87. 
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Erasmus1 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."'' 

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 siqnum 

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 

2 apparently insoluble paradox. 

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 

"'"Heer, p. 225. 

2 In much late-Renaissance speculation, insoluble 
paradox becomes virtually a mode of existence and a world 
view. See in particular R. L. Colie, Paradoxia Epjdemica: 
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 

.Xatin: 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 deroulement 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 foreshadowed but could, not have been matched, 

earlier; while at the same time, 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 study.^ 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 

2 
ways." 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 

^"The Platonic Renaissance in England (Austin. 
1953), p. 201. 

2 Chiasson, dissertation, p. 95. 
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essential notes of a Christian humanism."^ 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, 

"'"Ibid. , p. 99. 
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following the venerable rhetorical model.1 I have noted. 

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-

2 tion between philosophy and rhetoric." 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 philo- ' 

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 

^We 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.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, 

2 rhetoric was deprived of "invention," then of "arrangement" 

and. finally stripped of concern for the passions, leaving it 

only ornamentation.^ 

Stoicism itself, when freed, from the governance of a 

sovereign rhetoric, becomes the principal vehicle of a 

4 triumphant skepticism. 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 

^""Renaissance Humanism: The Pursuit of Eloquence," 
p. 216. 

2 By Peter Ramus, among others; see Walter J. Ong, 
Peter Ramus: Method and the Decay of the Dialogue (Cambridge 
Mass. , 1958) , and Howell, Logic Rhet. in Engl., Chap. IV. 

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

4 For 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.1 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 

2 fell back into its primeval materialism. 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 

3 the modern world, was at hand. " 

^"Schmitt, pp. 129-130. 

2 For 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. 

^The Wars of Truth. p. 3. 



101 

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 

against 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 norm, 

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,^ 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, Rene Descartes, who with cool and. 

steady calculation set about annihilating the old. order. 

Henri Gouhier proposes that in the second half of the 

seventeenth centuiy the intellectual globe was split into 

two alien worlds, the traditional humanists and. the 

2 modernists advancing under the banner of Descartes. 

Born in 1596 to a bourgeois family, Rene was 

educated in one of the best schools of France, the Jesuit 

La Fleche, 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 

^The Wars of Truth. p. 3. 

2 e s "Les deux XVII' siecles," Conqreso internacional 
de Filosofia. Actas, t. Ill, Instituto Luis Vives de 
Filosofia (Madrid, 1949), 171-181. 
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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 poele (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 aenigrna.^ 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.^ 

^The 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 TRoma, 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. 

3 * Antoine Adam, Histoire de la litterature Francaise 
au XVIle siecle. 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."^ According to 

l£tienne Gilson he "was the first to build up a new system 

2 of ideas and to open formally a new philosophical era." 

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 

3 ourselves." Thus, he spurned tradition and, according to 

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

^Descartes Selections (New York, 1927), p. v. 

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

3 The Search After Truth by the Light of Nature. in 
The Philosophical Works of Descartes. ed. Elizabeth Haldane 
and G. R. T. floss, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 1967), I, 306. 
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learning Latin and other classical languages."1 His 

declared program was to strip away all he had received from 

the past and build on a new foundation of his own thoughts 

2 alone. "To listen to Descartes was to break with 

tradition," says Lucian Levy-Bruhl, "to consider it, as he 

did, as at the same time inadequate and injurious, and to 

3 join in the struggle to get rid of it." Gouhier considers 

his biography of the early years of Descartes a contribution 

to the history of the anti-Renaissance and declares, "Si nos 

hypotheses sont exactes, elles presentent le jeune Descartes 

reagissant violemment contre 1*esprit de 'la Renaissance' au 

moment meme ou il echappe au 'moyen age'."^ Kristeller 

observes that under the impact of Descartes, philosophic 

5 and literary humanism was definitely superseded.. The 

French historian of ideas, Antoine Adam, considers Descartes' 

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

2 Discours. p. 15, Descartes speaks of "mon dessein 
. . . de batir dans un fonds qui est tout a moi . . . la 
seule resolution de se defaire de toutes les opinions qu'on 
a revues auparavant en sa creance." 

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

^Les premieres pensees de Descartes (Paris, 1958), 
p. 8. 

5 Renaissance Thought II, p. 18. 
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contempt for humanism to be inextricable from his method,"'" 

and Karl Jaspers says that his very mode of thought was a 

2 disavowal of the humanist foundation. 

To judge from the testimony of the scholars cited, 

Descartes is the epitome of anti-humanism. Why then was 

his method 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: 

1 * e Histoire de la litterature franqaise au 17 siecle. 
Ill, 21. 

2 "Descartes," in Three Essays. trans. Ralph 
Manheim (New York, 1964), p. 171. 
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Comme les cours enseignes dans les ecoles, elle 
pretend apporter une explication totale du monde; 
comme eux, elle se donne pour une science 
universelle; comme eux enfin, elle s'unit a une 
metaphysicjue et propose fierement de se prolonger 
en une theologie.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 

2 prospect of advance." 

The powerful flood of cartesianism swept all before 

3 it. It completely dominated the thought of the latter 

4 half of the seventeenth century. In Fontenelle's notable 

words, "Sometimes one great man gives the tone to a whole 

century;" and he identifies the tone of Descartes' 

revolution: 

L1esprit geometrique n'est pas si attache a la 
geometrie qu'il n'en puisse etre tire, et 
transporte a d.1 autre connaissances. Un ouvrage 
de politique, de morale, de critique, peute-
etre meme d'eloquence en sera plus beau, toutes 
choses d.'ailleurs egales, s' il est fait de main 
de geometre. L'ordre, la nettete, la precision, 
l1exactitude qui regnent dans les bons libres 
depuis un certain temps pourraient bien avoir 

^"La philosophie de Malebranche et son experience 
reliqieuse (Paris, 1948), pp. 8-9. 

^Ibid., p. 9. 

3 ^ Leon Brunschvicg, Le proqres de la conscience dans 
la philosophie occidentiale (Paris. 1927), I, 163. 

^Gouhier, "Les deux XVIIe siecles," 173. 
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leur premiere source dans cet esprit geometrique 
qui se repand plus que jamais, et qui en guelque 
fa^on se communique de proche en proche meme a 
ceux qui ne connaissent pas la geeometrie. 
Quelquefois un grand homme donne le ton a tout un 
siecle; celui a qui on pourrait le plus 
legitement accorder la gloire d'avoir etabli un 
nouvel art de raisonner, etait un excellent 
geometre. * 

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 String 

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 crit&re de 1'evidence, 

que ce fut 1'evidence personnelle du protestantisme, 

1*evidence rationnelle du cartesianisme ou 1'evidence 

Cited 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 la 

rhetorique.1,1 

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 

3 of reason." 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 

^Rhetorique et philosophie: pour une theorie de 
1'argumentation en philosophie (Paris, 1952) , p. 40. 

2 The Intellectual History of Europe. p. 322. 

3Ibid., p. 340. 
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philosophically.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, 

2 particularly in its tendency to nominalism; in Raymond 

Lull, early fourteenth-century rhetor who attempted a 

universal system of knowledge in which all things and ideas 

^The Wars of Truth, p. 36. 

2 a 
See £tienne Gilson, Etudes sur le role de la 

pensee medievale dans la formation du systeme cartesien 
(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 diagramsin 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 

2 
had. been a whole and valid unity"; in Faustus Socinus, who 

denied the Incarnation, reduced, "grace" to the natural light, 

3 and. sought truth in mechanical method; 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 

4 Johann-Valentin Andreae. Tracing the consonance of 

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

^Heer, pp. 302, 304. 

3Ibid., p. 296 ff. 

4 The 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 pensees. pp. 151-157; see also 
Paul Arnold, "Descartes at les Rose-Croix," Mercure de 
France. CCCXL (1960), 266-284. 
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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 melange. 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. 

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 

2 system of Descartes, whether it was clearly understood or 

only vaguely comprehended. Descartes had defined the 

philosophy of anti-humanism. This fact would, probably have 

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

2 A Sterling P. Lamprecht, "The Role of Descartes in 
Seventeenth-Century England," Studies in the History of 
Ideas. Ill, Columbia University (NewYork, 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 Descartes' definitive influence 

upon English thought during the period under consideration. 

The three studies are by Marjorie Nicolson (1929), Sterling 

P. Lamprecht (19 35), and Pierre Garai (1957 J.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 

Nicolson, "The Early Stages of Cartesianism in 
England," j>P, XXVI (1929), 356-374; Lamprecht, "The Role 
of Descartes in Seventeenth-Century England," Studies in 
the History of Ideas. Ill, Columbia University (New York, 
1935), 178-240; Garai, "Le cartesianisme et le classicisme 
anglais," Revue litteratur comparee. XXXI (1957), 373-387; 
and the dissertation from which this last paper was derived, 
"The Shield of Order: A Study of the Influence of 
Cartesianism on English Literary Doctrine: 1660-1744," 
Columbia University, 1954. There is also a paper by 
Risieri Frondizi, in effect a distillation 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 methode 

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.^" 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 

2 before Swift was to write his Tale. 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 particular vogue 

under the title of An Entire Body of Philosophy according 

to the Principles of Renatus Pes Cartes. 1694.3 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 

4 of the 1640's. Henry More was probably teaching the 

essentials of cartesianism before 1650 and was certainly 

"'"Frondizi, p. 62. 

2 Lamprecht, pp. 193-194. 

3Ibid., pp. 195-196. 

^Ibid., p. 194. 
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lecturing on his physics and from the Principles of 

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

Cambridge his own interpretation of Descartes for over 

2 thirty years," says Nicolson; "Descartes was his idol." 

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 

3 succeeding English thought." 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, Descartes1 system was "impressed. 

4 unalterably upon English thought and. English literature. " 

1Ibid., p. 195. 

2 Nicolson, p. 362. 

3lbid., p. 364. 

^Ibid., 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 

2 cartesianism; 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 

3 1640 and 1700." Frondizi suggests that the period 1640-

1690 might aptly be called the Cartesian Period, in English 

4 philosophy. 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 

1Ibid., pp. 369-371. 

2 Lamprecht, 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). 

3 Lamprecht, p. 182. 

4 Frondizi, p. 65. 
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time.ul Lamprecht believes that his statement presents 

contemporary judgment accurately. 

Descartes made rapid, headway during the Common-

2 wealth. According to Nicolson it was during precisely this 

period that cartesianism became the basis of the English 

3 revolt against the ancients. 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 

4 in France. 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. 

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 cliche that while Descartes created, modernism 

"'"In his Telluris theoria sacra. 1681; cited, by 
Lamprecht, p. 183. 

2 Lamprecht, p. 196. 

3 Nicolson, p. 356. 

^Lamprecht, p. 197. 

5Ibid., 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."*" 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-

3 ment—as he repeatedly says, by reference to the phenomena. 

Descartes did. vastly more experimenting than Bacon, as the 

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

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

3 Gilson and Langan, p. 75. 
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former's strikingly modern, although often fantastic, works 

on animal anatomy and. medicine attest.^" According to Wilbur 

Howell, Descartes' whole method consists in turning "away 

from a rhetoric of invention by commonplace ... to adopt 

2 a rhetoric of invention by research." 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 

3 zealous support. " 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 

4 European parts since Noah's flood." Lamprecht believes it 

is quite just that in the eyes of seventeenth-century 

thinkers Bacon seemed to have done little "actually to 

1Ibid., p. 24. 

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

^Lamprecht, p. 184. 

4 Cited 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.1,1 

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 

^Lamprecht, pp. 184-185. 
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generally distorted."1' 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 resume dans la 

'vue' (intuitus) de 1'entendement": it is only "la 

reception passive d'un donne." Descartes' "reason" has no 

2 structure; it merely observes. In truth, according to 

Laporte his rationalism partakes of empiricism "au sens 

3 premier et authentique du mot." 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 

Note that Jacques Maritain (Le sonqe de Descartes 
[Paris, 1932], p. 259) emphasizes that Locke's epistemology 
"est une pure formule cartesienne." 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 17 th Century Cartesianism [The Hague. 1966 J, 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 europeenne, 1680-1715 
[Paris, 1961], p. 2287 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 J, II, 190 ff., "Of the Extent of 
Human Knowledge." 

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

3Ibid., p. 477. 
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eighteenth century.^" At all events, the vision of 

modernist epistemology accessible to Swift in the 1690's 

could hardly have had its cartesian character obliterated, 

by 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'etre compris aussitot 
qu'ils paraissent au jour; c'est seulement dans 
l'epoque ulterieure qu'ils donneront tous leurs 
effects; comme dans la philosophie, comme dans 
la critique, comme en toutes choses, le XVIIIe 
siecle se nourrira de ce que la fin du XVIIe 
siecle a trouve; ces fortes substances demandent 
une lente assimilation.^ 

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 

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

2 / La crise de la conscience europeenne. 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 methode 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

poses that Descartes provided the Augustans with "the 

shield of order" behind which the forces of tradition could, 

regroup to protect humanism from materialism."'" 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 cliches 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." 

^"Garai, "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 fill 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 cartesianism, 
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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 

Platonists 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 fourth 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 



129 

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. In 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 reason"'") 

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 

^Le sonqe 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 Descartes^" 

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 value 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 

"'"All 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 

coqito "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 

•I am'."^ 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 coqito. 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 coqito and. the 

intuition of the ontological argument for God meet in a 

^"In 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.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 union of mind 

2 and body." Heidegger states that in founding modern 

subjectivism, Descartes laid the foundations of European 

3 nihxlism. 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 

^Cited by Jaspers, ibid., p. 178. 

2 A. J. Krailsheimer, Studies in Self-interest. from 
Descartes to La Bruyere (Oxford, 1962T7 p. 47. 

^„Der europaische Nihilismus," in his Nietzsche 
(1961), Vol. II, 127. 
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new axis altogether within the self, Krailsheimer calls "an 

inborn sense of the sublime. 

All the elements in Descartes' system are traceable 

from his biography. As Gilson and Langan have remarked, 

"the philosophy of Rene Descartes cannot be rightly under-

2 stood apart from his own person and life." The warp of 

his character appears everywhere in his work. His very 

Discours de la methode. the simplest formulation of his 

universal science, he had first intended to entitle "The 

3 History of My own Mind. " And. the work is cast as an 

autobiographical and reflective quest for certainty. 

It is instructive to compare Descartes' autobio

graphical quest for truth with that of Augustine. This is 

particularly so as they can be considered, the patriarchs of 

the two worlds that Swift juxtaposes in the satire of the 

Tale. 

Descartes' quest is conceived in terms of a universal 

mathematics, adheres to mathematical criteria, and follows 

4 the serial organization of a demonstration in geometry. 

^Studies in Self-interest. p. 39. 

2 Modern Philosophy. p. 55. 

3 Gilson. The Unity of Philosophical Experience, 
p. 127. 

4 * "Ces longues chaines de raisons, toutes simples et 
faciles, dont les geometres ont coutume de se servir, pour 
parvenir a leurs plus difficiles demonstrations, m'avaient 
donne occasion de m'imaginer que toutes les choses, qui 
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By definition, it is a solitary and isolated quest.^ His 

ideal he took from the introduction to his childhood text

book in mathematics where there appeared the promise of 

truths that are clear, distinct and incontrovertible. 

"Nothing is received there," proclaimed his textbook, "of 

2 what is false, not even that which is merely probable." He 

invented the analytic geometry, according to which material 

facts are plotted in relation to axes that are even today 

known as "cartesian coordinates," defining reality in 

diagrammatic figures. Descartes' universal philosophy came 

into being when he decided that "all objects [of knowledge] 

should henceforward be handled as if they were mathematical 

objects, even if they were not so."^ From this time forward, 

Descartes would concede truth value to only such proposi

tions as could be represented as univocal mathematical 

propositions in the system he had himself invented. All 

objects knowable to man ("toute ce que 1'esprit humain surait 

trouver") are related to each other in the same way as the 

peuvent tomber sous la connaissance des hommes, s'entre-
suivent en meme fa<jon"—Discours de la methode. ed.. Gilson, 
p. 19. 

^"Descartes presents himself "comme un homme qui 
marche seul et dans les tenebres; je me resolus d'aller si 
lentement, et d'user de tant de circonspection en toutes 
choses, que, si je n'avanqais que fort peu, je me garderais 
bien, au moins, de tomber"—Ibid., pp. 16-17. 

2 Gilson, iftienne. Unity of Philosophical Experience. 
pp. 130-131. 

^Gilson and Langan, p. 57. 
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terms of geometrical demonstration in his method."'" Gilson 

and Langan remark that this is a categorically inclusive 

method: "all things: no exception is made; the order of all 

things is of the same nature as that of the terms of a 

2 
mathematical demonstration." One proceeds by no light 

except "la seule lumiere de la raison" making a claim for 

3 
human self sufficiency of the most radical kind. 

By contrast, Augustine's quest is conceived in terms 

of a universal analogical rhetoric; reason itself adheres to 

rhetorical criteria and follows the interior assent and turn 

that follow rhetorical demonstration. Marcia Colish finds 

Augustine's works, particularly the Confessiones. unparal

leled. demonstrations of a rhetorical epistemology, which is 

the model not only of his reason, but of his life and. of his 

works. Augustine charts his progress from paganism to faith 

in increasing degrees of ability to learn and. express him-

4 
self rhetorically. His very conversion was a rejection of 

sterile rhetoric and. the acceptance of Ambrose's symbolic 

rhetoric. Thought itself is the rhetorical operation of the 

spirit.^ His handling of truth proceeds by way of 

1Discours, pp. 20-21. 

^Modern Philosophy. p. 58. 

3 
Krailsheimer, p. 35. 

4Colish, p. 20. 

5Ibid., p. 21. 
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rhetorical aenigma in the same way that the Sermon on the 

Mount is a highly sophisticated construct of aenigmas and 

seeming paradoxes; his life proceeds by way of paradox that 

is explained by the central paradox of the Incarnation; his 

sins are in terms of the misuse of the rhetorical faculty; 

his attainment of grace by submitting to the undeceiving 

folly of charity. 

If Augustine was driven by a need, to penetrate 

rhetorical aenigma to comprehend mystery in the Word, in 

Descartes' metallic parallel, the founder of modernism is 

driven by a compulsive need, for certainty conceived in 

optical and. linear termsInsofar as that for which he 

gropes is "mystery," it is but that beyond, the frontier 

which his infallible chain of clear and. distinct ideas has 

not yet breached. As I will show in the next chapter, the 

literary equivalent to the mode of the cartesian signified. 

is myth. This myth is analogous to "mystery," and indeed 

it is this "truth" that Descartes is driven to grasp. This 

species of mystery is peculiar in that the movement of 

thought is the reverse of that in humanist mystery. What

ever "spiritual" suggestion is generated in the image is 

made to stand for the objective signal. The reality 

revealed is not sententia but cortex (to use Auerbach's term 

for the surface emblem in a symbolic mode of discourse), the 

"'"See Nathan Edelman, "The Mixed Metaphor in 
Descartes," Romanic Review. XLI (1950), 167. 
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objective presentation in its supposedly univocal and. 

immediately apprehended simplicity. Schemata in this 

status are those for which Descartes quests, "all disposed 

into great Order, and reducible upon Paper," to borrow a 

phrase from the Hack.*" Descartes' order of discourse would 

ideally follow the same order as his reason. 

If the parallel that I have drawn between Augustine 

and Descartes is extended to the Hack, it would be seen that 

the Tubbian quester also reveals his "reason," his nature 

and. his method of discourse to be of a piece. 

In the Hack's discourse there is the schematic and. 

serial principle of Descartes' method, screwed, up to the 

highest pitch. Its optical- or surface-quality is as 

palpable a fabric as language could, make it: pieces severed, 

from a rational whole and. stitched together according to an 

anti-rhetorical criterion to produce a superficies almost 

portable, a mask behind, which the Hack believes there is 

nothing, unless perhaps more of the same. The Hack is self-

created out of the same stuff, and the "rationale" of that 

creation is his reason: matter, manner, and. meaning are 

virtually inseparable. 

The one thing that Descartes' character did not 

permit him to accept was ambiguity or aenigma. "Mere" 

•*"A Tale of a Tub. ed. A. C. Guthkelch and. D. Nichol 
Smith (Oxford, 1958T, p. 127. Citations in the text are to 
this edition. 
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probability—which is, after all, the sort of knowledge for 

which a rhetorical epistemology strives—would be 

intolerable.1 In fact, the probable for Descartes exists 

only in that great threatening penumbra outside truth. The 

Hack throughout the Tale manifests the same criterion. 

1 have noted above that for Descartes one's own 

identity is the object of the self, that subject and object 

coincide. This is true not only in his "solipsistic" 

sanctuary, the thinking man as ghost in the machine as he 

confronts the world, the mise en scene of which is the 

stuff of his own imagination and the actors his own ideas; 

it also characterizes cartesian man when we view him. In 

one of his most famous statements about self, his larvatus 

prodeo. Descartes refers to himself as the "philosopher with 

2 
the mask." In spite of his insistence on clarity of idea 

and in spite of his own clarity of style, "Descartes seems 

rather like hiddenness itself," remarks Jaspers, who goes 

on to explain: 

It is not only on account of his cautiousness 
that he remains opaque. There is something weird 
about his hiddenness because it does not hide 
anything that one might reveal by interpretation. 
The very fact that Descartes1 personality is not 
open to our eyes tempts us to seek the secret of 
his soul. But instead of finding it one feels 

^Krailsheimer, p. 35. 

2 
See A.-T., X, 213; Coqitationes privatae. 1619, 

calendis Januarii: "Ut comoedi, moniti ne in fronte appareat 
pudor, personam induunt; sic eqo, hoc mundi theatrum 
conscensurus, in quo hactenus spectator existiti, larvatus 
prodeo." 
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compelled to look for hidden meaning in what he 
says, only to find, an ambiguity which actually 
does not hide anything but seems to be part of 
his own character.1 

Such a characterization by perhaps the foremost living 

philosopher and psychotherapist suggests the existential 

consequences of cartesian self-creation. At all events, in 

it can be found a type of the Hack's demiurgic Taylor and. 

his creatures who, turn them however you will—even inside 

out—are all surface, fabricated of clear and distinct 

objective ideas. Where one might expect to find, in the 

Christian humanist system, the quality of mystery, here is 

found only dumb paradox. 

The Four-Fold. Method of Descartes 

What, precisely, is this method, the sure means by 

which I can infallibly arrive at truth, assisted only by the 

private light of reason, and. re-create the world on the 

basis of the one thing certain: the fact that I think and 

have my definition as thought? 

In brief—and. Descartes at this juncture is brief— 

2 
the method consists of four rules: 

^Karl Jaspers, Descartes und die Philosophie 
(Berlin, 1956), cited and translated by Karl Stern, The 
Flight from Woman (New York, 1965), p. 91. 

2 
Descartes" four-fold method is presented, in his 

Discours de la methode (1637), ed. by £tienne Gilson with 
notes and. commentary ("Paris, 1967), pp. 18-19. 
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1. One avoids all precipitate judgment and restricts 

the operation of reason to clear and distinct ideas 

("distinct" is to be true of one object only), dis

missing any other ideas and their objects as lacking 

in truth value. 

2. All discourse, any problem confronted, is to be 

divided into as many parts as possible, each 

resulting part being further divided until simples 

are reached, so that the faculty of "reason" may 

proceed by recognition of like and unlike. 

3. The items of one's thought are arranged, in a series, 

beginning with the utmost simple part and. proceeding 

by addition to greater complexity of structure; so 

imperative is this arrangement of progressing in 

series from simple to complex, that even where no 

such order of complexity exists between ideas and 

their objects, it is necessary to make a fictitious 

one. 

4. The entire process of breaking down, inspection, and 

progression, is surveyed again to be certain that 

division has been carried as far as possible, that 

nothing has been admitted that is not clear and 

distinct, and that one proceeds no farther than that 

which is clear and distinct in the same way that the 

schema of a mathematical graph is clear and. dis

tinct. 
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This is Descartes' famed method. It is apparent 

that an idea can be true only insofar as it is univocal, 

thus ruling out reason proceeding by analogy more profound 

than simple parallel (or "analogy by simple external 

attribution"). 

L. J. Beck notes how typically this is a mathe

matical method: 

[it provides] the simplicity, clearness, and dis
tinctness of the data, the logical sequence in 
the progress from the data to the conclusion, and. 
the completeness of the survey which rounds off 
the whole process.1 

This method.—presupposing Descartes' radical sub-

2 
jectivism in which doubt usurps the place of faith and. God. 

and the world, follow one's own self-creating idea—is the 

formula of cartesian epistemology and. that part of 

Descartes' original doctrine that remained the interior 

model of modernism, whether avowedly cartesian or not. 

Later in this essay I will analyze the consummate 

manner in which Swift takes up this method., to elaborate a 

universalized anti-rhetoric that in the Hack's fictive world 

is cosmology, ontology, epistemology, esthetics and. style. 

The four receipts of Descartes' methode can provide access 

to the rationale of the Hack's syntax. This syntax is a 

linguistic embodiment of the methode—among other things 

^The Method of Descartes: A Study of the Requlae 
(Oxford, 1952), p. 46. 

2 
Stern, Flight from Woman. p. 103. 
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cartesian—that, in the first rule, proscribes rhetorical 

turns; that in the second, justifies the incessant dissect

ing of cognitive unities; that in the third provides the 

program of the Hack's most characteristic syntactical 

device—excessive seriation—as well as his characteristic 

use of strictly fictional progressions; that in the fourth 

calls for repeated minute soundings in the same semantic 

shallows. I believe it will become increasingly clear to 

the reader that this methode is the model of the Hack's 

"universal System in a small portable Volume, of all Things 

that are to be Known, or Believed, or Imagined, or Practiced 

in Life," derived from the "Method," "receipt," and 

"nostrum" left nearly complete at the untimely death of the 

"great Philosopher of 0. Brazile," a work that is the very 

Arcanum of the moderns, presented, in Section V of the Tale. 

From this method the whole of Descartes' modernism 

can be derived, and. indeed, it was. Simple as it is, the 

metaphysical implications of such a method, universalized, are 

clear when we note that it could, not be extended beyond, the 

boundaries of mathematics without assuming that all objects 

of knowledge can be perceived in precisely the same way and. 

at precisely the same order of being. "The assumption was 

all the bolder," as Gilson and. Langan point out, "as, in 

Descartes' own terms, clear and distinct apprehensions 
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should leave no room for doubt.This can only mean that 

man is to perceive in terms of spatialized. schemata and. that 

his verbal signals are absolutely univocal. 

The certitude Descartes was able to attain in 

analytic geometry and geometric optics was "due to the fact 

that, in it, understanding was operating on signs quite 

independently from the natures of the things such signs 

2 
could, represent. " The first problem was that of arrange

ment and. he had. solved, that by dividing all things into 

simples and then assembling in series. The only step that 

then remained was to treat all conceivable objects of 

intellection in the diagrammatic fashion appropriate to 

3 
graphic geometry. It was Descartes' decision to take this 

final step that marks the foundation of his admirable science 

and mathesis universalis. The result was his "representa

tive theory of knowledge," according to which we cannot know 

things in themselves, or even the sense images of them, but 

rather idea images that may or may not resemble what they 

stand, for. Signs then serve as signals rather than as 

symbol, even though they are the only objective reality we 

4 
can know. 

"^Modern Philosophy. p. 57. 

2Ibid. 

3 
Discours. ed. Gilson, p. 20. 

^Ibid., p. 19. 
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Although the history of mathematics records that 

Descartes made some really fundamental contributions to the 

development of that science, it was to him never more than 

the revelation of a universally applicable method. As 

Gilson and Langan remark, "In its general notion and in its 

structure, the whole philosophy of Descartes is conditioned 

by the fact that it was born of the faith of its author in 

the universal validity of mathematical reasoning. The 

notion of 'method1 is therefore fundamental to the 

philosophy, not only in ideas but in feeling.Once his 

method became universal the most profound knowledge 

2 
possible would, be simply a matter of mechanical "know-how. " 

What new world is opened up to us by such a method., 

and. what sort of planet is it? A brief glance will give us 

the shape of Descartes1 world.. All matters of fact exist at 

but one level of abstraction, and that level is mathe-

3 
matical demonstration. From the single first truth of the 

coqito all other actuality possessed, of truth-value is 

projected, rather like an image in a shadow-box, without 

ever escaping the closed, circle of thought which is at once 

object and subject. Here there is total separation of mind, 

and body; the former is synonymous with thought, the latter 

"'"Gilson and. Langan, p. 55. 

2Ibid., p. 56. 

3 
Beck, A Study of the Regulae. p. 46. 
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is synonymous with extension. Since only like can move 

like, matter cannot directly move mind, nor mind matter. 

In truth the gulf is unbridgeable. (This difficulty became 

known as the problem of the "communication of substances" 

and. continued to plague subsequent cartesians like 

Malebranche and the British empiricists; it would become 

the Northwest Passage where Kant and the Romantics would be 

caught fast in the antinomies.) Descartes' own solution was 

self-contradictory but necessary: he set up the deus ex 

machina of the so-called, "animal spirits," an exotic species 

circulating through the plumbing of the body, sometimes 

referred to by Descartes as "wind," material in nature, yet 

so subtle that it could, impress itself on mind and be 

impressed, by it. These animal spirits circulate through the 

arteries from the nether regions of the body, after the 

fashion of humours, to collect at the pineal gland in the 

brain, where communication might take place between thought 

and. flesh, after the manner of seal and. sigil. 

As Karl Jaspers remarks, in speaking of modern 

psychology in general—the legacy of cartesian pneumatology: 

The assumption that what is physical and what is 
psychic coincide somewhere in the brain is pure 
fantasy, and must always remain an untestable 
hypothesis which stems from Descartes' idea of 
the pineal body as the seat of the soul which 
is there like a^ rider on his horse.^ 

1 
General Psycho pa tholo cry (Chicago, 1963), p. 225; 

the italics are mine. 
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Descartes' metaphors make inescapable Jaspers' image of the 

soul seated astride the pineal body like a rider on his 

horse, yet the actual agent of communication is the 

imagination—distrusted by Descartes, but the indispensable 

link in his epistemology. The imagination, both active and 

passive, generates representative images in the medium of 

the animal spirits and thereby enables mind to present that 

which it wills, suitably garbed, to the body; and contrari

wise to present to the mind representative signs of what may 

be presumed to transpire in the body and beyond it in the 

greater world. Even those ideas which the mind would per

ceive of itself are projected in iconic fashion at the pineal 

gland, to be monitored, as it were, by "reason." Thus the 

pineal gland and the animal spirits that move about there 

provide a "clearing house" for all that transpires. It 

would be perhaps more accurate to refer to the pineal gland, 

as the theater of the world in which the representational 

signs of man's ideas have their arena, in which all the 

actors are masks—behind, which there is nothing to be hid,. 

Since mind, itself is passive and hardly more than 

the ghost in a machine, and. since the world of matter is 

hopelessly shrouded, in material shadows forever closed, to 

mind, the real field of knowledge is the animal spirits, 

where imagination can provide schematic signs acceptable to 

mind and the corresponding images of sufficient weight and 

moment to move matter. In setting up the imagination to so 
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function, Descartes has literal ized. a metaphor which may 

have preserved him from the horns of an otherwise hopeless 

dilemma but which expanded to become the meaningful world. 

The status of image and idea, fitted, like seal and 

sigil, is optical and schematic, although Descartes 

emphatically maintains that the idea is not an image composed 

of stuff in any corporeal sense; for this reason it is best 

to conceive of the idea as an interiorly visualized, mathe

matical diagram or schema. 

The judgment of such entities is "reason." Clearly, 

the logos principle as reason, with which we became familiar 

in discussing Patristic epistemology, is abandoned. In 

place of logos is schema; in place of uttered, word, in God 

is optical image-idea in man. The substantial basis for the 

operation of the Incarnation—at least in any sense familiar 

in the humanist tradition—is absent; and. while the terms of 

Christian theology may remain intact, their presence is 

little more than a mask of superficial verbal coherence, old. 

icons joined with mechanic cunning, but with no meaning 

beyond, themselves as objective representations. This is the 

imaginary world of Descartes, the model of reality that 

Henri Gouhier stigmatizes as anti-rhetorical, anti-

Renaissance, and anti-symbolism. 
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Descartes' Search for a Clear and Distinct Fiqurism 

Descartes, who was to direct the final and success

ful onslaught that overthrew Renaissance civilization, was, 

it may be noted with some irony, soundly educated in that 

tradition. At the Jesuit college of La Fleche he pursued 

the regular course of nine years, six devoted to the 

humanities and three to philosophy, the latter comprising 

one year each of logic, mathematics, and finally meta

physics.^" It was during the final year or two at school 

that he mastered all that was then known of geometry and 

algebra; but quite as important to the model we seek is his 

formation in the humanistic studies to which he had so 

diligently applied, himself for all the preceding years 

there. 

We know from the courses prescribed that he studied 

all the major classical works—although later, in his revolt 

against tradition, he would, declare himself free of them. 

The curriculum centered, on rhetoric, and in his classes 

devoted to the humanities he and his fellow-students read. 

Cicero and. Seneca, applying classical method, to the 

Patristic writers. His notebooks reveal numerous and 

copious references to the Patristic writers, particularly 

2 
to Augustine. Most significant to my thesis is Descartes' 

^Norman Kemp Smith, New Studies in the Philosophy of 
Descartes (London, 1952), p. 4. 

2 * * 
Gouhier, Les premieres pensees. p. 93. 
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close study of, and intimate familiarity with, the method 

of rhetorical sacramental symbolism characteristic of 

Patristic epistemology, a system that he referred to as 

Augustine's coqitationes angelicas, and that Gouhier, in his 

study of this aspect of Descartes* early thought, refers to 

as "le symbolisme des spiritualia. 

The most valuable evidence we have of Descartes' 

fascination with sacramental symbolism is to be found in a 

small notebook that he wrote in his young manhood, entitled 

Olympica. It is composed of two parts: first, a series of 

detached notes on sacramental symbolism; and. second, his 

account of his famous dream in which he at last found, his 

admirable science in a mathesis universalis. The date of 

the latter event is 10 November 1619 and. the account 

Descartes writes of it must have been composed shortly there

after. The dating of the detached, notes on symbolism cannot 

be determined, with certainty, but I agree with Gouhier that 

they are earlier than the dream sequence and that these 

notes and. schemes, the very idea of a sacramental symbolism, 

2 
all reveal a spirit quite "pre-cartesian. " Descartes would, 

completely renounce such symbolism as an epistemological 

mode, just as he believed that he could, dispense with the 

medieval tradition he associated with his childhood.; yet to 

^Ibid., p. 96. 

2 lb id.. , p. 90. 
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understand his mature system his early search for an ade-
i 

quate epistemology in sacramental symbolism must be taken 

into account, for it was to leave some distinctive traces. 

During Descartes1 last year at La Fleche his master 

was the highly competent rhetorician Nicolas Caussin, who 

followed, the oldest Christian tradition and who taught that 

in studying the eloquence of the ancients one discovers 

their truth according to the criteria of Patristic 

symbolism. Systematically Caussin worked from Patristic 

texts to prove that "mundus Dei imago est et symbolum," and 

he more than once cited the lines of Augustine, "eloquentia 

quaedam est doctrinae salutaris, movendo affectui 

discentium accommodata, a visibilibus ad invisibilia, a 

corporalibus ad spiritualia.Gouhier interprets Caussin's 

presence at La Fleche as indicating a general ambiance there 

of "religious symbolism and the value of that form of 

sapientia. 

"'"Cited by Gouhier from Caussin's own works, 
Eloquentiae sacrae et humanae parallela and Electorum 
symbolorum. discussed fosr relevance to Descartes' search for 
an adequate symbol system, by Gouhier, Les premieres pensees. 
p. 99. 

2 
Ibid. On the subject of rhetorical sapientia at 

Descartes' school see also F. de Dainville, "L•evolution de 
1'enseignement de la rhetorique," in XVIIe Siecle. No. 80-
81 (1968), 19-43. There is no evidence of disaffection from 
the rhetorical sapiential system in Jesuit schools, accord
ing to Dainville, until 1633, and the crisis did not begin 
until 1660. 
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One other system of symbolic figurism was explored 

by the young Descartes in his search for an adequate 

epistemology and. that is the theurgic sign system, best 

exemplified in gnosticism, hermeticism, and. Rosicrucianism, 

among the prophets of which number the fabled. Hermes 

Trismegistus, Bruno, Paracelsus, and. the imaginary Christian 

Rosenkreutz—all of whom we know that Descartes read, either 

at school or during the first seven years of wandering after 

he left school. 

Gouhier argues that Descartes was quite familiar 

with the occult before leaving College.^" There he had. 

studied Raymond. Lull and. his magical logic by which the 

whole world could presumably be known and manipulated; 

Cornelius Agrippa's De occulta philosophia; the celebrated. 

work of Jean-Baptiste Porta, Maqiae naturalist and evidently 

also the Mysterium arithmeticum by one Johann Faulhaber, a 

mathematician and. Rosicrucian who Charles Adam concludes was 

the link between Descartes and. the "Invisible College" that 

2 
in 1619 he went to search for in Germany. 

The entire matter of Descartes' familiarity with, 

and. indebtedness to, Rosicrucianism and. particularly of his 

association with Faulhaber is exceedingly complex. For our 

^Les premiere pensees. pp. 110-111. 

2 
Vie et oeuvre de Descartes . Eltude historique. 

Vol. 12; supplement to the definitive edition of Descartes• 
works (Paris, 1910), 48-49. 
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purposes it is quite sufficient to accept the evidence that 

he was, by some means, familiar with Rosicrucian treatises, 

their mathematical systems, and programs for a universal 

philosophy uniting religion and science in occult and 

numerical mystery. 

The point of this evidence is that prior to dis

covering the key to his mathesis universalis, an event that 

can be precisely dated with his dreams as 10 November 1619, 

Descartes had. already sought diligently for an adequate 

epistemology in the figurism of sacramental mystery and in 

the figurism of occult mystery. 

The dream, in reality three successive dreams, was 

no ordinary dream, certainly not in the estimation of 

Descartes. He held that the dream itself was an event so 

decisive as to be "la plus importante de sa vie. M'1" Most 

commentators agree that Descartes' methode. indeed., his 

entire philosophy, is a working out of the vision granted 

him in these extraordinary dreams. Let us examine them 

briefly.2 

^"Descartes' own words, cited by Maritain, Le songe 
de Descartes. p. 17. 

2 The extant text is as translated, from Descartes' 
original Latin Olympica and. paraphrased by Adrien Baillet, 
La vie de Monsieur Des-Cartes (Paris, 1691), Book II, 
Chapter I , pp. 81-86. This work is the fountainhead. of all 
subsequent Descartes biography. The passage on the dream is 
most easily accessible in the standard edition of the works, 
A.-T., X, 173 ff. The best commentaries on the dream are 
those by Jacques Maritain, Le^ songe de Descartes (Paris, 
1932) and. Georges Poulet, "Descartes," in his Etude sur le 
temps humain (Paris, 1950). 
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In the winter of 1619, after seven years of wander

ing in the world and, as he says, searching in himself for 

the system of certain knowledge, he had gone into seclusion 

in a German forest near Ulm. He had. sought for some time to 

make contact with the Rosicrucian "brotherhood," and his 

head, was filled with their airy schemes of a universal 

system. 

After several days of isolation in his poele. his 

intellectual enthusiasm had. mounted to such a height that 

his brain was greatly enflamed.^ It was in such a state 

that the twenty-three year old seeker fell asleep and. 

dreamed that, in terror of phantoms, he strove against a 

strong wind, to enter his college church to pray, but was 

tossed, by a whirlwind and tempted in the courtyard by a 

stranger with a melon from a foreign land. 

He awoke and turned, to his right side, praying for 

several hours that he be assisted against the evil effects 

of the dream. Almost immediately after falling asleep 

again, he dreamed, of a tremendous clap of thunder, which 

woke him to witness his room filled, with the sparks of light 

that danced, about from the thunderbolt he had. dreamed. 

^"According to Maritain, "il avait le cerveau fort 
echaufee"—Le sonqe. p. 291; Baillet, paraphrasing 
Descartes' own account, writes: "II se fatigua de telle 
sorte, que le feu lui prit au cerveau, et qu*il tomba dans 
une espece d•enthousiasme, qui disposa de telle maniere son 
esprit deja abattu, qu'il le mit en etat de recevoir les 
impressions des songes et des visions"—A.-T., X, 181. 
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Descartes• biographer says that it was not uncommon for 

Descartes to awake at night to find his eyes sparkling to 

such a degree that he could see objects clearly and dis

tinctly in the night. Be that as it may, on this occasion 

he interpreted the light "philosophically" and was suffi

ciently reassured that he was able to fall asleep a third, 

time. 

The third, dream, unlike the first two, had. nothing 

terrifying about it; but rather it was filled with a sense 

of high expectancy. He finds himself before a table on 

which there are two books, a Dictionary and. a Corpus 

poet arum opened, to a passage of Ausonius: Quod, vitae 

sectabor iter?—"What way shall I turn in life?" 

An unknown man hands him a square of paper on which 

is written the words Est et Non. which the dreamer under

takes to find in the poetry collection, while he does so 

explaining to the man that the volume in which he searches 

had. only just before been mysteriously substituted for the 

original of the same volume. Although he had. many times 

searched this volume and believed himself quite familiar 

with it, he fails to find the Est et Non. but happens 

instead, upon a series of small line-engraved, portraits, 

which in fact he now discovered, for the first time. At 

this point the man and. two books vanish from his dream, 

although Descartes did. not awake but proceeded in his sleep 

to interpret the imagery of his dreams. 
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The first dream he interpreted, as an admonition from 

God. It is important that we remark here that there are 

very close parallels between the dream and. sequences in the 

Noces chymiques and the Raptus philosophicus1 and that the 

melon is a time-honored, hermetic and. gnostic sign for 

2 
initiated knowledge. It should, be noted too that every 

commentator admits the Rosicrucian character of the first 

dream. 

The second dream Descartes interpreted, as a direct 

signal of the "Spirit of Truth" enlightening him. Rather 

enigmatically Descartes says that this spirit was in no 

way human, and in fact had. been agitating him for several 

days.^ 

From the third, dream, he interpreted, the Dictionary 

as all the sciences gathered, together; the Corpus poetarum 

as expressly the union of philosophy with wisdom. The 

significance of the association with poetry is that the 

^"Gouhier, Les premieres pensees. p. 139. 

2 
For explication of the gnostic symbolism of the 

dream, with fourteen pages devoted to the melon, see 
Narie-Louis von Franz, „Der Traum des Descartes," in 
Zeitlose Dokumente der Selle (Zurich, 1952), pp. 49-119. 

3 * + 
"C"est 1'Esprit de Verite qui avait voulu lui 

ouvrir par ce songe le tresor de toutes les sciences"; but 
he adds that "le genie qui excitait en lui 1'enthousiasme 
dont il se sentait le cerveau echauffe depuis quelques 
jours, lui avait predit ces songes avant que de se mettre 
au lit, et que 1"esprit humain n'y avait aucune part"— 
cited, by Maritain, Le songe de Descartes. p. 7. 
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answer to his quest would come through immediate intuition, 

in the manner of the vates. The poem Est et Non handed, to 

him, is the Yes and No_ of Pythagoras, the truth and error of 

human knowledge. The question as to which road, he should, 

travel, he believed would, be answered, by the quest for the 

Est et Non. Interestingly enough Descartes himself leaves 

uninterpreted the final key which is delivered to him, the 

series of portraits. 

These, then, are Descartes' dreams, from which dates 

the foundation of his mathesis universalis and the sign 

system that he believed had opened to him all things knowable 

by man. 

Reduced to the bare essentials, the first dream 

presents a temptation to surrender to the gnosticism of 

Rosicrucianism and a terrifying admonition against such a 

surrender. The second dream is of the descent of a spirit 

preparing him for revelation. The third dream, bringing 

fulfillment, presents a choice between eloquence and 

science, between figurative knowledge as conceived in the 

humanities and mathematical knowledge; which in the con

clusion are reconciled according to the sort of logic 

characteristic of dreams: the definition of the problem of 

truth or falsehood which he seeks in pythagorean terms, he 

finds in a series of small line drawings: that is, the 

answer is in a union of philosophy and wisdom represented, 

not in rhetorical figures, but in linear figures: this 
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literal revelation completes his discovery and at once ends 

the dream. 

However trivial this dream may appear, it must be 

understood in context and in the light of Descartes* 

interpretation of it and response to it. From this night, 

for some three or four months, he wrote feverishly, invent

ing modern analytic geometry, by combining the figurism of 

geometry with the arbitrary sign-system of algebra in a 

structure of graphic coordinates spatially conceived.; and 

working out his representational theory of knowledge, the 

epistemological model from which his later philosophical 

system was elaborated. It is of the greatest significance 

that in both his mathematical system and in his epistemo

logical system—and we know that the two are in fact one: 

this is the whole burden of his thought"''—the final 

revelation of his dream is taken literally and put to work 

literally. At one stroke he was able to displace the 

antique figurism that he had studied in Augustine's 

coqitationes angelicas. 

It will be noted, particularly by specialists, that 

I treat the mode of cartesian ideas as images. I feel that 

Descartes himself makes this treatment inevitable; but I am 

well aware of the problem that attaches to the meaning of 

^"In his own mind, there was no difference between 
philosophy and methodical thinking"—Gilson and Langan, 
p. 56. 
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the word "represent" in the cartesian literature and that 

not all cartesians would regard representation as any more 

than simply "to make known." Insofar as I consider it 

necessary for this study, I attempt to clarify (later in the 

essay) what I believe Descartes' doctrine to be, although he 

is probably not quite clear about it, himself—as Anthony 

Kenny has recently argued.^ For the moment, and again I 

address this particularly to specialists, let me say that my 

references to Descartes' literalist figurism do not result 

from naive precipitousness on my part; and as the reader 

will find when he comes to my section on cartesian imagism, 

a fundamental distinction is to be made between idee-comme-

image and tableau-comme-image. It should also be noted that 

while Descartes' epistemology is most commonly denominated, 

by the phrase "representative theory of ideas," some 

commentators, such as A. Boyce Gibson, use the phrase 

"representational theory of ideas," and that I sometimes use 

the latter for a more precise denomination of what the 

cartesian system truly postulates. In practice, however, 

the two terms refer to the same theory that we cannot know 

the world, but only its effigies, i.e., that ideas can know 

only ideas. 

^""Descartes on Ideas," in Descartes: A Collection 
of Critical Essays. ed. Willis Doney (New York, 1967), 
pp. 227-249. 
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The Rosicrucian overtones of the first dream have 

led a significant number of scholars to suppose that the 

entire report is an encoded occult document and that 

Descartes was one of the "Invisibles." It is my opinion 

that, quite the contrary, Descartes believed that in a world 

of the murky and opaque "mystery" of Rosicrucianism he had, 

in his mystic experience of 10 November 1619, found the 

means of creating patches of infallible certainty in 

instantaneous self-generations. Yet his invented system 

retains the imprint of Rosicrucian imagery, particularly in 

the mechanic quality of its "mystery." 

Other scholars, noting how close the dream scenario 

is to a parody of Christian contemplation, suppose that 

Descartes was a masked, atheist. I do not believe that he 

was a conscious hypocrite, but that his "maskedness" is far 

more fundamental than a convenient tactic. So far as he 

could manage it—and man has it largely in his power to 

do so—he diverted, his gaze from the ground of being where 

identity has its roots. This is the terrible irony of 

solipsists: if one's thought is the objective world., the 

objective world is one's thought. One has no interior. 

This quality of "interiorlessness" of the person is 

generally reckoned to have had its origin, as a social 
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phenomenon, with the cartesian revolution.^" It is also 

perhaps the most notable "personality" characteristic of the 

Taylor and his creatures in the Tale. 

Nevertheless, although Descartes turned away from 

the occult after a long dalliance, and piously supposed, that 

Christianity could adjust to "reason," there remains no 

question but that he was in full revolt against tradition. 

He associated error with what he had been taught as a child, 

so much so that he considered maturation to be the process 

of gradually escaping from symbolic thought. He rejected 

books as a source of truth, which he proclaimed could much 

2 
better be extracted from his own head. He "considered 

wasted the time spent in learning Latin and. other classic 

3 
languages," and. asserted, that any man, even the most rustic 

and uninstructed. could, by the use of his methode. 

immediately intuit "all Things that are to be Known, or 

Believed, or Imagined, or Practiced in Life," to borrow a 

turn from the Hack (p. 125).^ Descartes' attack on humanism 

and. on the sapiential tradition is all the more sinister 

*The relation of "interiorlessness" to the new 
subjectivism will be dealt with again below in the Conclusion 
to this study in which I will trace the remarkable volte-
face in meaning of "subjective" in the history of ideas. 

2 
Norman Kemp Smith, New Studies. p. 5. 

3 
Gilson and Langan, p. 85. 

4 
It is with this manifesto that Descartes begins 

his Discours de la methode; see Gilson edition, pp. 1-2. 
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because he maintained much of the old nominal framework. As 

Norman Kemp Smith remarks, Descartes' theological views 

remained essentially scholastic,"'" but as Herschel Baker 

says: 

He was faced with the basic dilemma of his age— 
that of accepting simultaneously the theism of 
tradition and the emerging mechanism of natural 
philosophy. Driving a fatal wedge into the 
organic theism of the medieval (and Renaissance) 
synthesis, his dualism of res extensa and res 
coqitans signalized the collapse of the cardinal 
axiom of Christendom [i.e., the Incarnation]. 
When he achieved the metaphysical segregation of 
God and nature, thought and matter, ... he 
alienated morality from the process of nature; 
but subjugating nature to mechanism he made the 
doctrine of providence superfluous.2 

Hence, although Descartes could not entirely escape the 

determinations of historicity, the old world was radically 

recast in terms of his model of reality; and it is for this 

reason that the Patristic rhetorical model of epistemology 

is relevant to his mechanistic and schematic epistemology; 

in precisely the same way it is relevant to the imaginary 

world of the Hack in the Tale. As I argue at length in 

Chapter 4, the salvages of the old world are reconstituted. 

in the Tale according to modernist epistemology. 

^New Studies. p. 4. 

2 
The Wars of Truth, p. 21. 
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The Inherent Caricature of Traditional 
Systems in Cartesianism 

Descartes* system is, almost throughout, a parody 

of the Christian humanist system. The genesis of his system 

and. the mode of its existence is an epitome of that process 

by which philosophical world-builders have taken metaphors 

and "literalized." them into metaphysics. 

Gilbert Ryle calls this the "category mistake" that 

represents the facts of mental life as if they belonged, to 

one logical type or category—or to one order of such 

categories—when actually they belong to another.^" 

I have called attention to the literalism of 

Descartes" dream vision—characteristic of dreams—but also 

to the literalistic manner in which he interpreted it and 

acted it out in his worid-building. This same quality of 

thought pervades all his life's work. 

No synopsis or paraphrase can do justice to 

Descartes' invincible mechanistic systematizing according 

to his literalistic mode of thought. One must read him to 

believe him. For example "spirits" become wind, subtle 

wind, but nonetheless wind; the similitude of a machine to 

man's physiological functions unfolds into a beast machine, 

in obedience to the simile of the dolls at Versailles 

cunningly motivated by water through hidden tubes, to 

"'"See "Descartes' Myth," in The Concept of Mind (New 
York, 1949), p. 16. Also useful is Colin Murray Turbayn, 
The Myth of Metaphor (New Haven, 1962). 
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disassemble into a psychology of which any plumber could. 

well be proud.* It is also an exceedingly economical 

literalistic machine, for the same winds that descend, "tout 

vers le sexe, ou elles forment le semence" can also mount 

"tout droit vers ... la [pineal] glande . . . coulent de 

tous cotes dans les cavites d.u cerveau" to implant dreams, 

visions, virtues, or madness, as Descartes informs us with 

2 
genuine admiration—"quand. le vent est un peu fort." This 

quaintly literal logos spermaticos. in bathing the gland 

("s•epanouit"), illuminates the soul as to what is going on 

"down there"—"la glande assure en effet, d'une part, le 

fonctionnement des esprits, d'autre part, la fonction de 

l'esprit." Admirable simplicity. 

When we come to the all-important link between mind 

and body, without apparent hesitation Descartes describes 

the mechanics in terms that irresistably evoke the image of 

a horseman riding the pineal gland at "the seat of the soul," 

which the rider can turn, quite literally, like a horse, 

from one side to the other, depending on what the mount is 

to observe in the brain, with all its pores and trenched-

3 
out memories. 

^"Traite de I'homme. A.-T., XI, 130-131. 

2Ibid., pp. 130, 173. 

3 
Ibid., p. 185; and Les passions de 1'ame. Article 

43, ed. Genevieve Rodis-Lewis TParis, 1966T, pp. 98-99. 
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Admittedly such problems may lend themselves to 

figurative treatment; yet Descartes has constructed his 

system according to a criterion that gives us no alternative 

than to take him at his word. As Norman Kemp Smith remarks, 

"His comparison of organisms to machines is no mere analogy 

. . . his mechanistic principles do indeed suffice to account 

even for those powers in organisms which have no proper 

parallel in machines of human devising. 

Descartes has been able to unify all knowledge 

according to his system by the simple expedient of reducing 

the old hierarchic order of knowing to a linear fabric, to 

2 
all of which a single criterion of truth applies. At its 

very heart is of course the categorical denial of symbolic 

knowledge after the sacramental model of epistemology 

presented, earlier in this essay. This is a crucial point. 

Descartes denies emphatically that we can reason 

analogically from man to God.^ 

If man is to know anything it must have the nature 

of a "simple." Ideas, to have truth-value, must be clear 

and distinct. This is a quite ideal state of being, but 

Descartes imperiously demands it of everything. 

^"New Studies in the Philosophy of Descartes, 
p. 354. 

2 
Maritain, Le sonqe de Descartes. pp. 111-113. 

"^In a letter to Mersenne, dated April 15, 1630, 
cited by Norman Kemp Smith, New Studies. pp. 24-25. 
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When we approach them at a nearer distance, we find 

that "clear" and. "distinct" are two separate criteria. 

"Clear" refers to that which is immediately 

experienced here and now, the thing itself, whether goat 

or chimera, as Descartes says.^" All objects apprehended in 

this immediate manner, face to face, we perceive by the 

"natural light of reason" and hence cannot err in the 

apprehending of them. We may err however in the judgment 

we pass upon them; and it is here that "distinctness" plays 

its part. 

For Descartes, "distinctness" is precisely what our 

thoughts do not possess in youth, the season when we are 

A 2 
afflicted by the mode of symbolic thought, his bete noire. 

When an idea is distinct it is totally unconditioned by 

context, and. presumably therefore we cannot be enticed, from 

the straight path. Distinctness coincides with the "simple" 

and. whatever is known at all in this mode is known 

XA.-T. , V, p. 152. 

2 
See his Principles of Philosophy. Part I, Sections 

47 and 71; according to the latter, Descartes declares "que 
la premiere et principale cause de nos erreurs sont les 
prejuges de notre enfance," and it is the specific purpose 
of the first step in his four-fold methode to block symbolic 
thought. See the excellent study by Henri Gouhier, "Le 
refus du symbolisme dans l'humanisme cartesien," Archivio de 
filosofia. pp. 65-74, where Descartes* linking of symbolism 
to infantilism is examined for its epistemological conse
quences. According to Descartes, "La mentalite enfantine 
devient l'origine de la pensee qui fabrique des symboles en 
melant le sensible a 1'intelligible, le corporel au 
spirituel," p. 74. 
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exhaustively. As Descartes says of the "distinct": "If our 

mind, attains to any apprehension of it whatsoever, however 

minimal, . . . we can at once conclude that we know it 

completely.Examples of "clear and distinct" ideas are 

2 
"extension, shape, motion, and the like." Such criteria 

are a deliberate safeguard against knowledge per speculum 

in aeniqmate. As I have remarked, of Descartes' manifesto, 

even the most rustic and uninstructed. can know all that 

3 
there is to know. Not only is there no hierarchy among 

men, there is no "higher" or "lower" nature or knowledge 

4 corresponding to it in the understanding. 

Grace itself, the light by which one can see the 

most profound, truth, becomes at the same time the natural 

light and. the light of God.; it is in fact the former 

masquerading as the latter—for it is the choice of the 

clear and distinct that generates the light. As 

Descartes remarks, it "ne se decouvre que par une estimation 

' 5 
qui depend. d.u moi." In other words, the very process of 

any right judgment on the natural level generates grace. 

"Les choses que nous concevons clairement et fort 

^"Cited by Smith, New Studies. p. 58. 

2 
Ibid., p. 60. 

^Discours. p. 2. 

^Smith, New Studies, p. 126. 

5A.-T., X, 215. 



167 

distinctment sont toutes vrais.The operation of such 

thought, following the methode that protects one from 

symbolic thought, is itself productive of the "lumiere 

2 
naturelle ou intuitus mentis." This natural light, the 

* 3 
surrogate of grace, is "toujours presente," and absolutely 

4 
infallible. 

In the cartesian heterocosm, in which the self 

exists only in the instant of thought and must recreate 

itself from instant to instant and grace is self-generated., 

the so-called "innate ideas" are no more than the mode of 

that act. As Georges Poulet remarks, innate ideas "ne sont 

dites innees que parce que Dieu permet a chaque moment 

qu'elles naissent en l'ame pour y faire la lumiere 

naturelle"; they are "innate" in the sense that there is 

"la repetition sans fin de I'acte createur.They are 

"innate" also because there is no other way for them to come 

into existence than by an act of self-creation, since past, 

future, and the "other" are sealed off. The stitching 

together of instantaneous, solipistic ideas, illuminated by 

a self-emanating "natural light," constitutes the total 

^Discours, p. 33. 

2A.-T., II, 597. 

3Ibid., V, 136-138. 

^See S. V. Keeling, Descartes (London, 1934), p. 70. 

Etudes sur le temps humain (Paris, 1950), p. 40. 
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fabric of truth and the "real" world in which one can avoid 

being deceived by the Hack's "Camelion" or waylaid by 

"Moulinavent. " God. is a mere function of the "rational" 

system, a sentry Descartes set up to guard against the malin 

Genie. a manichaean demiurge who might contrive that all his 

ideas were madness or a dream.^ The fact is of course that 

within his altogether subjective and. circularly sealed 

world., Descartes has no adequate defense against the pos

sibility that he wanders endlessly in dream or madness. The 

danger is merely theoretical for Descartes, but it would be 

quite real for the Hack if Swift uses cartesianism as the 

metaphysics of his imaginary world. Cartesian man remains 

at the mercy of the malin Genie. 

Note especially that "truth is a property of ideas 

as such, and not in relation to the real"—whatever that 

might be, for we have no assurance that our ideas resemble 

2 
the real. An idea is true if it is clear and distinct, and. 

"an object existing objectively in my mind, has an inde-

3 
pendent being of its own in my mind." This is the 

significance of Descartes' dream: we can know truth so 

^"For a persuasive, if somewhat heated., presentation 
of Descartes1 malin Genie as manichaean demiurge, parody of 
the Holy Ghost, and source of his revelation, see Maritain, 
Le sonqe de Descartes. pp. 7-10. 

2 
Marthinus Versfeld, An Essay on the Metaphysics of 

Descartes (Port Washington, New York, 1969), p. 154. 

3Ibid., p. 125. 
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long as it is of the status of schema and is not outside the 

self. In a sense—so far as his theory is concerned— 

Descartes never awoke from his dream of the night of 10 

November 1619, or if he had, he could not know it—according 

to his theory. 

All that we know, "our ideas, though pictures or 

images," as Versfeld remarks, "are pictures in a fashion 

peculiar to themselves."''" They not only represent external 

reality, but "their objective essence is to be that reality. 

. . . This is an ultimate metaphysical fact inexplicable in 

2 
terms of other things." As the Hack remarks, "it is all 

Pork" (p. 50), and. there is no inventing beyond our ideas. 

"We know only our ideas; they are never formal signs through 

3 
which another thing is seen," as Versfeld points out. 

Versfeld goes on to point out that for Descartes to 

prove that he knows himself, in the cogito. better than any 

other thing, he "must inquire into his own nature" which 

4 
"necessitates the formation of a representative idea." 

But as Professor Keeling has indicated, "if all our ideas 

were representative, our total experience would be nothing 

1Ibid., p. 128. 

^Ibid. 

3lbid., p. 123. 

^Ibid., p. 161. 
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but a dream or a mirage, since it would be impossible ever 

to establish its reference to anything beyond itself. 

The point that I would make from the foregoing 

argument is not that the inhabitant of the cartesian world 

is necessarily mad; but that, like the Hack's, his world, is 

radically subjective and. self-created, and the only criterion 

of madness and sanity is the empirical one enunciated by the 

Hack in Section IX of the Tale. This leads us to what I 

feel is a very important point about what Philip Pinkus 

calls "sartorism." Sartorism is a preoccupation with 

"surface," but that surface is the objective surface accord

ing to an interior mode of representative reality in which 

an interior representation is judged true according to a 

criterion of consistency alone. There are certain exegetical 

problems in the imagery of the Hack's preoccupation with 

"surface" which would be adequately explained for the first 

time if we are able to approach that exegesis in terms of 

the cartesian model of the representative theory of knowl

edge. In other words, the Hack's preoccupation with 

"surface" is not quite so simple as his use of the Epicurean 

conceit of superficies flying off from things would, lead, us 

to believe. The "proof" that the cartesian formula is 

essential to the Hack's sartorism, is found in the fact that 

•'"S. V. Keeling, "Le realisme de Descartes et le role 
des natures simples" Revue de Metaphysique et Morale. XLIV 
(1937), cited by Versfeld, p. 161. 
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certain contradictions so far insoluble, are in fact 

resolved, by it. I am suggesting, then, that the Swiftian 

Cloaths Philosophy is a bit more complex than it has been 

considered, to be, and. that that increase in complexity is in 

cartesian terms. In a cartesian mode, the Cloaths Philosophy 

provides us a subjective, self-created objective that by 

epistemological definition can not be anything but the 

immediately apprehended., even though the representation 

cannot be proved to resemble anything "out there." If the 

Hack were to entertain Descartes' criteria of clear and. 

distinct ideas, we would, have the best explanation yet for 

his desperate confusion when the search for something other 

than surface is suggested, to him. 

From Metaphor to Myth: Descartes' Mythic 
Mode of Discourse 

Professor Kemp Smith speaks of the "Cartesian 

tendency to hypostatise abstract and empty conceptions into 

absolute realities."* In fact, the entirety of Descartes' 

"real" world is a product of what Alfred North Whitehead has 

called, the "fallacy of misplaced, concreteness," according to 

which what is methodologically valid in mathematics is taken 

^"Studies in the Cartesian Philosophy (London, 1902) , 
p. 133 [not to be confused with the same author's New 
Studies in the Philosophy of Descartes (London, 1952)]. 
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for concrete and objective reality.* The world for 

Descartes is an empirical enumeration of one mode of 

thinking substance, which he has posited for determination 

"just as the geometer posits space," as Marthinus Versfeld 

2 
says. While such a method is suitable "for investigating 

selected tracts of reality," it is not suitable for 

investigating the very nature of reality, which is what he 

presumes to do. Because his metaphysics is but "an investi

gation of the character of a part of the real, namely the 

self . . . the result is the inevitable reduction of meta-

3 
physics to psychology" —a reduction Descartes can make only 

because he finds the world an aspect of the self. And it is 

in this manner, according to Versfeld, that Descartes' 

mathematical vision led him to a universal psychological 

prospect. This same "misplaced concreteness" is the basis 

of the psychological bias of much eighteenth-century 

philosophy; it can also explain the "psychological meta

physics" of the imaginary world of the Tale. 

^"In Alfred North Whitehead: An Anthology. p. 409. 
According to Whitehead, Descartes provides the modernist 
definition of what the world is made of: it is a succession 
of instantaneous configurations of material; Descartes' 
error is that of supposing that a certain useful pragmatic 
method is the texture and stuff of reality further distorted 
by intellectual "spatialization." Basil Willey remarks the 
same tendency to explain pictorially the nature and rela
tions of all things [The Seventeenth Century Backqround (New 
York, 1953), pp. 181-182]. 

2 
An Essay on the Metaphysics of Descartes. p. 85. 

3Ibid. 
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But if Descartes1 imaginary world is a tissue of 

abstractions, they are abstractions all at a single level. 

In a devastating analysis of cartesian leveling of the 

orders of reason, Jacques Maritain points out that Descartes 

abolished, the specifically hierarchized distinction between 

metaphysics, mathematics, and the knowledge of nature, a 

distinction drawn from the essential diversity of objects 

to be known. All the disciplines of the intellect were to 

be stretched, out on the same plane of intelligibility; they 

depend essentially on the same light, require necessarily 

the same species of certitude, make use of the same 

method.^" Were one to assume that Swift appropriates the 

cartesian system to govern the Tubbian imaginary world., few 

or no changes would be needed for the New Creation. 

The consequences of the cartesian reduction of all 

things knowable to a single level of abstraction, is that 

analogous concepts fall into univocalization (i.e., that 

conceptual predication which analogates share is present in 

all of them in precisely the same way and. in the same degree 

of being). We will see in the next chapter why this would 

be so. 

Analogy is not only a mode of explanation (as in the 

parable); it is also a form of reasoning. In true analogy 

(i.e., "analogy of being," in which analogates participate 

^Le sonqe de Descartes. p. 61. 
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in a common ontological ground) concepts represent many 

different objects with respect to a perfection realized in 

each one of them in a different way. In the cartesian one-

level abstraction, all such concepts are reduced to the 

manifestation of that perfection in but one way, i.e., 

univocally. The practical consequence of this reductionism, 

in discourse, is that a rhetorical figure—such as a 

metaphor—that is capable of expressing genuine analogy, 

such as the operation of the logos principle discussed 

earlier in this essay, is reduced to the mode of myth. A 

somewhat less precise way of stating this would, be to say 

that metaphor is literalized. 

Out of this last point there emerges a cartesian 

equation basic to Descartes' epistemology and conspicuously 

operative in the epistemological model of the Hack's 

imaginary cosmos. Put briefly, the iconography of spiritual 

symbol is made to serve as sign for the objective entity 

subsisting according to the criteria of mathematical 

certainty. If both terms of a metaphor subsist at one level 

of abstraction and if what is common to them both is present 

in them univocally, metaphor becomes a device of myth. This 

inversion and consequent literalization of symbolism is the 

one constant in Descartes* epistemology and a universal key 

to his system. The sacramental is reduced to the mechanical. 

Examples are useful here. Descartes, for instance, makes of 

what is essentially a mathematical metaphor of extensible 
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matter, the sole reality about that matter. This 

mythologized metaphor is the "misplaced concreteness" that 

provides the stuff of the representational, or "representa

tive," theory of knowledge. Similarly, Descartes' "God" is 

but the term of the assertion of truthfulness of such 

metaphoric transaction: God is the name of our certainty in 

one's subjective ideas. This crucial example of Descartes' 

reduction of metaphor to the mode of myth is synonymous with 

the mode of knowledge in the Tale. 

In the Tale itself an example of "literalization of 

symbolism"—aside from the entire constellation of sartorism 

itself—is the initial myth-metaphor of A Discourse Concern

ing the Mechanical Operation of the Spirit, in which the 

referent of "Inspired Preachers" is said to be Mahomet's 

Ass. Here is an example of a metaphor that does not rise 

at any point above the level of myth (in the Hack's 

competence) and also an example of etymology (albeit 

erroneous etymology) providing the clear and distinct image-

idea that a good cartesian could accept as true. 

The clear and distinct idea becomes representative 

of the object and in one further inevitable step it becomes 

the object, not only because it is all we can know, but in 

the sense that it is the mode in which extensible things 

subsist in us. To grasp this aspect of Descartes' system 

and to see how closely it parallels the Tubbian system is to 

go a long way in understanding the rationale of Swift's 
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epistemological parody in the Tale. In this regard, 

Descartes' sign system is identical to the gnostic, for 

whom the sacred signified, becomes a tool to manipulate and 

be manipulated. The metaphor of symbolism has collapsed 

into the metaphor of myth. And this is the status of 

figurism in the Tale. 

Throughout all the works from Descartes• pen run two 

recurring metaphors, of such frequent and crucial use that 

we are justified in calling them controlling metaphors. In 

one study of these two metaphors by Nathan Edelman, they are 

described, as figures used, "incessantly" and. "like forms of 

expression indispensable to him.As figurative devices 

they are not only illuminative of his system but highly 

vulnerable to parody. 

The first of the two controlling metaphors is of the 

philosopher-traveler, "comme un homme qui marche seul et 

2 
dans les tenebres," striving not to fall, picking his way 

along the brink of chaos, one step at a time, along "un 

3 
chemin qui nous conduira" to a knowledge of all things. 

In the Discours alone, the philosopher-traveler appears 

fifteen times, groping for JL£ droit chemin the "rectum iter," 

the right path; and the metaphor haunts his entire career, 

•*""The Mixed Metaphor in Descartes," p. 168. 

2 
Discours, p. 16. 

3 * * 
La Recherche de la verite. A.-T., X. 18. 
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in his juvenilia, his letters, in all his technical works, 

and at the very end it reappears in Les passions de 1'ame. 

representing Descartes' methode.^ Edelman says that 

Descartes* entire cosmic system could be extrapolated from 

his ritual use of this metaphor. Around it gravitate a host 

of related expressions that, taken separately would not be 

considered particularly significant, but when taken in their 

vast aggregate contribute to Descartes' ritual language of 

compulsive vision. Edelman lists among these words, 

recherche. voie. chemin. route, proqres. voyager. chercher. 

rencontrer. decouvrir. trouver. suivre. conduire. tomber. 

fuir. s'eloigner. s'ecarter. avancer, approacher. passer par 

* 2 
deqres . passer plus outre, parvenir. venir a. bour: all of 

which betray a constant mental image, when considered in the 

light of his vast number of specific metaphors of the 

philosopher-traveler. 

When we consider the relevance of such ritual 

language to the rhetorical scaffolding which is_ the imaginary 

world, of the Tale. we should note, I believe, two things. 

First the precise relevance of this very image to the vision 

and method of the Hack, his concept of what constitutes 

progress, his literary method, that quality of "opportunism" 

3 
that Paulson finds characteristic of his mentality. 

"'"Edelman, p. 167. 

^Ibid., p. 168. 

^Theme and Structure. p. 28. 
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Second, the mythic status of such an image in Descartes has 

its numerous corollaries in the Hack's construct: the 

horsemanship of the soul, for example, or, most remarkable, 

the language ritual of cutting, severing, flaying, 

dividing. 

There is yet another relevance of the philosopher-

traveler of Descartes to the ontological status of the 

Hack-quester, a relevance more subtle perhaps, but every bit 

as real; and that is in what we might call the gestalt of 

the modernist's peregrinatio, Descartes' pilgrimage in quest 

of terminal knowledge, a pattern that calls for a new 

hermeneutics. Descartes believes that, given just a little 

more time, he can discover the method of human corporeal 

immortality and know everything. The Hack likewise believes 

that he can come to know at least the latter, although the 

imminent prospect of running out of new things distresses 

him a bit. In an earlier chapter I noted that one of the 

important changes from pre-Christian to Patristic interpre

tation of symbolism is that the "horizontal," temporal, 

spatial quest under the old law became the figure for a 

"vertical" or hierarchic quest for a divinity already 

present and audible in a redeemed cosmos. This translation 

to a sacramental symbolism represents, historically, what 

Ernst Curtius calls "the rebellion of logos against myth. 

^European Literature. p. 204. 
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In the mode of discourse built out of the cartesian metaphor, 

symbolism collapses back into myth. Descartes' philosopher-

traveler seeks no epiphany. The logos principle is replaced 

by the representational (or "representative") theory of 

knowledge. Reason is now the passive recognition of signs 

as signals. The person no longer participates in a 

hierarchic analogy defining the dimension of his quest. The 

pilgrimage of the cartesian self is to no celestial 

Jerusalem, but by a long chain of "clear and distinct ideas" 

he advances out along a vast parabola graphed across the 

abyss in a journey much like that of Milton's Satan through 

chaos. The vestiges of the religious concept remain, 

although they now are mute. In fact, Descartes' language 

in portraying the quest of his philosopher-traveler for all-

knowledge is strikingly close to the language used by Origen 

in its original Christian eschatological formulation."'" 

Origen speaks quite as often about the "route," the need for 

vigilance along the path, the dangers of falling from the 

2 
right road. The difference is of course in the order of 

^Origen virtually invented and defined, the tradi
tional quest imagery of Western literature. According to 
Henri de Lubac, "ses homilies ont fixe le theme du 'voyage 
spirituel,' de la 'traversee du desert', et des etapes de la 
vie interieure"—Exeqese medievale. 1.1; 234. It served not 
only as the controlling metaphor of Origen's own works, but 
as the conceptual model for subsequent theology of con
templation: see the study of this metaphor by Frederic 
Bertrand, Mystique de Jesus chez Oriqene (Paris, 1951). 

2 ^ K Frederic Bertrand, Mystique de Jesus chez Origene, 
pp. 110-112, 140. 
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knowledge sought, indicated by the fact that while 

Descartes fears only unclear and indistinct ideas and the 

malin Genie of his childhood who might tempt him to accept 

them, and while he never rises above his single-level system 

of coordinates, Origen fears pride and the devil and. ascends 

by virtue of participation in the logos principle. Georges 

Poulet likens Descartes' quest to a system of negative 

contemplation, and. his discovery of the mirabilis scientiae 

fundamenta to an alchemical mysticism, in that it is 

directed altogether from God to matter."1' In a real sense, 

Swift's Tale of a^ Tub may be likened also to a system of 

negative contemplation, which proceeds, very much in the 

mode of the cartesian quest, according to "clear and dis

tinct ideas," quite univocal and dealt with in ritual 

language interpreted literally—and with an even more 

appropriate "eschatological" goal, a concluding section 

devoted, to—nothing. If in cartesianism the original 

Patristic "rebellion of logos against myth" has indeed 

collapsed, it is also precisely this collapsed mythic mode 

that characterizes the mode of the Allegory of the Brothers' 

Suits, the Myth of the Taylor, the Aeolists, and so forth. 

Descartes' second controlling metaphor is that of 

the geometric fortress. As he employs this metaphor, it is 

the foundation and source of man's only security and 

Etudes sur le temps humain. p. 21. 
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consolation. This concern for reaching the fondement is, 

according to Edelman, a positive obsession of Descartes. It 

must be firm and his access to it must at all times be 

assured. It appears with nearly the same frequency in his 

works as does the metaphor of the philosopher-traveler. It 

has a swarm of satellite words that reflect the central 

concern: ferme. solide. batir. fonder, fondements, in both 

French and Latin that along with the metaphor of which "they 

are unmistakable echoes . . . grow into a language with a 

ring all its own," as Edelman observes.* The "fondement 

metaphor" represents "reason" or mind on its proper basis; 

it is the image of what is most truly human in its natural 

habitat. In resorting to this metaphor, Edelman says, 

Descartes often "does not appear to raise his work above the 

surface; he seems to remain below, persistently digging for 

2 
rock bottom." However, "mon dessein," as Descartes says, 

3 
is "de bastir dans un fons qui est tout a moy." Later in 

my essay I will develop the evidence that Swift systemat

ically sounded, the leitmotif of this second of Descartes' 

controlling metaphors with clearly scatological intent, 

particularly in contexts referring specifically to the 

modernist's method.. For the moment it is sufficient to 

*"The Mixed. Metaphor in Descartes," p. 168. 

^Ibid., p. 173. 

3 
Discours. cited, ibid., p. 173. 
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suggest that one of Swift's most devastating exploitations 

of the cartesian doctrine is in treating the French matter 

as a canonical text and elaborating out of it an "etymo

logical mythology," precisely in the manner of cartesian 

Biblical textual exegetes. Certainly Swift's most sustained 

use of this second of Descartes' controlling metaphors 

sardonically exploits the latter's ritual use of fondement. 

To suggest that Swift consciously used Descartes' language 

rituals and his collapsed metaphors literalized into myth, 

is to introduce the question of Swift's degree of familiarity 

with cartesian literature. Phillip Harth, who concludes 

that Swift is a cartesian, not only in his tactics against 

the moderns but also in his own epistemological convictions, 

is content to believe that he got his doctrine and his 

matter through the vehicle of the "Anglican rationalists," 

particularly the Cambridge Platonists.^" Far more plausible, 

I believe, is the feeling of Ernest Tuveson that Swift was 

2 familiar with cartesian literature, and thoroughly familiar. 

Indeed, the universal notoriety of Descartes in England 

during the Restoration Period, the wide circulation and 

ready access to his works and works about his works, and 

finally Swift's own avid interest in what was certainly at 

^Swift and Anglican Rationalism: note particularly 
p. 150 ff., for Harth's startling conclusion that Swift is 
himself a cartesian. 

2"Swift and the World Makers," JHI. XI (1950). 69. 
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the center of the crucial theoretical issues of the age, all 

make it virtually unthinkable that Swift was not well-

acquainted with the system and even with the text of 

Descartes. Yet, this fact cannot be established by deposi

tion or biographical testimony. We do know that Swift 

studied Poisson and Malebranche, that Poisson presented the 

cartesian system faithfully, that Malebranche was in 

virtually all things save "occasionalism" a thoroughgoing 

cartesian, and that wherever the tenets of modernism used 

by Swift are such that Malebranche has a different opinion 

from that of his master, Swift hews to the orthodox 

cartesian line in the tactics of his satire. Nevertheless, 

even considering the intellectual climate in the 1690's and 

Swift's omnivorous reading during the same decade, we cannot 

identify the book or books that he read in cartesianism 

prior to writing the Tale. For the "proof" of Swift's 

profound understanding of cartesianism as the foundation 

of modernism, we have "only" the text of his satire for 

evidence; but here the evidence is eloquent. 

As Jacques Maritain has pointed out, "to separate 

the object from the thing, the objective logos from the 

metalogical being, is to violate the nature of the intel

lect, mutilating the very faculty of reflective intuition 

upon which Descartes makes all knowledge depend. 

^The Degrees of Knowledge (London, 1937), p. 130. 
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Descartes does precisely what Origen would not do: he 

separates the "logos above" from the "logos below"; in fact, 

the logos principle is entirely dismissed along with the 

species of reason of which it is the concomitant. In its 

place is the idea-schema—simple, clear, and completely 

dissevered from context—along with the species of reason 

of which it is the concomitant: hardly reason at all, but 

the most mechanical progression, a linear progression across 

a mental graph, one step at a time, judging for nothing but 

likeness and. unlikeness, a process parallel to the binary 

"thinking" of an electronic computer: there are only two 

possible answers, "yes" and "no," from which one may 

proceed infallibly and without hazard of confusion. 

With the Patristic writers, "reason" is more than an 

intuition, it is a process and. that process is the analogism 

of sacramental symbolism. In the late seventeenth century 

when the process was rejected, so too was the basis of the 

Incarnation that followed the form of Patristic reason and 

that had made possible the "communication of substances" and 

human understanding. With the emergence of cartesianism as 

the protophilosophy of modern man, any effort to duplicate 

the "Incarnation principle" would have to follow the new 

form of binary reason, the "yes-no" principle of cartesian 

intuition. We will see in a moment how this is relevant to 

the fable of the Tale. 
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In the humanist tradition, man is in the image of 

God. This image is not explicitly in his body, but in the 

object and function of his reason. In this his true 

humanity consists. Its model is the Incarnation of Christ, 

the Word Made Flesh. I have had occasion above to quote 

Origen to the effect that "the humanity of Jesus is the 

image of the Word." By the principle of exemplarism, the 

same model serves for the rational image of man. 

In the modernist system, too, we find man's image in 

the epistemological transaction. But in place of reason 

according to the logos, we have a fabric of schematic ideas, 

"incarnation"—or, more accurately, "intussuception"— 

through the animal spirits.^ In a later chapter it will be 

demonstrated that the Tale as "a new testament" is very much 

concerned not only with the image of man in such terms as 

the above, but particularly with the mechanist "incarnation" 

as the "good news" around which the testament centers, a 

theme we would expect to be a major concern of a new 

revelation. 

"''Henri Gouhier uses the term "intussuception" to 
describe the "world spirit"—a literalized metaphor—that 
entered into Descartes during his dream vision and which he 
believed performed in him thereafter. See "Les daux XVIIe 

siecles ," Conqreso internacional de f ilosof ia. pp. 173-174. 
The OED defines intussuception as "invagination, the taking 
in of something, absorption into itself; taking in of things 
into the mind; also the taking in of foreign matter into a 
living organism and its conversion into organic tissue." 
Gouhier uses the term to indicate a subjective experience 
made into a philosophical system. 
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Here we stand at a crux in the history of ideas of 

the century 1650-1750. Charles Vereker emphasizes the 

consequences of the loss of the Incarnational principle in 

all aspects of life during this period: 

The key concepts, God, eternity, spirit, and the 
church are not at first lost to view and deprived 
of all significance, but once they are separated 
from their temporal and worldly counterparts, 
their meaning, as does that of Christ, time, 
body, and society, suffers a radical change from 
being looked at from a different angle in new 
conditions.1 

While the traditional society, which Vereker defines as 

medieval until the end of the seventeenth century, was 

characterized in all departments of thought by the Incarna

tion, the new "doctrine of divorce," which he finds most 

notably advanced by Descartes and Malebranche his disciple, 

led to a universal recrystallization of thought. Both God 

2 
and man became discarnate. Descartes makes clear what his 

own image is: 

Je connus le la que j«etais une substance dont 
toute 1'essence ou la nature n'est que de 
penser, et qui pour etre n'a besoin d'aucun 
lieu, ni ne depend d'aucune chose materielle, 
en sorte que ce moi, c'est a dire l'ame par 
laquelle je suis ce que ;je suis, est entierement 
distincte du corps, et meme qu'elle est plus 

Eighteenth-Century Optimism: A Study of the Inter
relations of Moral and Social Theory in English and French 
Thought between 1689-1789 (Liverpool. 1967), p. 19. 

2 
Ibid. Also see Krailsheimer, Studies in Self 

Interest. p. 43. 
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aisee a connaitre que lui, et qu'encore qu'il 
ne fut point, elle ne laisserait pas d'etre 
tout ce qu'elle est.1 

Krailsheimer emphasizes the difficulties in Descartes' 

system presented to the doctrine of the Incarnation: 

It is indeed impossible to see how Descartes' 
attitude to the world of matter, including 
human bodies, could be made to square with 
a belief in the Incarnation. ... We may 
reasonably accuse Descartes of that form of 
fideism known as the doctrine of the two 
truths; for purposes of salvation he accepted 
those revealed doctrines which in philosophy 
his reason would lead him to reject. 

The truth of the matter is of course that however 

sanguine Descartes may feel about his self-created 

heterocosm, isolated in a closet lined by a gallery of 

oleographs of his own ideas, the Incarnation in his system 

is virtually impossible. Even more important, Descartes 

does not want the Incarnation in any traditional sense of 

the word. Henri Gouhier has made this clear in his study 

3 
of Descartes' rejection of symbolic thought. 

According to Descartes the significance of Christ's 

being made man is to show us how to get out of the infantile 

state of being "incarnate," i.e., to escape the infantile 

mode of symbolic thinking. 

[According to Descartes,] "la mentalite enfantine 
devient l'origine de la pensee qui fabrique des 

^Discours. p. 33. 

2 Studies in Self Interest. p. 43. 

^"Le refus du symbolisme." 
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symboles en melant le sensible a 1•intelligible, 
le corporel au spirituel. Le symbolisme 
represente cette confusion fondamentale qui est 
le destin malheureux de 1'animal raisonnable, 
condamne par sa nature meme a n'etre d'abord 
ni vraiment animal ni vraiment raisonnable. 

For Descartes meditation on the Incarnation of the Word 

became reflection on the incarnation of the thing which 

thinks. The great misery of Jesus was in being locked up 

2 
in such a fashion. And his escape is our inspiration. 

Our salvation consists, then, in "discarnation." Society 

attained this escape, as Charles Vereker pointed out above. 

This same "freedom" is one of the main themes of the Tale. 

although it is expressed within the mechanics of the 

rhetoric. 

Incidentally we should be able to see the mechanics 

of this failure of Incarnation in Book IV of Gulliver's 

Travels. The Yahoos represent the "confusion fondamentale" 

inflicted by corporeality: animal sense and appetite. A 

very good case may be made for the proposition that the 

Houyhnhnms are cartesian reason embodied. There is, we note, 

no common ontological ground between the Yahoo and the 

Hbuyhnhnm permitting participation in "reason." Not even 

Descartes' "intussuception" is feasible. Certainly the 

Incarnation is not—and hence neither is the human image. 

Unfortunately for the inhabitants of the island and for 

"'"Ibid. , p. 74. 

^Ibid., p. 73. 
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Gulliver in his delusion, the resulting perfection of the 

Houyhnhnm is according to the sort of Redemption Descartes 

would have: the Houyhnhnm is cartesian type of man 

redeemed, not tainted any longer by the mentality "qui 

fabrique des symboles en melant le sensible a 11 intel

ligible. In the terms of my study and in the terms of 

what I propose is uppermost in Swift's mind in the Tale 

written a generation earlier, the Houyhnhnm is specifically 

saved from sacramental symbolism, the humanist rhetorical 

model of epistemology; but the consequences of such salva

tion are dire: reason itself, the summum bonum is no longer 

genuine reason, and the "reasonable animal" is no longer 

human. 

In referring to Descartes' conception of the 

Incarnation of Christ and its epistemological repercussions, 

we normally would be led to ask what he does with the ideas 

of the Resurrection and the Ascension. In fact Descartes 

does not concern himself with such matters, and in the 

imaginary world of the Tale neither does Swift. Malebranche 

however did, for he endeavored mightily to accommodate 

Christianity at every point to the new dispensation of 

cartesianism. With Malebranche, "the fundamental tools of 

analysis slice through the protections of analogy the way 

the cartesian mathematical eye does," as Gilson and Langan 

^Ibid., p. 74. 
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remark;* "the clear and distinct eye arranges everything 

neatly, dispelling all mystery, all equivocation, explaining 

2 
away all the problems." Malebranche built his mechanical 

interpretation of the faith from the Traite de 1'homme. 

Here as elsewhere in Descartes, the key is anti-symbolism. 

It is this same insight that was followed by the cartesian 

critics, both of Scripture and belles lettres, in developing 

their hermeneutic formula of metaphor as myth. Thus the 

Resurrection and Ascension—the rising above man's embar

rassing incarnation—is interpreted as neither anagogical 

allegory nor as true according to the letter, but as myth, 

the etymological myth in which the text is true as a 

literalized metaphor, both terms of which are equally 

concrete and resemble each other univocally, i.e., in a 

quality susceptible of exact and exhaustively simple denomi

nation having but one meaning. This method, which I call 

that of "etymological myth" is the basis of the literary 

criticism of the next age. Its most consummate parody 

remains that in the Tale. where the new rhetoric defines the 

new world. 

Descartes and the Dismantling of Rhetoric 

For the Ancients, intellect consisted of the light 

of reason illuminated and perfected by faith, but for 

^Modern Philosophy. p. 107. 

^Ibid., p. 101. 
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Descartes faith "est enkystee dans l'ame."^ The consequence 

is the banishment of mystery as the legitimate goal for 

transactions of intellection. As Maritain puts it: 

[Adjusting everything to the level of reason], 
c'est-a-dire . . . au niveau de 11 intelligence 
humaine et des idees humaines. non seulement la 
philosophie des idees claires est exclusive de 
tout le vaste monde de 'mystere' infrarationnel 
que la matiere, 1'individuality, la contingence 
font subsister dans l'ordre naturel, non seulement 
elle rejette des choses tout residu obscur et non 
penetrable par soi a 1•intelligence, mais encore 
elle repugne essentiellement a 11 idee du mystere 
suprarational, du mystere d i v i n . 2  

Never, says Jaspers, has there been, in the entire recorded. 

3 
history of man, such depletion of faith. And for this to 

have happened, there first was necessary what Stern calls 

4 the devaluation of wisdom and the exiling of mystery. 

The basic error of the Tubbian world is the 

incapacity to comprehend or even to perceive what the 

Christian humanists meant by mystery. On the other hand, 

the Hack sees "mystery" everywhere. However, there is 

"mystery" and there is mystery: a distinction that is very 

close to the central meaning that we may derive from the 

total satire: for the Hack, "mystery" is the dead end at 

the barrier of paradox; for the anti-persona of the Christian 

^Maritain, Les songe de Descartes. p. 87. 

^Ibid., p. 105. 

3 
Cited by Stern, p. 85. 

4Ibid., p. 102. 
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humanist norm, mystery is entry into a reconciliation of 

aenigma through grace according to the forms of a rhetorical 

epistemology. I have attempted to show that according to 

the humanist epistemology, mystery is accessible to the 

human mind through the logos principle inhering in a 

rhetorical model of reality. Similarly I hold, that Swift, 

in exposing the failure of reason in the modernist, does so 

by exposing his truncated and inverted rhetoric. Hence 

rhetoric is the final focal point of our study. Everything 

that I have presented so far of Descartes' system is 

intended to relate to the Hackian rhetoric—or, more 

precisely, its anti-rhetoric—to illuminate it or to provide 

some specific reference that can guide us through Swift's 

rhetorical maneuvers and identify the necessary context for 

his rhetorical figures which are often profoundly searching, 

but which for the Hack never lead from aenigma to sacra

mental mystery, but at best to occult mystery, the void of 

incomprehension, to falsidical paradox, and proceed, 

oblivious of rhetorical figurism, blissfully following what 

he believes to be a chain of clear and distinct ideas of 

"objective reality." 

The most important new force in the fortunes of 

rhetoric in England before 1700 was the Discours de la 

methode. According to Wilbur Samuel Howell, it is "the 

most illuminating of all the books that have to be read if 

we are to understand the nature of the difference between 
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the medieval and the modern world.In rhetoric as in 

other human modes, "it marks an epoch. It is the dividing 

line in the history of thought," according to Leon Roth, 

"everything that came before it is old; everything that came 

2 
after it is new." Howell says that when Descartes decided 

to rebuild a world out of material other than the trivium, 

"his decision . . . might stand as the symbol of the deci

sion made by mankind in turning from the medieval to the 

3 
modern world." Thus the new anti-rhetoric had its birth 

4 
in 1637 with the publication of the Discours. 

I have already noted something of the declining 

fortunes of rhetoric in the long melancholy withdrawal of 

humanism before the seismic anticipations of the cartesian 

cataclysm. Scholasticism had displaced rhetoric with 

dialectic or logic as the model of thought within its area 

of influence. Nominalism was taking a steady toll, and in 

^"Loqic and Rhetoric in England. p. 343. 

2 
Descartes' Discourse on Method (Oxford, 1937), p. 3. 

3 Logic and Rhetoric in England. p. 344. 

4 
Howell, p. 344; it should be remarked that as 

Howell proceeds in his survey of Renaissance rhetoric and 
logic, he often discusses under the head of logic, those 
transactions that in an older tradition were strictly within 
the domain of rhetoric. Finally, with Descartes, such 
transactions are severed from both rhetoric and logic, to be 
incorporated into his methode. In studying the works of 
successive innovators, Howell accepts the discipline 
boundaries as set up by those innovators. To maintain the 
integrity of rhetoric, one must, as he reads, restore 
silently to Cicero that which the anti-humanists progres
sively stripped away. 
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England during the hundred years prior to the impact of 

Descartes, we can distinguish two or three powerful move

ments under way. 

One, represented by Peter Ramus simultaneously 

contributed to the univocalizing of sign and the trans

ferring from rhetoric to logic of all its old functions save 

two. It will be recalled the traditional five parts of 

rhetoric are (1) invention (Cicero's inventio). (2) 

arrangement (dispositio). (3) style (elocutio) . (4) memory 

(memoria). and (5) delivery (actio). The Ramists left out 

memory altogether, as being insignificant."'' The ancient 

rhetorical procedures of invention and arrangement were 

chastened and simplified and "transferred with utter 

2 
finality to logic." "Style" and "delivery" were concerned 

exclusively with the mechanics of writing and speaking; one 

might say with "physical delivery," and often when Swift 

mocks oratory he has in mind this mechanical rhetoric that 

had made such a profound impression in post-Reformation 

England, particularly among his fellow-countrymen of 

Calvinist orientation. Ramus* logic, represented by Charles 

*Both Marshall McLuhan and Walter Ong have examined 
at length the reduced system of Ramus, attributing much that 
is innovative in it to the invention of movable type and a 
consequent atrophy of oral-aural culture. See McLuhan's 
stimulating The Gutenberg Galaxy (Toronto, 1962), and Ong's 
Ramus: Method and the Decay of Dialogue (Cambridge. Mass.. 
1958). 

2Howell, p. 318. 
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Butler's Rhetoricae Libri Duo (Oxford, 1598), the most 

famous text book of Ramistic rhetoric in England, had 

carried off the primary matter of rhetoric and has been 

described by Walter Ong as a manipulation of certain kinds 

of graphic concepts based on simple spatial models for 

conceiving of mental and communicational processes, and, by 

implication, of the extramental world. 

A second anti-humanist school of rhetoric in the 

century before Descartes in England may be referred to as 

the "Systematics," represented by Robert Sanderson's 

Loqicae Artis Compendium (Oxford, 1618). For the present 

purposes, the significance of this school is that in its 

treatment of method and order, which for it are inter

changeable terms and. belong to logic, distinction is made 

between the method, of discovering new knowledge, called, 

invention, and the method of presenting or teaching, called, 

discourse. This conception of "invention" as the discovery 

of new precepts certainly seems an important step in the 

direction of the cartesian anti-rhetoric, for it points 

directly to the thesis of the Discours.^ It also points 

into the metallic world that Swift would complain so 

mordantly of, for that world had lost the capacity for human 

understanding. 

"''Howell, p. 306. 
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All the while there remained a school that we might 

call Neo-Ciceronian comprising Henry Peacham (Garden of 

Eloquence. 1593), John Hoskins (Directions for Speech and 

Style)f George Puttenham (Arte of English Poesie. 1589), and 

Thomas Blount (Academie of Eloquence. 1654), all of whom 

sought to some degree or other to restore Cicero's five 

parts to rhetoric; yet in their works there is evidence of 

dry-rot manifested in formulary treatment of commonplaces, 

accompanied by increasing neglect of a characteristically 

rhetorical invention and by increasing emphasis on elocu

tion. 

Descartes' influence was radical. For example, 

while Ramus, in his method, insisted upon "a descending 

order of generality as the grand principle of structure,"^" 

Descartes' method was from simple to simple to increasing 

complexity through addition. Descartes jettisoned the older 

systems of logic and set up his system that would, "accept 

experiment rather than disputation as the chief instrument 

2 
in the quest for truth." The result was "a theory of 

3 
inquiry rather than a theory of communication." All 

earlier rhetorics and logics had been systems for communica

tion between experts; Descartes' system could be used by 

*Ibid. , p. 342. 

2Ibid., p. 346. 

^Ibid., p. 347. 
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even the most rustic, the most inexpert, the most unini

tiated mind, to which all that could be true was immediately 

accessible. The older systems were designed to bring to 

bear ancient truths on new situations, but the truths them

selves were by definition already known. Descartes* system 

sought the discovery of new truths, unknown before the advent 

of his admirable science.^" 

Finally, Descartes gave all "arrangement" to his 

method, and rhetoric was left with one poor trick, "orna

ment," which in the new dispensation became as superfluous 

as the shoulder knots of the Brothers in the Allegory of the 

Tale. 

In England, the program of the Royal Society is of 
t 

particular importance, for, as Howell remarks, in it "we can 

see a new rhetoric of exposition emerging to replace the 

2 
rhetoric of persuasion by tropes and figures." In this 

revolution—the stripping of figurative rhetoric—Bacon is 

3 
of far less importance than Descartes, according to Howell. 

Alterations in the model of rhetorical knowledge 

follow with melancholy consequence the triumph of cartesian 

method., for clearly whatever is given to the latter as the 

dominant epistemological model must be taken from the 

•"•Ibid. 

2Ibid., p. 388. 

3Ibid., p. 365. 
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former. Here there is no room to quibble over the magnitude 

of Descartes1 influence. It is decisive and lasting. Quite 

apart from the vicissitudes experienced by Descartes' 

cosmology and metaphysics—the spectacle of which fills the 

foreground in studies of the history of thought in the era— 

Descartes' methode. in which inhered his fundamental model 

of epistemology, had. taken silent control of the field. 

Descartes' method is of such a character as to lend itself 

particularly well to rapid and invisible transmission. Even 

so we can point to the principle channels: his own works, 

which were widely circulated; the Cambridge Platonists who, 

whatever their later reservations about his supposed, 

encouragement of atheism, were long confirmed, disciples and 

remained so in matters epistemological, never questioning 

his methode; the Royal Society for which Descartes' method 

was canonical, even after his cosmology and. physics were 

not; and finally the extremely influential L'Art de penser 

or the Port Royal Logic"1' as it came to be called in England. 

According to Howell this work is second only to the Discours 

in bringing about the discontinuity in English rhetoric. A 

quite remarkable work, it can be accurately characterized, 

for my purposes by noting that its authors were two 

*By Antonine Arnauld and Pierre Nicole, first 
published in 1662 in Paris, with numerous subsequent edi
tions throughout Europe. In London a French edition was 
published in 1664, followed by four in Latin and three in 
English, before the writing of the Tale. 
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Jansenists, hence convicted Calvinists, committed to the 

complete depravity of man and. the rejection of sacramental 

symbolism, and that in presenting their "art of thinking" 

they were thoroughgoing cartesians."'" It is in fact a 

carefully worked out answer to Descartes' demand for a new 

2 
logic and a new rhetoric —that, to use the authors' words, 

"exists for the very purpose of being an instrument of 

3 
other sciences." As Howell explains, they "borrow openly 

4 
from Descartes and quote his four famous rules in detail " 

and. explicitly recommend his methode as the foundation of 

5 
all method. It is precisely in this respect that they have 

g 
advanced beyond Ramus. Ramus left to rhetoric tropes and 

figures. As expressed in the program of the Royal Society, 

the new "rhetoric" no longer proceeds by figurative turns 

that give form to reason. Thomas Sprat, with some heat, 

identifies the old vices: 

They make the Fancy disgust the best things, if 
they come sound and unadorn'd.: they are in open 
defiance against Reason: professing, not to hold. 
much correspondence with that; but with its 
Slaves, the Passions: they give the mind, a motion 

^"Howell, p. 360. 

^Ibid., p. 361. 

3 
Cited from the Port Royal Logic by Howell, p. 363. 

^Howell, p. 232. 

^Ibid. , p. 358. 

6Ibid. 
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too changeable, and bewitching, to consist with 
right practice. Who can behold, without indig
nation, how many mists and uncertainties, these 
specious Tropes and Figures have brought on our 
Knowledg? ... For now I am warm'd with this 
just Anger, I cannot with-hold my self, from 
betraying the shallowness of all these seeming 
mysteries.^ 

It is quite true that, as Howell declares, Sprat outlines 

a new rhetoric in the program of the Society, one that 

"deliver'd so many things. almost in an equal number of 

w o r d s  . . .  a  c l o s e ,  n a k e d ,  n a t u r a l  w a y  .  .  .  br i n g i n g  a l l  

things as near the Mathematical plainness, as they can: 

and preferring the language of Artizans, Countrymen, and 

2 
Merchants, before that, of Wits, or Scholars." This is 

admittedly a new rhetoric, but it is neither the invention 

of the Society nor program of Bacon. It is, as Howell 

indicates, the application of cartesian criteria. 

According to Sprat the program of the Society was 

to judge, analyze, improve, and discuss experiments.3 This 

method of exposition would replace the rhetoric of persua

sion by trope and figure. This is the cartesian "rhetoric" 

or method, "a method of inquiry rather than a theory of 

4 
communication," says Howell. Descartes seeks in the 

^"Thomas Sprat, The History of the Royal Society of 
London. For the Improving of Natural Knowledge (London, 
1667), p. 112. 

^Ibid., p. 113. 

3Ibid. 

4 Logic and Rhetoric in England. p. 347. 
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certainty of arithmetic all things that men can know."'" It 

is in this context that he announces his four maxims. I 

have examined them at some length above; but we may remind 

ourselves that they comprise: (1) acceptance of only the 

unconditioned, and. contextless object as clear and distinct; 

(2) progressive division of discourse or problems into as 

many parts as possible; (3) seriation, or arrangement in 

simple series; and (4) exhaustiveness. This method, 

concise as it is, provides not only a rule for the spirit 

in which figurative language is to be treated, but a 

pattern for longer conceits, and finally for the prose 

discourse as a whole. Writers such as Henry More and 

Glanvill deliberately and successfully adhered to it as 

model for literary expression. 

In Descartes1 four maxims we also have the criteria 

of the linguistic, and much of the artistic, technique of 

the Hack in the Tale. The rationale for the Hack's complete 

opacity of figurism; his rabid analyticism; his incessant 

use of extravagant seriation (which is probably the most 

characteristic device of cartesianism, reflecting both 

Descartes' controlling metaphor and the geometric demonstra

tion); and. his eagerness to push every verbal maneuver to 

"experimental" completeness. Paulson has suggested that the 

order of the Tale's prose is the disorder of 

^Discours. pp. 20-21. 
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anti-ciceronianism.* This is true. But this particular 

disordered rhetoric is the order of cartesian method, which 

is more useful in criticizing the Tale. Concerning the 

anti-rhetoric of the Tale. it is accurate to say that it is 

an invention by Swift. I believe that out of the fabric of 

cartesian theory, Swift has done his own bit of world-

making. Aside from being a devastating parody, his verbal 

imaginary world would be eminently consonant with the 

philosophy from which it is derived. This consonance is a 

result of what I believe is Swift's profound understanding 

of the significance of the new philosophy. Thus, the 

Hack's anti-rhetoric not only represents a satiric divest

ment of cartesian errors—for example, the Hack's literalism 

and. inveterate superficiality represent, respectively, the 

cartesian use of the imagination and the representative 

theory of knowledge—but also in the fable, prophetically 

previsions the essentials of modernist esthetics logically 

derived, from it—the visual, even optical. quality of the 

Tale and its thoroughgoingly mythic status prefigure the art 

of the next age. There is nothing else so early as the Tale 

that presents a vision of eighteenth-century esthetics with 

anything like its penetration and scope. 

^Theme and Structure. p. 233. 
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Cartesian Imagination as the Interior 
Theatre of Reality 

In the imaginary world that Swift's Hack fabri

cates, if man has a soul its operation has little to 

distinguish it from that of matter. How does such a 

"spiritual" state of affairs square with what Gilbert Ryle 

has called the cartesian myth? Perhaps the best-known tenet 

of cartesianism is the dichotomy of soul from matter. This 

"bifurcation of nature" logically implies spirit, but a 

spirit that subsists in a status representable in the Hack*s 

Suit of Cloaths. The machinery that weaves "spirit" into 

costume is the apparatus of cartesian "imagination." 

Descartes considered the imagination to be corporeal 

and hence subject to illusion. Hence also it was by defini

tion inferior to reason. Yet it would be an error to suppose 

that it remained ineffectual in his system. In fact, as 

Jean Roy has persuasively argued, it is through the machinery 

of the imagination alone that Descartes is able to preserve 

intact the soul and the body.* One should bear in mind too 

that Descartes equates imagination with understanding as 

well as with sense and memory, declaring that they differ 

only in respect to the type of object upon which the "natural 

2 
light" happens to be directed. He even goes so far, in one 

well-known passage, as to ascribe to the imagination 

'imagination selon Descartes (Paris, 1944), p. 201. 

2 
See Norman Kemp Smith, New Studies. p. 74. 
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originative powers of the highest order, superior even to 

the cool reason of the philosopher.* Finally we may recall 

that the key to his mathesis universalis was given to him in 

a dream, which is in the domain of the imagination. 

To suggest, as I did in an earlier chapter, that 

Descartes in his theory may never have waked, from his dream 

of 10 November 1619, is tantamount to saying that he never 

escaped the hazards of an imagination at once indispensable 

and demiurgic in a world where knowledge by sacramental 

analogy is dead and the idea-image has displaced the logos 

principle. Christian humanists had for centuries expressed 

suspicion of the imagination; however theirs was not 

ontological fear but ethical fear, fear that imagery would, 

persuade them to do^ what they knew they ought not do; 

Descartes' fear is that an autonomous imagination might 

convince him that he i^ what he does not want to be. 

Against such an imagination all he can do is carefully to 

compare images to keep his ideas as clear as possible, 

whether those ideas, from whatever source, were dream, 

madness, or "true." He can only fall back on an appeal to 

*The passage is cited and translated by Smith, New 
Studies. p. 7, from Descartes' Coqitationes privatae: "It 
may seem strange that thoughts weighty with meaning come in 
the writings of poets rather than of philosophers. The 
reason is that poets have been inspired to write through 
enthusiasm and the power of the imagination. The seeds of 
knowledge are in us, as sparks are in flint; they are 
brought to light by philosophers through the action of 
reason; struck out with imaginative force by the poets, they 
shine forth the more brightly!" 
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the principle that the ultimate deity (although in his 

system quite closed off from man's intellect) might not, 

should, not, must not, be a trickster. The only test is 

really the empirical one that the Hack resorts to in the 

Tale. Section IX: whether or not madness is conducive to 

action judged, effective, but, finally, judged effective by 

subjective standards. The possibility of universal madness 

is quite genuine in a world, constituted according to 

cartesianism; and one is reminded, of the formula of 

Fontenelle, the ardent apostle and propagandist of 

cartesianism, that we are all madmen but that the movers of 

the world are distinguished simply by not being confined to 

a cell.1 

What Descartes condemns as "imagination" is the 

spontaneous generation of images out of memory or out of 

the cisterns of the flesh. 

On the other hand, Descartes also employs a second 

usage of "imagination" quite different, although in super

ficial resemblance confusingly like the first. In this 

second, instance imagination can mean the deliberate and. 

^"Nous sommes des fous qui ne ressemblons pas tout a 
fait a ceux des Petites Maisons. II n'importe a chacun 
d'eux de savoir quelle est la folie de son voisin, ou de 
ceux qui ont habite sa loge avante lui; mais il nous est 
fort important de le savoir. L'esprit humain est moins 
capable d'erreur, des qu'il sait et a quel point et en 
combien de manieres il en est capable, et jamais il ne peut 
trop etudier l'histoire de nos egarements." Fontenelle, 
cited by Hazard, p. 46. 



206 

controlled production by mind of images capable of 

impressing themselves in the animal spirits as image for 

the mechanical motivation of the body. This is Descartes1 

"active imagination" and it is indispensable to mind's 

working—either in understanding itself or in controlling 

the body or in manipulating the greater world. Now it so 

happens that in the ensuing centuries this latter usage has 

become so dominant that the pejorative sense is today almost 

lost sight of. Our concept closest to Descartes' pejorative 

"imagination" is that of hallucination or of the new 

Bohemians' "bad trip." What is remarkable, I think, is that 

Descartes was able to "redeem" a peninsula of it and employ 

it as the key operation in his epistemology. It is a 

testimony to the thoroughness with which subsequent theory 

submitted to cartesianism that this "redeemed" imagination 

became the primary imagination of the late eighteenth 

century. 

One generally accepts Descartes• warnings about 

the imagination as his final estimate. But Descartes gives 

us a sound, basis for distinguishing between "active" and 

"passive" imagination. In a letter to Burman, he points out 

that when external objects act on his senses an idea is 

traced in the small gland, for apprehension by his soul 

through the agency of passive imagination. On the other 

hand, when images are traced in the gland, not by external 

objects, but by the mind itself, it is what he calls 
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"imaging" and an exercise of active imagination.^" This 

active imagination is precisely the Hack's "converting 

imagination" discussed by him in Section XI that transforms 

the shadows of reality into clear and distinct types and 

images, thoroughly cartesian according to the representa

tional theory of knowledge, although the Hack employs 

archaic nomenclature to signify such effigies. 

In passive imagination, sense arrives at the interior 

of the brain but it is still removed by patterned space from 

the all-important pineal gland to which the tubes conveying 

animal spirits are attached. Descartes explains that the 

figures accessible to mind 

ne sont pas celles qui s'impriment dans les organes 
des sens exterieurs, ou dans la superficie interieure 
du cerueau, mais seulement celles qui se tracent dans 
les esprits sur la superficie de la glande H [indi
cating a diagram in Descartes' text], ou est le siege 
de 1'imagination. & du sens commun. qui doiuent estre 
prises pour les idees, c'est a dire pour les formes 
ou images que 1'ame raisonnable considerera 
immediatement, lors qu'estant vnie a cette machine 
elle imaginera ou sentira quelque objet.^ 

Descartes explicitly asks us to note that he says that the 

soul "imagines," for he generally includes under the name 

idea all the impressions that can come out of the gland, 

3 variously caused, and all judged by the same criteria. The 

passive imagination as here described can be illustrated in 

^Entretien avec Burman, A.-T., V, 162. 

2 
Description du corps humain, A.-T., XI, 176-177. 

3Ibid. 
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the numerous episodes of Section VIII and in The Mechanical 

Operation of the Spirit. illustrating the phantasies of 

enthusiasts manipulated by projectors, preachers, and 

philosophers. 

When we turn to a consideration of active imagina

tion, we should first recall that at the pineal gland animal 

spirits come in contact with mind itself. Or to be more 

precise, images in the spirit are presented to mind. These 

images are like mathematical diagrams or schema. While we 

can not be sure that these images resemble anything "out 

there," they are the only objective reality one ever knows. 

In turn, mind, defined as simple thought, can 

impress images in the animal spirits which, by some mechan

ical means quite outside mind's control, influences the 

workings of the body machine. Mind is altogether passive. 

Will works indirectly through the image exchange machinery 

in the animal spirits. This is briefly the process, and 

clearly such "image exchange machinery" is crucial. If the 

will is to have any effect on the body, it must direct 

itself to the passions by and through the imagination. As 

Gilson and Langan put it, the cartesian faculty of will must 

fight fire with fire. The will can prompt the imagination 

to project an image in the pineal gland that disposes the 

animal spirits coursing through it to move the machinery 



209 

of the body in the desired direction.1 Unfortunately it is 

quite possible that the will, even by using the imagination 

and giving it full rein, cannot rechannel the animal 

spirits. Descartes points out that the will cannot directly 

influence animal spirits, neither can it be coerced. In 

such an eventuality, the will can only grit its teeth, so to 

speak, while the body does its own thing. According to 

Descartes the best policy is to wait until the machine 

2 
quiets down and then try using imagination again. Hence 

imagination is the link provided mind for communication with 

body. 

Descartes' great project was to separate thought 

from sense. As Gouhier notes: "On voit alors le sens de 

1'attitude premiere et constante qui rend 1'esprit 

* 3 cartesien: adducere mentem a_ sensibus. " The great scandal 

for Descartes, as I have noted, is that man is incarnate. 

To escape that unfortunate state he gives man the alterna

tive of living within a closed theater of representational 

ideas, a surrogate reality that has all the disadvantages of 

matter with none of the helps it affords through analogical 

knowledge. Nonetheless, Descartes believes he successfully 

escapes into a world of representational objectives that can 

1Modern Philosophy. p. 78. See Descartes, Les 
passions. Article 45, pp. 99-100. 

2 
Gilson and Langan, p. 79. 

3 
"Sans rhetorique," p. 89. 
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provide the absolute certainty that symbolic thought does 

not afford, at the same time devising a form of discourse 

suited to his new definition of man. This world fabricated 

from representative ideas is the cosmos of the Hack; its 

Book of Genesis is fabled for us in Section II, in the 

passage on the new Idol and his system of the world as a 

Suit of Cloaths. 

Descartes' masterstroke, as Gouhier says, is to 

expel rhetoric from the disciplines of thought and dis

course.1 His argument is a "rational" one addressed to a 

2 
disembodied, reason. Truth need satisfy but one faculty. 

Similarly we find that to the Hack "it is all Pork. . . . 

For there is no inventing Terms of Art beyond, our Ideas's" 

(p. 50). 

Descartes particularly resolves to ignore all 

cognitive faculties of the mind other than that of reason 

3 
as he conceives it. The Hack's "method" is a new and 

refined reason, as he boasts (p. 166). "Wisdom" is 

synonymous with the same faculty and is limited, to the 

outside of objects a£ perceived subjectively (p. 173). 

^This is the burden of Gouhier's entire paper 
entitled "La resistance au vrai et le probleme cartesien 
d'une philosophie sans rhetorique," see in particular 
p. 87. 

2 
Ibid., p. 85. 

3A.-T., II, 598. 
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Traditional rhetoric premises the need not alone to 

demonstrate but also to convince the auditor who is 

conceived as a person, rather than as an abstract intellect. 

In opposition to this, Descartes* methods is an anti-rhetoric 

substituting a method of investigation for a system of 

communication.^" Of Descartes' methodice and inventa, 

2 
Gouhier says that they are inseparable. Ideas clear and 

distinct in their naked order compel assent by "the natural 

light," surrogate of grace. In the Tale the Hack proclaims 

the central formula of the plastic or "converting" imagina

tion, for according to him man's conceptions are his 

imagination's distilled Phenomenon of Vapours (p. 167). 

Furthermore the cartesian methode involves the creation of 

new truths; that is to say, it is original in the modern 

3 
sense of that word. "Invention" is now the creation of 

something before unthought-of. Similarly, the Hack's work 

is most original (a direct reversal of the traditional 

sense of the word) and the most true because it has been 

invented most recently. 

All this is quite a departure from the humanist 

rhetorical discourse that persuades to an eternally 

subsistent truth, and according to which "invention" 

1Howell, p. 347. 

"Sans rhetorique," p. 93. 

^Howell, p. 306. 
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is a rhetorical maneuver of producing the appropriate 

argument from the store of wisdom. 

Descartes in his discourse deliberately avoids 

appealing to the "faux adulte" who has not shaken off the 

infantile habit of symbolic thought. "One must destroy the 

old mental structure and this is no small affair," as 

Gouhier remarks of Descartes' epoch-making drama to create 

a new order of intelligibility.1 What would be of the 

greatest irony to a true humanist is that in striving to 

speak to men "angelically," he winds up speaking to them as 

though they were Possessed Draftsmen and all ideas were 

diagrams. Or one might say that all men were Taylors and 

all their ideas were Cloaths. Furthermore men hardly reason 

at all, for cartesian "reason" is mere "seeing." The 

optical quality of the idea-image produced by the imagina

tion is emphasized, by Descartes' assertion that "some of my 

ideas are as it were pictures of objects, and these alone 

2 
are properly called ideas." Discourse now is illustration 

by image, as thought is progression from one mental image to 

another. 

Henri Gouhier notes a definitive shift to optical 

figurism in Descartes anti-rhetoric, and points for evidence 

^"Sans rhetorique," p. 92. 

2 
A.-T., VII, 37; cited and translated by Anthony 

Kenny, "Descartes on Ideas," in Descartes: A Collection of 
Critical Essays. ed. Willis Doney (New York, 1967), p. 234. 
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to his constant reliance upon graphic illustrations in his 

published works. According to Gouhier, "L•illustration ne 

detourne jamais l'attention de leur intelligibility et c'est 

peut-etre pourquoi on n'a pas assez remarque l'abondance et 

1'importance des images dans le texte de Descartes.""'' 

Descartes* entire method, of thought and analysis, is 

pictorial; the great profusion of pictures in his published 

works is integral, even central, to his thought. As 

Gouhier says, they "redent le service des gravures dans un 

livre et, plus exactement des figures dans un traite de 

* * 2 
geometne." 

The Displacement of Mimesis by 
Imaginative "Creation" 

ft is in the shift from mimesis (imitation of the 

rational shape of creation) to invention (discovery of new 

precepts according to the subjective lineaments of a 

heterocosm) that makes the epistemology of Descartes at 

once so suitable and so expressive of the spirit of his age. 

The universal rule of reason is, as the Hack says, Every Man 

his own Carver (p. 130). 

In discussing the climate of opinion on rhetoric in 

the century preceding the writing of the Tale. we have 

already noted how the English school of "Systematics" led by 

^""Sans rhetorique," p. 92. 

2Ibid., p. 93. 
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Robert Sanderson adumbrated a shift to a concept of 

"invention" as veritable invention, anticipating Descartes. 

We have noted, too, in Ramus a tendency to a shift from a 

rhetorical figure to a visual figure. Bacon was prophetic 

in this matter also, for he saw the function of rhetoric as 

illuminating what is to be transmitted visually. As Howell 

remarks, when Bacon calls rhetoric illustration, "the image 

behind his words is that of shedding light so as to make 

anything visible to the eyes.""'' 

Even those images and memories conjured up by the 

mind in the imagination are not mentally generated. That is 

to say, "all one can do by conscious action is to concentrate 

2 
the attention in the direction of what we require." Thus 

we point the pineal gland in the direction of the appropriate 

images in the fabric of the brain, but it is necessary that 

the imagination produce the desired, image, just as in 

willing an action all mind can do is concentrate the atten

tion which brings imagination into play. It is quite true 

that the product of the imagination exists as pineal 

^Loqic and Rhetoric in England. p. 371. The author 
cites a quotation from the NED attributed to John Marbecke, 
1581: "It is a figure called Illustration," says Marbecke, 
"by which the forme of things is so set foorth in words, 
that it seemeth rather to be seene with the eies, then heard 
with the eares." It is this sort of illustration that the 
figures of rhetoric are to provide, according to Bacon. 

2 
Norman Kemp Smith, New Studies. p. 151. 
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patterns;''" but all presentiments whether sentiment, sense, 

memory, or its own ideas must, according to Descartes' 

mechanical operation of the spirits, be "imaged" before 

2 
becoming an object and content of the mind. Descartes 

maintains that he would, be capable of "angelic" thought, 

3 
i.e., without any images whatever, if he had no body; but 

this is a highly hypothetical proposition which he had no 

opportunity to test before publishing his works, and he 

would himself admit that such thought would be very nearly 

contentless; while at least one of his commentators, Keeling, 

insists it would be altogether without content. 

The imagination is not only vested with demiurgic 

power, but through its operation as the sole agent of 

communication between body and soul, it becomes something 

"Thus when the soul wills to recall something, 
this volition by causing the gland to bend successively now 
to one side and now to another impels the spirits towards 
this and that region of the brain until they come upon the 
part where the traces consist in the manner in which the 
spirits, owing to the paths they have taken in the presence 
of that object, have so modified the pores of the brain that 
these have thereby acquired a greater facility than the 
others of being opened in that same fashion when the spirits 
again come towards them. The spirits on meeting these 
pores, therefore, enter into them more easily than into the 
others, and thereby excite that special [patterned] movement 
in the gland which represents that same object to the soul, 
and so enables it to know what it has willed to remember." 
A.-T., XI, 360. Translated, by Norman Kemp Smith, New 
Studies. p. 153. 

2Versfeld, p. 161. 

3 
"Norman Kemp Smith, New Studies, p. 159. 
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very like a third substance and a new dimension of reality. 

A. Boyce Gibson calls it "body-soul or soul-body."As 

extension stands to the body, as spirit stands to the soul, 

2 
so perception and feeling stand to the new substance." 

Jean Roy, in a very important study, identifies this 

3 
tertium quid as "11 imagination-passion." According to 

Roy's subtle and lucid, argument, Descartes1 "theorie de 

1'image . . . est ... une theorie extremement poussee du 

symbole;" its great virtue is that it permits Descartes to 

escape from "l'hypothese d'une espece qui ne soit ni un 

corps, ni une pensee, et par consequent laisse intacte la 

4 
distinction de l'ame et du corps." 

As Gibson notes, "coming from Descartes, whose whole 

philosophy demands the essential distinctness of extension 

5 
and spirit, this doctrine is indeed bewildering." He 

concedes this body-soul "substance" is not a true substance, 

although Descartes fancies that he can speak of a special 

stuff of the union of body and mind, a "human inqenium" or 

*The Philosophy of Descartes. p. 222. 

^Ibid. 

3 L1 imagination selon Descartes. 

^Ibid., p. 201. 

5 
The Philosophy of Descartes. p. 222. Gibson 

declares that it is not truly a substance: "it may even be 
nothing but a device for avoiding an admission of inter
action" (p. 227). 
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"embodied self" without contradicting his radical dualism.* 

Whatever union there is, is only intermittent and the parts 

contributed, are withdrawn without modification. 

Even so, it is here, in this "marriage of conven

ience," that intercourse between substances and. anything 

approaching meaningful human activity must take place. That 

composite described by Gibson, the "imagination-passion" 

analyzed at great length by Roy, which acts out its 

representational drama at "the seat of the soul," called by 

Descartes the "gland Conarion," is according to Descartes 

2 
himself, "the place where all one's thoughts occur." The 

closed nature of world as hetercosm here postulated and 

specifically, as it is, in terms of the imagination, is 

recognizable as the prototype of modernist subjectivism 

generally and most particularly of the imaginary world, of 

the Hack. 

When all is said and done there is much irony in 

this deus ex machina in the imagination: Descartes wanted, 

above all else, freedom from the confusion of sense and. for 

this purpose had abandoned sacramental symbolism to attain 

the liberty of decarnation. Yet imagination remains all the 

while corporeal (just as do "animal spirits"). 

*See Norman Kemp Smith, New Studies. p. 222. 

2 
Cited by Gibson from a letter to Meyssonier, 

p. 223: ". . . le principal siege de l'ame, et le lieu ou 
se font toutes nos pensees." 
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Indispensible to the soul as it may be, it is inextricable 

from the machine, and generates its own species of mystery. 

Descartes1 descriptions make this materiality clear. 

For example in telling us how the imagination actively 

makes schemata, or passively receives schematic patterns 

picked out in the pores of the fabric surrounding the pineal 

gland, he explains that the image is produced, in an opera

tion very much like that of a pipe organ, being dependent 

on the quality of "l'air qui vient des soufflets, des 

tuyaux qui rendent le son, & de la distribution de cet air 

dans les tuyaux.Yet we must understand that the image 

and. its production "ne dependent aucunement de la figure 

exterieure de toutes ces parties visibles que les 

Anatomistes distinguent en la substance du cerueau, ny de 

celle de ses concauitez; mais seulment des esprits qui 

viennent du couer, des pores du cerueau par ou ils passent, 

& de la fa<jon que ces esprits se distribuent dans ces 

2 
pores." In other words, we have a schema representative 

of what is present in the flesh, but we do not have that 

material image in itself. Presumably this status of idea 

is a great virtue in the estimate of a cartesian. But we 

are struck by the fact that in spite of all Descartes' 

machinery of winds, spirits, patterns of pores, and. mounted 

^"Traite de l'homme. A.-T., XI, 166. 

2 lb id. 
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glands, there is still no communication of substances and no 

participation of being—both of which are prime virtues of 

the sacramental system of symbolism. Descartes may have 

contrived to hold his system together and may have main

tained the fiction of "spirit"; but any world that would 

essay to operate after such a plan would necessarily be 

altogether mechanical. This fact should, make it clear that 

Descartes' theoretical dualism—when put into practice—has 

nothing left out of it in the imaginary world of the Hack. 

For Descartes1 hypothetical man as for the Hack, 

"salvation" lay in the new territory reclaimed from chaos 

by "imagination." Here on this beachhead the moderns set up 

their colony "and God-like imitated State." If, in the 

humanist tradition, the nature of the epistemological model 

is the logos principle that finds its rationale in the 

Incarnation, in the modernist tradition, the nature of the 

epistemological model may accurately be called the "imago 

principle" that finds its rationale in the optical imagina

tion. For Descartes the ideal image is optical, univocal, 

clear and distinct. We will find that the same criteria 

carry over into the Hack's imagery, metaphors, and figura

tive conceits.^" The most basic and pervasive examples of the 

"'"Maurice J. Quinlan, in "Swift's Use of lateraliza
tion as a Rhetorical Device," PMLA, LXXXII (1967), 516-521, 
notes what he calls a systematic "combination of pun and 
metaphor" in Swift and points to some of the more conspicu
ous examples. He does not, however, find any rationale to 
Swift's "literalization," declaring that the device yields 
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cartesian criteria carried over into the Hack's imagery, 

metaphors, and figurative conceits are: (1) the lateraliza

tion of spirit in the Tale. particularly Section VIII, and 

The Mechanical Operation; (2) the metaphor-myth of the Suits 

of Cloaths, particularly in Section II but really every

where; (3) the ritual use of the language of cutting, 

severing, and flaying, a "ceremonial" presentation of 

reality also everywhere in the Tale but having its most 

formal exposition in Section V which can be profitably read 

as a Hackian abridgement of the prophet's Methode. 

Importance of Analogy to Artistic Discourse 
in the Humanist Tradition 

When we return to a consideration of the Renaissance 

rhetorical tradition, we find that "imagination" is still a 

good way off from the creative agent it is in modernism. It 

is in fact much closer to memory. Indeed the imagination as 

passive storehouse of old sensory experience continues well 

into the seventeenth century: everyone knows Hobbes' 

trenchant definition of imagination as "decaying sense." 

The usual medieval explanation of the communication of 

substances is that meaningful images are first formed by 

the sensus communis (or "central sense") and stored by the 

to no formulation and can be presented only by itemizing 
examples. In contradistinction to Quinlan, I feel that the 
device can be formulated, that univocation is part of the 
formulation, i.e., its target is a species of reason, and 
that it finds its fullest expression in what I call 
"etymological mythologizing," discussed below. 
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imagination to be later recalled either in their original 

order or in some new one.* In this same venerable tradition 

"invention" is a device of rhetoric and not a faculty of 

"genius" akin to original creation. The very word "original" 

did not have its present meaning of proceeding from the 

direct exercise of one's own faculties (Joseph Warton's use 

in 1756), until after the cartesian revolution. 

The basis of Renaissance humanist artistic "crea

tion" is the imitation or "recollection" of analogical 

hierarchy, rather than the original fabrication of a sub

jective heterocosm.^ 

The really important change from the old artistic 

epistemology to the new is that "imagination"—whatever its 

dignity—simply did not occupy anything like the crucial 

position it would, after the cartesian revolution and the 

invention of esthetics. It must be understood that not just 

For background on traditional and modern use of 
term "imagination," see M. B. Arnold, Story Sequence 
Analysis (New York, 1962), and. H. Rugg, Imagination (New 
York, 1963); on "memory" see Frances Yates, "The Ciceronian 
Art of Memory," Medioevo e^ Rinascimento: Studi in onore di 
Bruno Nardi. ed. Universita di Roma, Instituto de Filosofia, 
2 vols. (Florence, 1955), Vol. II, and also see D. L. Clark, 
Rhetoric in Greco-Roman Education (New York, 1957); on the 
so-called sensus communis see B. J. Muller-Thym, "Common 
Sense, Perfection of the Order of Pure Sensibility," 
Thomist. II (1940), 315-343. 

2 
See the excellent discussion of Patristic humanist 

mimesis by Joseph Anthony Mazzeo in Renaissance and 
Seventeenth-Century Studies (London, 1964), pp. 1-28, esp. 
23-24. 
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the counters in the game changed, but the rules, the board 

on which it was played, the very definition of the players 

who hovered over the ideal space of theory-as-world like 

minor Chinese gods. The new world, the cartesian imaginary 

world, the Tubbian world, is but a "section," a geometer's 

section cut through the old world sphere* Imagination 

works on the resulting two-dimensional plane, and since this 

plane has become synonymous with the world, the "imagina

tion" swells to imperial proportions in the two-dimensional 

world. 

As I have noted the humanist entertained a concep

tion of a mischievous imagination, for he too knew of 

madness and dreams and., from sermons at least, of 

recollected fleshly experience. But since the primary 

creative transaction was not "imagination" as it would, come 

to be known after Descartes, little epistemological damage 

was done by warning against it. As "memory," this faculty 

was of course exceedingly important, since without it man 

would be inevitably subject to the present. But however you 

look at it, memory makes nothing new, in the sense of a new 

objective actuality. 

There are a number of resemblances between 

Descartes' image-making faculty and humanist imagination-

memory, but in our study of the modernist world of the 

Tale what is of interest in Descartes' borrowings is that 

all such devices are translated into his mechanical system 
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derived from a literalized metaphor. Further, in setting up 

his faculty of the imagination, whatever Descartes may have 

retained from cognate faculties in medieval artistic 

epistemology—and. whatever he may have added or have wished, 

to withhold from it—the operation that really gives this 

faculty its character and identity is that it links body and 

mind. Between these two radically dissevered substances 

its mechanical operation is the sole bridge. Hence 

imagination, which has the final responsibility for setting 

up the fabric of images posited by the "representative 

theory of knowledge," exercises in the cartesian system a 

function cognate to the logos of the humanist system. 

The cartesian faculty of the active imagination has 

a major part in the Hack's system, described as the "con

verting imagination" (pp. 189-190). The Hack describes the 

converting imagination as working to 

reduce all Things into Types: [its practitioners] 
can make Shadows. no thanks to the Sun; and then 
mold them into Substances, no thanks to Philosophy; 
whose peculiar Talent lies in fixing Tropes and 
Allegories to the Letter, and refining what is 
Literal into Figures and Mystery. 

The full irony of this analysis is manifest only when we 

recognize that the Types, Shadows, etc., produced by the 

"converting imagination" subsist in only the most strictly 

mythic sense. The very concept of typology is reduced to 

univocality. There is in the reader perhaps an initial 

shock when he confronts these venerable terms in Jack's 
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verbal grab bag. Some moment of consternation may elapse 

before we recognize that these antique terms have been 

alchemized by the Hack (through the reducing alembic of the 

converting imagination) into cant. The Types, Shadows, 

etc., ticked off by the Hack bear only nominal relation to 

the cognate terms in the traditional system of symbolism. 

It will be recalled from the "Digression on Critics" 

that in the Tale the "mystical" terms of rhetoric are 

consistently used in an inverse allegory, i.e., the 

ostensible spiritual signification refers, in a quite 

reverse manner, to the sign-as-signal. I have remarked 

this pattern before. It is inherent in the basic cartesian 

maneuver of treating signs as signals. At all events, we 

perceive that here too Types, Shadows, etc., subsist only 

according to the cartesian mode of representational idea-

images. In fact, the Hack himself has forewarned us of the 

mechanical operation of the "converting imagination" in the 

passage introducing the one cited, above. He tells us that 

in analysing the products of the "converting imagination" 

he "shall describe them as graphically as it is possible, 

and. as far as Notions of that Height and. Latitude can be 

brought within the Compass of a Pen" (italics added; p. 189). 

The irony of the Hack's disquisition on the new 

imagination and the new mode of figurism that is implicit 

in it, whether he will or not, is reinforced in the Hack's 

discourse that follows immediately, for "figure," "mystery," 
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etc., do not exist except at the most strictly literal and 

mythic sense. The "mystery" is deepest at the Bottom of the 

Suit which he works into any shape he pleases. The "con

verting imagination" makes literal reality over into a 

figure, but a figure in the fabric of the representative 

theory of knowledge which is hardly any more spiritual than 

the sign of the cortex. An example of the Hack's—and 

Jack's—conception of "mystery" is the "livid Snuffs of a 

burning Candle, which he would catch and swallow," all to 

produce the "inner light" (p. 192). This is certainly good 

fun, but one should not lose sight of the fact that here in 

the final section of the "Allegory" (which is really no 

allegory), "mystery" is reduced to its most abject 

degradation, as a consequence of the newly revealed 

epistemological doctrine. The auditor understands that 

the Suit of Cloaths is man's image which is the mirror in 

which we see "darkly" for it is also the image of Christ's 

person. Since for the Hack the visage of the incarnate 

logos has been closed off, the "mirror" becomes opaque and 

the resultant darkness, now impenetrable, is the Hackian 

"mystery." The classic location of this Hackian "mystery" 

is at the barrier of paradox that stands out so sharply in 

the crux of Section IX, but since the new univocality 

generates paradox everywhere, the new mystery can be met 

with everywhere. 
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John M. Bullitt, in an excellent study of Swift's 

rhetorical tactics, discusses the Hack's "converting 

imagination," but sees fit to interpret the modernist's 

penchant for fabricating fantastic effigies as an indication 

that therefore Swift must believe that truth lies in 

accepting the clear and distinct evidence of sense and 

straying no farther.^" Bullitt's work is certainly 

perceptive, but that he sees only half the modernist's error 

and only half Swift's normative corrective is surely 

demonstrated by Bullitt's conviction that the conclusion 

to the Mechanical Operation of the Spirit represents 

Jonathan Swift's own convictions in the matter of symbolism. 

That conclusion, it will be recalled, reads: 

Too intense a Contemplation is not the Business 
of Flesh and Blood; it must by the necessary 
Course of Things, in a little Time, let go its 
Hold, and fall into Matter (p. 288). 

But certainly this is not Swift's own conviction. Rather it 

is of a piece with the proclamation in Section IX of the 

Tale that the "converting imagination" reduces Things into 

Types, but a reduction according to which the resultant Type 

has not departed from the one mechanical level of 

abstraction upon which all the Hackian discourse takes 

place; for we have seen that "mystery" is a Night-cap to be 

worn to bed, an Umbrello in rainy weather, etc. (p. 190). 

Jonathan Swift and the Anatomy of Satire 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1966), pp. 134-136. 
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The fact is, I believe, rather more complex than Bullitt 

suggests. For Bullitt makes Swift too much the pragmatist. 

Swift does certainly insist on maintaining the integrity of 

the literal sense and the testimony of the senses, just as 

Erasmus had and as had the Patristic writers, but precisely 

in the mode integral to humanist symbolism and its hierarchic 

and transformative context. Neither the Hack nor Bullitt 

make this complementary apparatus accessible in comprehend

ing Types, Shadows, Tropes, and Mystery. The statement 

about "mystery" on page 190 is the Hack's final statement 

on symbolism and what it really declares is of major 

importance. Bullitt points the way to what we are to 

understand, although he does not seem to espy the shape of 

consummation: the "converting imagination" forces reality 

into the shape of an idea already held in the mind, which I 

believe can be adequately accommodated to the world view of 

the Tale in cartesian terms alone, and this leads precisely 

to my point: the representational idea—a subjective entity 

in the mind of man, not of God—is a product of imagination, 

according to which it has a sovereign existence. This 

peculiar status itself becomes the Hack's perception of 

"mystery"—mystery being the inevitable gap between the 

cartesian apprehension of objective reality and the thing-

in-itself in the ground of being. But certainly the above 

does not indicate that all ideas are, for Swift, to be 
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submitted to a universal pragmatism, as Bullitt's thesis 

would incline us to conclude. 

The reader will recall that the principal points of 

the humanist rhetorical tradition are these: (1) rhetorical 

figures communicate truth according to an hierarchic 

analogy; (2) the logos principle posits a genuine incarna

tion of reason in matter, of soul in body; and (3) the 

literal figure is not severed from the intellectual or 

spiritual reality, i.e., the material thing-in-itself 

participates in the fullest meaning of the symbolic "turn" 

by being part of an ascending conceptual continuum not 

limited by univocality. 

Analogy is a term that, like "symbol" or "image," 

is used variously. That species of analogy informing 

sacramental symbolism is properly referred to as "analogy 

of internal attribution.What it does not mean is an 

accidental similitude; and while it is often, even usually, 

conveyed by means of simile, similitude, and metaphor, it 

is concerned with communicating a common participation in 

"*"0n analogy see tftienne Gilson, La philosophie de 
saint Bonaventure. 3rd ed. (Paris, 1953), Chapter VII, 
"L'analogie universelle, " pp. 165-191, and Battista Mondin, 
The Principle of Analogy in Protestant and Catholic 
Theology (The Hague, 19637T For the background on analogy 
and univocality I have also relied rather heavily on H. 
Lyttkens, The Analogy between God and the World (Upsala, 
1952) and A. Gardeil, O.P., "La structure analogique de 
1'intellect." Revue Thomiste. XXXII (1927), 3-19. 
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being, by two or more terms more profound than schemes 

acting as vehicle need necessarily be concerned with. 

Analogy designates a kind of predication which is 

neither univocation or equivocation.^" It denotes some state 

of being, or "perfection," termed the "analogon," that is 

found in two or more subjects, called "analogates," in such 

a way that the analogon in them is neither simply the same 

or simply different. Within the concept giving expression 

to the analogon the analogates realize the perfection of the 

analogon in varying degrees, although to some substantial 

degree in all of them. To express the fact that the 

analogon is present in all the analogates of a concept in 

varying degrees Aristotle used as an illustration the 

variation in the heat of the sun according to distance. 

Only the sun itself has its heat in absolute perfection; 

nonetheless all other bodies in the system participate in 

the heat, though not absolutely so. 

The distinction between simple metaphor and analogy 

may be illustrated by the conventional Latin metaphor, 

fossilized in language, making a connection between left-

handedness and injustice. This is little more than a 

picturesque metaphor; to insist that it is more is to make 

myth of it, but not to make a valid analogy. The 

^"iStienne Gilson, "L'analogie universelle," La 
philosophie de saint Bonaventure. passim; also G. P. 
Klubertanz, "Analogy," New Catholic Encyclopedia. Vol. I, 
461. 
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distinction is worthwhile, for although the Hack employs 

metaphor, he is utterly incapable of analogy in a valid 

sense. 

Cartesian Univocality and the Hack's Metaphor 

Within the humanist tradition, since we are 

creatures in a creaturely world, the analogate we grasp 

first, the "primary analogate," is creaturely in status, 

although it is in fact the effect of the analogate to which 

one must penetrate. For example, in the system of 

Augustine we know the "inner word" in us, from which we can 

proceed, analogically to its cause in the divine logos. In 

other words, through the "primary analogate" we come to know 

the "secondary analogate" which is the exemplar. Our 

comprehension of secondary analogates is valid and 

reasonable, although it is less "clear and distinct" than 

the optical or auditory image present to us corporeally. 

We do not deny the corporeal image but neither is it 

equivalent to all we can know about the concept. We know 

a larger truth although we know it less precisely. 

Metaphor according to analogy participates in the 

hierarchic order of truth, according to the principle of the 

Incarnation, or exemplarism. Such metaphor is to be dis

tinguished from the nominal metaphor permitted in cartesian 

theory and exemplified in the Tale. 
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Since the mode of metaphor in the Tale is one of 

Swift's major satirical devices, it is necessary to define 

the basis for metaphor in cartesian epistemology. It is my 

thesis that in the Tale Swift consistently uses metaphor 

according to cartesian epistemology, although he draws the 

terms for the metaphors he makes from the humanist tradi

tion. One example of this carry-over is in the Hack's 

declaration on "Types," etc. (p. 190), although the device 

reappears constantly throughout the work. The mode of the 

Hack's metaphor becomes the means of making penetrating 

comment on the deficiencies of modernist epistemology and 

also of exposing the extent to which the new philosophy 

degrades old institutions, usages, and truths. In the 

remainder of the study, I will consider (1) the cartesian 

basis of metaphor, (2) the resultant reduction of metaphor 

to myth, and (3) some evidence of the mythic status to 

which key verbal constructs are reduced in modernism. 

For the cartesian, analogates relate only uni-

vocally. Since univocal concepts represent only a partial, 

limited, non-pervasive perfection, they are said to be 

abstractions. "When we say that men, stones, mountains 

are white,we have given an example of a univocal 

concept. It is just this sort of abstraction that 

characterizes the world we are asked to accept as 

^Mondin, p. 78. 
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objectively real by the Hack. When such an abstraction is 

taken as the objective reality represented to man and 

considered true according to mechanical criteria, then 

metaphor tends to become myth, and such myth is the status 

of the Allegory of the Brothers and the Myth of the Taylor. 

The famous example of mythic thought by Claude Levi-Strauss 

is that among a primitive people he has studied the sun and 

the white cockatoo are not merely similar in some respects, 

but that what is real in one is identical to what is real 

in the other. 

We can therefore say that univocal themes (such as 

crowd, the Tale) arise "by abstraction from particular 

subjects, in which," as explained by G. P. Klubertanz, "the 

•perfection' is present, so that the difference in subject 

does not enter into their meaning.Such criteria of 

univocality within conventional conceptual fields is 

manifested in the Tale. not only in the articulation of 

sections, but within units as basic as the sentence. For 

example we have such a series—which we may use here as a 

paradigm—in the Hack's boast that the moderns in triumphing 

over Time, "have clipt his Wings, pared his Nails, filed his 

Teeth, turned back his Hour-Glass, blunted his Scythe, and 

drawn the Hob-Nails out of his shoes" (p. 63). Of course 

this series of images incorporated within a single 

"'"See article on "Analoqy, " New Catholic Encyclopedia 
Vol. I, 463. 
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conceptual field is ludicrous. But why? One basic reason 

is in the Hack's ironclad univocality. It will be noted. 

that the "prefection" or predicate shared by items in the 

series is present absolutely univocally. This means that 

the real differences in the subjects do not enter into their 

meaning. According to Klubertanz, not only can such 

predicates be defined in themselves, they also can be used 

in further discourse without any reference to the premises 

that produced them.* "Teeth," "Scythe," "Hob-Nails," etc., 

go together according to the clear and distinct etymon 

abstracted as cutting off—yet it is precisely the differ

ences between them that manifest an inappropriateness to 

the abstraction "Time," in what is after all a figure of 

speech, that renders the series absurd when such differences 

are ignored. One has the uneasy feeling that to the Hack 

the univocate of cutting off has become restlessly animated 

and mythologized. What arouses our mirth and scorn is the 

deviation of the Hack's conceptual field represented by the 

series from an appropriate conceptual field as it would 

unfold, analogically. In a list of analogous terms, each 

sharing the analogon that identifies the conceptual field, 

what unites them is not arrived at through abstraction at 

all, and so each retains its relation to a concrete object. 

Where analogy emphasizes "otherness" (in the sense that the 

1Ibid. 
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primary analogate is dependent on the analogon inhering in 

the secondary analogate), univocality emphasizes strict 

inherent perfection of the quality abstracted. 

Were the Hack's list cited above considered accord

ing to analogy, we could not extract a "clear and distinct" 

meaning of the analogon that would be isolated from the 

context of premises, for as Klubertanz points out, "in an 

argument using an analogous term, the conclusion cannot be 

abstracted from its premises, because the secondary 

analogate arrived at by the argument must include the 

primary in its definition.Now certainly the presence of 

the "primary analogate" of the "Hob-Nail" annihilates the 

secondary analogate we would have a right to anticipate. 

What we are in fact presented is a series of images, linked 

by the simple abstraction of "cutting off" and having an 

aggregate identity that is purely optical. 

Now, this distinction between Descartes' optically 

precise imagism and the analogists' analogically imprecise 

figurism is a definitive distinction between the repre

sentational ism of the Hack and the ideal of humanist 

representation, and it is the point where Swift's satire is 

most acutely focused. To see the epistemological limita

tions of such a system when inappropriately employed, as it 

is by the Hack, we need conjecture only a moment on how a 

"""Ibid. 
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humanist cognate of this Hackian personification might be 

made to signify according to an analogical symbolic mode. 

Were some Angel of Time to be figuratively presented, the 

operational part of such a figure would tell us something, 

let us say, about man's proper end, God's will, and some

thing about the mode in which the first is linked to the 

latter. But of one thing we can be sure: whatever meaning 

were shared by the analogates would not be confined to 

corporeal image and neither would it be clear and distinct, 

although we might legitimately presume that it would 

communicate something to the human understanding. rather 

than to the representational fabric spun out by the 

mechanical operations of the imagination. 

Swift's use of brutishly literal metaphors is best 

explained as a well-contrived device for exposing and 

portraying the habitus of the mentality he seeks to lampoon. 

Swift's formula is seen more clearly, I feel, in light of 

the distinction between humanist epistemology and 

corresponding discourse (a rhetorical model positing 

sacramental symbolism proceeding by analogy of intrinsic 

denomination) on the one hand, and on the other hand the 

cartesian epistemology and corresponding discourse (a 

schematic model positing sign-as-signal proceeding by 

univocality). Much that is peculiar to the Hack's discourse 

can be described as univocation advanced at least one degree 

into the area of the absurd. 
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The peculiar quality of diction and imagery, as well 

as of the organization, employed by the Hack engages the 

attention of every reader of the Tale. Some critics however 

do not distinguish between the habitus of Swift and that of 

his persona. If the style is the man, one must be prepared 

to distinguish two men, or, more precisely, two models of 

epistemology, one visible and one invisible, in the satire. 

Irvin Ehrenpreis sees Swift struggling unsuccessfully 

"against a tendency to write in just the way he disliked."'*" 

Milic clucks reprovingly over syntax which he says can 

hardly promote that clarity he praised. In fact, according 

to Milic, Swift simply did not realize how terribly 

idiosyncratic his practice was, resulting in "the constant 

2 
gap between Swift's ideas of style and his practice." I 

should note that these remarks by Milic and Ehrenpreis are 

not specifically concerned with the Tale. but to works 

generally supposedly not to employ a persona. Yet I feel 

that Swift invariably does employ a persona to some degree 

alien to himself. For example I feel that Swift's tactics 

are ironic in his Letter to ci Young Gentleman. Lately 

Entered into Holy Orders, a work heretofore considered the 

locus classicus of Swift's own normative rhetorical 

^"Introduction to Swift's An Enquiry into the 
Behavior of the Queen's Last Ministry. ed. Irvin Ehrenpreis 
(Bloomington, 1956), p. xxxi. 

2 
Louis Tonko Milic, A Quantitative Approach to the 

Style of Jonathan Swift (The Hague, 1967), p. 135. 
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doctrine. I intend to present soon a paper arguing such 

an intention, that it may be a subtle parody of Joseph 

Glanvill's Essay Concerning Preaching: Written for the 

Direction of a^ Young Divine: and Useful for the People in 

order to Profitable Hearing. which latter work is recognized 

as a locus classicus of modernist rhetoric in England. 

But in all cases, inconsistencies between Swift's own ideal 

style, if we assume that he has one such, and that of his 

homunculi will be more meaningful when we proceed on the 

thesis that Swift is after bigger game than fools but, in all 

her medieval trappings, Folly herself. In the Tale 

certainly Swift is portraying an epistemological model in 

terms of its inevitable parody of an older, much older and 

more venerable, verbal model of epistemology. 

Of the simplicity of Swift's style too much has been 

written. As D. W. Jefferson has pointed out, "Swift's 

remarks on prose style, though of great interest, bear very 

little on the secret of his own greatness in that medium. 

. . . What ought to be said ... is that the author has a 

2 
special ironical motive." Swift's "simplicity" is a 

rhetorical device, and that system of which such a device 

is a part is more important than his much-noted conciseness. 

^Howell, p. 397. 

2 
"An Approach to Swift," in The Pelican Guide to 

English Literature from Dryden to Johnson (Baltimore. 
1957) , p. 230. 
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As Jefferson says, "Swift was a connoisseur of the different 

uses of language," and what we should really emphasize about 

his style is his "indebtedness to the intellectual habits of 

an earlier period.""'' At all events, the Hack is citizen of 

a rhetorical world quite alien to Swift's own nature. The 

model that the Hack follows explains not merely the status 

of his metaphors, but the lineaments of the larger argument. 

Such a model leads not only to a flat topography in dis

course, but to discontinuous jumps—to "sartorism" and 

"digressions." We should note that of these, the first is 

concerned with surface, but surface in a mode totally 

subjective. Of the second, we should note the irony of the 

very term "digression," for there really are no digressions 

in the Tale according to its modernist genre. The successive 

sections are "digressions" only insofar as the Hack uses the 

old lexicon, which in fact he is constrained to do. 

Certainly much of the irony in the imaginary world of the 

Tale is contingent on the fact that both Eighteenth Centuries 

must use the same lexical store. In fact, according to his 

light, the Hack's movement of discourse is straightforward; 

what it lacks most is "the sense of an ending," in Frank 

Kermode's use of the phrase, i.e., a rational eschatology; 

and this lack is exemplified in the fact that logically it 

must leave off in a section devoted to nothing. 

"*"Ibid. , pp. 243, 231. 
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Swift's style, subject matter, and organization may 

all be seen in terms of one extended rhetorical device, a 

device created, to imitate an imaginary world fabricated of 

a rhetoric committed to the proposition that there is no 

truth-showing rhetoric, designed to shadow forth the myth 

that there are no myths. To perform such a literary tour 

de force, Swift mobilized the full resources of a venerable 

rhetoric synonymous with reason itself, and made a myth so 

inflexibly literal and consistent as to hold up to the 

modern world, a mirror without equal either as rhetoric or 

as myth. 



CHAPTER IV 

SWIFT'S IRONIC SYMBOLISM IN PLACE: A RHETORIC OF 
MYSTERY AND AN ANTI-RHETORIC OF PARADOX 

For Augustine, as we have seen, in the siqnum 

translatum the word has the status of a thing, but a thing 

made transparent in exemplarism. For the Hack, adhering 

to cartesian criteria, the word is a thing veritably, but a 

thing of univocal and of mythic, not symbolic, significa

tion. 

In making the direct confrontation in the Tale of 

the epistemologies of the Two Eighteenth Centuries, the most 

direct access to Swift's ironic tactic is in what I call 

"etymological myth." 

As I use the term "etymological myth" it describes 

the result of an analytical process by which figurative 

language is reduced to the clear and distinct meaning of 

the etymon rooted out of word, history. This etymon is in 

effect the "clear and distinct idea" that the image 

harbors. "Myth" is to be construed, technically as "a 

nonanalogical, graphic form of discourse on the world as a 

whole.""'' In its strictest sense, such an onto logical 

status of discourse is an exploitation of the cartesian 

1W. Dupre, "Myth," New Catholic Encyclopedia. Vol. 
X, 190. 

240 
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epistemological transaction, in that the idea-image of the 

etymon subsists in the mode of the effigy produced by the 

cartesian imagination. The ideal aspired to, although not 

always attained, is the reduction of the rhetorical figure 

to an optical figure. To give such a verbal status cosmic 

dimension is to give us the Tubbian world. 

Etymological Myth as a Technique 
for Reducing Symbolism 

It is undeniable that philological criteria based on 

a clear and distinct etymon facilitate precision in exegesis 

and that such precision is sometimes desirable. Desirable 

too is the concept of historicity, the cornerstone of modern 

textual criticism. 

It should be noted that in the late seventeenth 

century the criterion of historicity was reserved, in 

effect, for texts not in the canonical languages of Hebrew 

and Greek; for while it was assumed then that non-sacred 

languages were far along the path of corruption and hence 

subject to the depredations of relativity, the "sacred 

language" of scriptural Hebrew was supposed to be the 

language spoken by Jehovah and Adam, and hence "historicity" 

could only mean the one and original unambiguous state of 

the word as pure idea-image, subsisting according to the 

same criteria as a true idea subsists in the mind of 

cartesian man. Now, quite regardless of the scholarly 

potential of such a method, it is destructive of symbolism 
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in the sense I have defined it as the model of reason and 

method of discourse and would have the most profound effect 

on verbal criticism. For example Richard Simon, whose major 

work was the Discours de la methode of exegesis, decided 

that Augustine was virtually incompetent in scriptural 

exegesis since he did not know Hebrew, and furthermore was 

biased by certain doctrinal preconceptions I^ 

It is significant that Descartes, in his quest for 

a "philosophical" system of representational images early 

sought to find the truth of scriptural figures in etymology. 

In his notebook Olympica is the record of an attempt to find 

the "meaning" of wisdom in a literal interpretation of light 

and the workings of spirit in a literal interpretation of 

2 
the etymon in wind. Whatever may be the significance of 

these early linguistic speculations by Descartes, his search 

for the etymological "fact" and the collapse of his compre

hension of figurism into literalism are dated from 

approximately the time of his discovery of the mathesis 

universalis. In Section II of the Tale a corollary of such 

a search for the meaning of rhetoric in etymology is 

presented in the exegetical exercises of Peter, which 

proceed according to the epistemological model of the 

Hack's imaginary world. 

^"Hazard, pp. 176-177. 

2 ** * 
Gouhier, Les Premieres pensees. pp. 90, 96, 100. 
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The method of etymological mythologizing, although 

quite mechanically cartesian, attains the dignity of 

scholarship in the manifesto of the new exegetical 

criticism, the Histoire critique du Vieux Testament. 1678, 

by Richard Simon, which we know that Swift studied. And it 

seems more than reasonable that such univocal and anti-

symbolic exegesis, directly inspired by the cartesian 

method, would have suggested itself to Swift as the right 

mode of discourse for a cartesian "new testament." 

Certainly there is a methodological relationship between 

Simon's linguistic techniques and the literary techniques 

that Swift confers on the Hack."*" Among the methods of 

parody "unconsciously" used by the Hack having parallels in 

the new criticism, we may note a deliberate rejection of 

sapiential context and the appeal to a rigidly material 

etymon of a term applied to archaic emblems but defined in 

the Tale according to the cartesian world view. The new 

criticism, as codified by Simon, close as it is to the heart 

of the error Swift attacks, is still part of the machinery 

for showing forth that error, and is not that which is 

itself shown forth. The devices of the new criticism 

"'"Jay Arnold Levine, "The Design of A Tale of ji Tub," 
ELH. XXXIII (1966), 198-227, has remarked this resemblance 
also. He goes so far as to suggest that the real hero-
author of the Tale is Richard Bentley who proceeds according 
to Simon's exegetical method. While the text of the Tale 
seems to clearly demonstrate that Bentley cannot be the 
hero-author, Levine's study is useful for its emphasis on 
the exegetical bias of the Hack's work. 
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identify one of Swift's major satiric devices: in the Tale 

the "matter" is from the traditional world, but the 

"definition" and representation are modernist: the result 

is that the former is falsified and hardly recognizable, 

while the latter are inherently false and laid bare by 

being stretched beyond their competence. 

The new exegetical method is relevant to the Tale. I 

believe, because Swift perceived that it could not have 

burgeoned except in the throes of the cartesian revolution; 

it was in fact the obverse and complement of the new dis

course called into being by cartesianism, and was the 

inevitable mode for caricaturing matters of ultimate 

humanist concern in terms of cartesian epistemology. 

Finally, the new textual criticism is immediately relevant 

to our study of the Tale. not only because it supposes a 

mode of discourse modeled after cartesian ideals, but 

because the Tale as mock-scripture would embody the abuses 

of modernist exegesis that was increasingly celebrated in 

the closing decades of the seventeenth century. It may be 

granted that some spiritual insight may be gained in 

emphasizing the "wind" in spirit or the "pledge" in 

sacramentum: but as Swift parodies the new criticism it is 

pushed to its logical extreme in its most cartesian con

clusions. 
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For the humanist philologists,^" as for Augustine, 

there are two sorts of signs, siqna propria and siqna 

translata. The former are the proper subject of a simple 

etymological study which is a matter for grammar in the 

traditional trivium. The latter, rhetorical and acting as 

vehicles of sacramental aenigma, are the subject of spiritual 

interpretation, i.e., etymology according to the exemplar of 

the Incarnation, which may be called "eschatological 

etymology." In this latter context, it is important where a 

word begins, but more important where it ends, or that to 

which it points. 

To subject the latter sort of sign to the 

etymological reduction applied to the former and to find 

all its figurative meaning in the etymon, became the 

practice of the new critics inspired by the cartesian 

method. 

Scripture speaks in highly figurative language, 

often employing images of cosmic and substantial reality 

such as fire, water, rock, and filial relationships, which 

have taken on extensive analogical meaning over the 

centuries. The history of the meaning of God's word to 

man is called "salvation history." It is the record of 

those pronouncements made analogically that have 

^An excellent example in the Renaissance being 
Jacques Lefevre d'Etaples, whose philological methods are 
ably discussed by Lubac, II.1; 411-427. 
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transformed the meaning of key words in the language. The 

most important of these events in salvation history was the 

Incarnation through which not only man but also language 

was redeemed. 

In the Hack's "testament" the new version of 

"salvation history" presented in the Allegory becomes the 

possession of the supposed boon of univocality by the new 

divinity, the Taylor. 

The incarnate logos, signified in the Brothers' 

suits, is systematically stripped of what, to the Hack, 

are no more than ornaments. 

But to attempt this etymological mythologization is 

not to recapture a pristine purity. Rather it is to undo 

the alterations effected by God in the history of the Jewish 

people and the children of God under the New Covenant, which 

had "translated" the old symbolism, giving it, as Origen 

says, its real meaning for the first time. This is true 

not only of the understanding of the scripture but also of 

the universe. As D. S. Wallace-Hadrill points out of 

Origin's codification of eschatological etymology: he does 

not neglect the literal sign, but sees it as "one element 

in a greater whole, an element whose significance simply 

does not exist until its end is achieved. Christ, says 

Lubac, does not in Origen1s view show the spirituality of 

the Law: he creates it. . . . Without this illumination 
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the whole cult is nothing, mere empty decoration."^" The 

same is true of nature, Wallace-Hadrill points out, for it 

is only in Christ that the created universe receives 

meaning. 

The operation of the demiurge in the Tale is 

precisely analogous to the creation described by Origen: 

the Taylor not only shows the meaning of the system of signs 

that make up the world, he creates it. It is only in this 

new revelation of the univocal representational theory of 

knowledge, that the created universe receives its meaning. 

The Hack is acting out again the fashioning of language to 

a new rhetorical model as the Patristic founders had more 

than a thousand years before. A significant difference 

between the Hack's scenario and the original performance by 

the Patristic founders, is that the Hack is translating the 

word back into myth. 

The Patristic exegetes "translated" the figurism of 

pre-Christian myth into the sacramental symbolism according 

to the meaning that the Incarnation had given to signs and 

the world. Similarly the modernists, inspired by the 

cartesian revolution, reconverted meaning out of the 

symbolic mode by applying the criteria of a univocal etymon, 

^The Greek Patristic View of Nature (Manchester, 
1968), pp. 121-122. 
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the supposed primordial meaning, leading to etymological 

myth as a mode of discourse and of reason. 

C. H. Dodd has remarked that to understand the 

images of the hamanist microcosmic system we cannot rely 

exclusively on etymology. The most eloquent symbols of 

the tradition, particularly in scripture "retire behind the 

realities for which they stand, and derive their signifi

cance from a background of thought in which they had 

already served as symbols for religious conceptions."^" It 

is this background that the new critics want to cut through, 

and it is this stripping off that Swift is most opposed to. 

The critical maneuvers of "hacks" were designed to do away 

with this tradition: everything between the supposedly 

primordial etymon and the present instant is to be done 

away with. To return to the original signification of the 

word is, as Allen Dulles remarks, to attempt to undo the 

increment of meaning the terms had undergone and particu

larly to try to undo the radical resignification given to 

2 
figures by the Incarnation. 

The process of mythologizing of analogical allegory 

had an ancient precedent, that of the Gnostics; and I 

suggest that it is this kinship in the method of treating 

*The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge, 
1953), p. 137. 

2 
"Symbol in Revelation," New Catholic Encyclopedia. 

Vol. XIII, 861-863. 
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figurative language that makes Gnostic allusions so useful 

to Swift and so common in the Tale. For example Valentinian, 

who sought to use the Hebraic element, mythologized the 

figurative elements in the Old Testament and the New; the 

result was a fantastic system in which the abstract was made 

concrete and literal. It is this sort of upside-down 

figurative discourse, in which the spiritual is made to 

stand for the mechanical, that Irvin Ehrenpreis seems to be 

referring to in what he calls the "reverse allegory" in the 

Tale.1 

Another example of the reduction of metaphor to 

myth is the Hack's handling in Section II of the unknown 

Land from whose bourn no man returns. Whether the Hack 

intends purgatory or heaven is not the point, for actually 

he comprehends it as neither, but rather in the only terms 

significant in his world. It becomes a "large Continent, 

lately said to be discovered in Terra Australis incognita" 

(p. 166). Here we have that same etymological myth, 

univocality and the order of signification in which the 

old sacred is made to stand for the new clear and distinct 

objective according to cartesian criteria. This mytho-

logizing is variously "Gnostic," "Stoic," "Philonic," or 

whatever, but what truly characterizes it is the fact that 

^Mr. Swift and His Contemporaries (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1962), p. 242. 
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symbolic epiphanies are reduced to terms of some 

methodological system the prophet is pushing. This is not 

so much "reverse" as it is an example of a metaphor in 

which both analogates share univocal predications such as 

"stupidity" and "flatulence" and parallels also the 

cartesian theory, expressed in the Traite de 1'homme. that 

the stuff that comprises seminal ejaculation below 

comprises also pious ejaculate above from another orifice. 

This is what I would call a fair example of etymological 

mythology—in which, as we might expect, the etymology is 

often faulty. To suppose, as does Ehrenpreis, that such 

figurism demonstrates that Swift has a nasty mind, would be 

very droll, if the critic were aware of his own irony. 

This sort of myth-from-allegory is an old method 

of exegesis. It is in fact the common method of "symbolism" 

before the revolutionary principle of a thoroughly rational 

symbolism by analogy of internal attribution made possible 

by the Incarnation. Philo, the pre-Christian allegorist, 

similarly interpreted the text of Judaism as an allegory of 

the rational world of Hellenic philosophy. Similarly too we 

have found that in Stoic allegorism, the mystagogic was 

methodically rendered as "empirigogic." Invariably the 

level of ultimate signification is the moral act and its 

effect. In other words the sacred history of gods, 

demigods, and such, is reduced to emblems of what is 

condign in temporal affairs. 
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Such an "allegorical" level exists (as the "tropo-

logical") in Christian fourfold symbolism, but it is a 

reflex of grace, a practical consequence of the second 

level of meaning, the true alleqoria which is the letter 

transvalued according to the logos principle of the ^ 

historic Incarnation. This "enabling" alleqoria is absent 

from these myth constructs I have recited, and hence also a 

true eschatological meaning (as the "anagogical") is 

absent. 

It is important to note that this same myth-allegory 

identified in Gnostic, Stoic, and Philonic figuricm, is 

identical in mode and method to the Hack's Allegory of the 

Brothers (which is not alleqoria in the Christian humanist 

sense) and identical also to the mythic mode of metaphor 

throughout the Tale. quite as much in the so-called 

digressions as in the so-called Allegory. These all move 

from the shadow, from seeing per speculum in aeniqmate. to 

seeing according to a univocal representationalism, whether 

interpreted as ethical, as pneumatic, or as the mechanical 

integers of cartesianism. 

Peculiar to the Christian "humanist system of 

symbolism, insistently reiterating itself silently in 

Swift's norm, is the union of the very real and literal 

history of the Judaic Old Law and the world, to the 

translated order in caritas. the New Law which makes the 

substance of the Old Law and the world now transparent. 
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Hence the letter is not a mere pointer, but ontologically 

connatural with the sententia: symbol is not mere emblem, 

but the real opening-out of concepts into hierarchically 

extended meaning. Rhetorical symbol of this sort cannot be 

precipitated out of Christianity. When the effort is made, 

criticism falls through the floor of meaning into myth, and 

the world order declines into that, state that was once the 

satrapy of the Gnostics and now is held by the cartesian 

modernists. To see what is common between Gnostic myth and 

the Hack's myth is to comprehend what it is about the 

machinery of Gnosticism that Swift found useful in his 

satire of modernism, and it is to escape the tempting error 

of supposing, as does Paulson, that Swifts target in the 

Tale is Gnosticism and that his form is a second-century 

encyclopedia of errors.^ 

Descartes' doctrine of representationalism is 

"gnostic," in the important fact that the "flesh" of a 

language construct is an "illusion beyond fictionality"—to 

borrow a phrase from Angelo Bertocci in his penetrating 

analysis of Susanne Langer's doctrine of "expressive form," 

which Bertocci identifies accurately as both gnostic and 

thoroughgoingly cartesian. To apply this manner of thinking 

to the Hack's transaction, what is done in this method is 

that in interpreting the etymon, we get to the original 

^Theme and Structure. p. 234. 
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clear and distinct idea which is the Suit of Cloaths. We 

should, note that Langer1 s system, about which there hangs 

today a great haze of pious expectancy, is a doctrine in 

which at the crucial point where a cross-over between mind 

and body is attempted, she collapses into a thoroughgoing 

cartesian representationalism.^ 

The emphasis here placed on etymological 

mythologizing is not meant to imply that the modernist 

system of cartesianism in philosophy and in literary 

criticism were simply the product of philological maneuver 

This is not to pass a value judgment on Langer1s 
subtle system; but only to make it clear that those who 
look for help from the cartesian cataclysm—which ended the 
old pieties more drastically than even the Lisbon earth
quake—will not find it in Langer: see the review article, 
"Susanne Langer, or the Symbol Abstracted," PQ, XLVIII 
(April, 1969), 261-277. Here Bertocci points out that for 
Langer as for Descartes, what exists as true is the effigy 
in the mind. Miss Langer is willing to plow through the 
logical impasse of Descartes' epistemology amid a snowstorm 
of "such words as 'feeling,' 'life,' and phrases as 'name
less knowledge,' the 'realities of our sentient being,' 
whose past association still exercise a charismatic power 
over a cooling restricted context" (pp. 267-268). Nonethe
less the extramental work is not in any way relevant nor a 
thing at all. Only the thought shape has true status. 
Descartes, also bulls his way as best he can through the 
tangle of how mind communicates with body. Eventually in 
his letters to Princess Elizabeth he will take refuge in 
advising that it is best to rest secure in the feeling we 
all have that somehow we do manage to intuit what is true 
in objects. In Miss Langer's "representational theory of 
esthetics," communication between the "other" and one's 
mind takes place through what she calls a "graph of motions 
and tensions" (see Bertocci, p. 274). Her construct is 
still plagued by the fatal contradictions of its cartesian 
model and only accomplishes a re-verbalization of Descartes' 
"animal spirits" with the help of terminology from Kant and 
Cassirer. 
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such as I have described (although in the new criticism this 

is largely the case). The cartesian maneuver in philology 

is paradigmatic of the cartesian epistemology. 

Examples of Swift's Use of Etymological Myth 

The point is that etymological myth is the product 

of an epistemological system with which it was in complete 

consonance; but more to the point, 'etymological myth was 

the principal rhetorical device Swift elected to use as a 

figure for bodying forth the entire system of modernism 

codified by Descartes and of which he was the recognized 

prophet. Even before Swift modified it by exaggeration, 

etymological myth was particularly appropriate to the Tale. 

for it was the technique brought from cartesian modernism 

to scriptural study, and the Tale is a mock-scripture. 

Swift's satiric use of etymological myth is not a 

simple transcription of the work of a modernist hack, 

although often the modernist is his own most exquisite 

parodist. Swift does, though, use the method with a more 

invincible and unswerving logic and applies it to all 

things with the same fanatical devotion. An example of 

this that I have already touched on is Swift's incessant 

use of the dead metaphor "fondement," which the master had 

used with even greater frequency and virtually as an 

obsessive ritual. It will be recalled from our earlier 

treatment that in all his works and throughout his life 
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Descartes spoke of the primary necessity for finding the 

security of a fondement "le plus ample," proceeding always 

from a fondement "si ferme et si solide," satisfying oneself 

always that the fondement on which one erects his method is 

one's own fons. One need not point to evidence of this 

image in Swift. Nor do I think it is necessary to suppose 

that Swift's use of this vivid image is, wherever it appears, 

in all his satires and verse, derived from Descartes' 

ritual use of the "fondement" metaphor: yet I do feel that 

it has a directly cartesian reference in the Tale. where it 

frequently appears—in a context parodying some aspect of 

a universal method. 

Several constants of Swift's satiric technique are 

exposed to our scrutiny in this verbal virtuoso performance. 

First there is the matter of picking up a metaphor 

that has usually been submitted already to some degree of 

mythologization by Descartes and of pushing such metaphor, 

where necessary, to a more manifestly mythic status. 

Second there is the matter of picking the metaphor 

myths he uses from the French cognate of an English term 

central to the modernist system. In following this latter 

procedure Swift sets up a text that will support an 

etymological excursion parallel to those of new critics 

such as Richard Simon who, in his case, went to Hebrew, 

the presumed language of the original creation of the world 

and of the knowledge of things. In his parody Swift 
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proceeds in a parallel fashion, referring to French, the 

language in which the cartesian re-creation of world and of 

the knowledge of things was uttered. The advantage of 

appealing to the etymons of French words is that, aside 

from indicating that the revelation is in French, it 

permits him to emphasize aspects of the etymon that may be 

more clearly suggested, in the French cognate. Fondement is 

one such. The word has the same "literal" meaning in both 

French and English, but the scatological suggestion useful 

to his purpose is a bit more vivid in the French. This 

greater vividness of fondement would be doubly manifest to 

a man who knew French quite well but who did not think in 

it. 

I suggest that this image of the fondement as the 

basis of the new philosophy became an echoing leitmotif in 

Swift's satire. Every time it appears—in the Tale usually 

with added visual explicitness—it is as much as saying, 

"Look, this is the basis of your admirable science, the 

source of your mechanical operation of spirit." 

The fons of Descartes' mirabilis scientiae 

fundamenta. as he called it, is revealed, by stripping 

oneself of all past beliefs. One then builds back up by 

carefully avoiding symbolic thought and fabricating a 

tissue of subjective representative idea-images. The word 

^Discours. p. 15. 
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Descartes uses for stripping himself of past beliefs and 

traditions, and which Haldane and Ross translate as 

" s t r i p , i s  defaire. which means "to uncreate," but 

figuratively is "d'enouer, detacher les pieces d'un 

A 2 
vetement." It is just such a process that Jack in the 

Hack's Allegory is so intent on performing, but in the mode 

Swift establishes in etymological myth. 

In Section II, the creation myth of the new 

revelation, we read that the Idol of the Grand Monde. the 

Taylor, who does his creating while seated on his 

"superficies" (a word that Swift helpfully italicizes for 

us and which has also undergone a degree of etymological 

mythologizing), proposes a System which turns upon the 

Fundamental that reality is only a Suit of Cloaths (p. 76; 

to be translated silently as the representational image-

ideas of the subjective imagination). Use of the phrase 

Grand Monde to identify the world of the demiurge already 

suggests the French. In two subsequent uses, the new 

"sacred language" is employed conspicuously. In Section IV, 

when Peter seeks something to support his "Grandeur," he 

finds it in the Fonde he was born with, out of which he 

projects his own inventions (p. 105). In Section VII, an 

exemplification of the workings of the cartesian system in 

^Descartes Philosophical Works. I, 90. 

2 * Larousse Classique: dictionnaire encyclopedique 
(Paris, 1957), p. 323. 
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terms of the Hack's myth, there is a full orchestration of 

"the Method" in the mode of etymological myth: the opera

tion of the system has a full demonstration from the Rules 

of Arithmetick; it proceeds from figures of speech derived 

from the Pudenda. is transported through Channels and Veins 

as wind, and leads to such a swelling of invention that the 

Hack fears the need for some new Fonde (pp. 146-147). 

Thus the mechanicism of the fondement of Descartes* 

admirable science is made vividly explicit, for those 

sufficiently knowledgeable to read his "code," ironically 

derived from scriptural exegesis. 

Swift would hardly consider such verbal maneuver 

indelicate or inappropriate. Quite the contrary. He is 

using the words and the method of the prophet of modernism 

and out of them fashioning a mirror of the world which is 

declining into ontological scatology. Somewhere Kenneth 

Burke has remarked that "scatology and eschatology overlap." 

However true this may be in other times and other places, in 

the cartesian modernism Swift satirizes it is true, 

literally, figuratively, and mythically. 

That Swift was capable of such etymological manipu

lation is abundantly indicated by his life-long interest in 

word-games, cipher, and etymology. In Chapter I, above, I 

noted the presence in his library of numerous etymological 

studies, etymological dictionaries, and polyglot lexicons. 
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It is at this point that they can be considered most 

significant. 

Not merely the major metaphors of cartesianism are 

subjected to etymological mythologizing, but seemingly 

chance words that revolve as satellites about the larger 

luminaries. I have already expounded as a rule that the 

predicates of univocal analogates can lead an independent 

existence entirely free of the premises that produced them. 

An example of the usefulness of such satellite etymological 

myths is in the term fistula.. In the fable of the myth the 

fistula in question is a tumor afflicting Lewis XIV 

(p. 166). It is not merely an indelicate reference. It 

serves an epideictic function, for the etymon exposes again 

the mechanical operation of the cartesian metaphor. Block 

and von Wartburg give the etymon of fistule as "tuyau, 

tube. 1,1 The Hack himself tells us that "the same Spirits 

which in their superior Progress would conquer a Kingdom, 

descending upon the Anus. conclude in a Fistula" (p. 166); 

when we perceive the concrete image of the tuyau that is 

Descartes' indispensable vessel for moving animal spirits 

from the nether reaches of the body (where as Descartes 

tells us, they produce seminal ejaculate) to the pineal 

gland where the soul is moved and provided with ideas and 

where images are fabricated, we are presented with an 

^Dictionnaire etymoloqique de la lanque frangaise 
(Paris, 1968), pp. 263-264. 
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emblematic representation of the cartesian pneumatology. In 

itself, this one word would accomplish little to provide the 

apparatus of the cartesian world mythologized; but when 

added to the congeries of similar mythologized etymons, the 

scenery of the Hack's imaginary world comes into much 

sharper focus. 

Tale as Mock-Scripture 

In presenting the satiric device of etymological 

myth, one deals with problems applicable not solely to the 

genre of mock-scripture but with problems of criticism 

generally. 

The one most important figure of the period of the 

emergence of modern literary criticism has scarcely been 

mentioned in a history of the general subject until now. 

The name of this figure is Richard Simon. The foregoing 

statement is calculated hyperbole; nevertheless it may very 

well represent the right estimate of Richard. Simon's 

importance.^ 

Whether we choose to dwell on the fact or not, 

literary criticism is the lineal descendant of biblical 

textual criticism; both are concerned with the nature and 

*The most exhaustive work on Simon is that by Jean 
Steinmann, Richard Simon et les oriqines de 1'exeqese 
biblique (Paris, 1960); as an antidote to Steinmann's 
worshipful attitude towards his subject see Paul Hazard, 
"Richard Simon et l'exegese" in La crise. Part II, Chapter 
III, pp. 165-181. 
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function of the epistemological sign-system. Historically 

when the dominant sign-system shifted from sacramental 

symbolism to the representational sign-as-signal, basic 

shifts also took place in the signification of the lexicon 

of exegesis—the terms of explication and their meanings. 

Around, the formula of these new meanings there crystallized 

what we now know as "literary criticism." 

But we must remind ourselves that this re-

crystallization took place—as this axial age was shifting 

its weight—in the only place that it could, in exegetical 

analysis. And without any doubt the patriarch of this new 

hermeneutics is Richard Simon, who applied to the 

imaginative text the methode and epistemology of Descartes. 

When we trace the major doctrines of literary criticism to 

scriptural criticism, it must not be supposed that we are 

making of late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century 

literary criticism a "religious" discipline; clearly the 

converse is true, for, with Simon and his cartesian-inspired 

followers, the explication of scriptural texts is freed from 

theological concerns and even from the context of 

"eschatalogical epistemology." This is j>ne of the important 

things that Swift is telling us in the Tale: the "new 

testament" has become a Hack's fable, a mere tale of a tub, 

a cock and bull story. Here again in the skein of the Tale 

the same threads traced earlier come together: subjectivism, 

representationalism, univocalism—all according to an 
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optical imagination (i.e., an imagination proceeding in the 

mode of optical geometry)—displacing participation in 

being, the logos principle, analogism. In any future 

history of modern literary criticism the work of Simon will 

have to be taken into consideration. However, since our 

concern is first with the differences between the 

epistemological models of humanism and cartesian modernism 

and then with Swift's rhetorical representation of that 

discontinuity, we can utilize Simon's cartesian analytical 

criteria to explicate the satirized text as scripture, 

proceeding on the premise that the Tale is mock-scripture, 

yet bearing in mind that we are dealing with a general 

epistemological machinery ultimately applicable to any text. 

Richard Simon, whose work was well-known to Swift 

and whose epoch-making Histoire critique du Vieux Testament 

was in Swift's library, applied to criticism the revolu

tionary method of Descartes' epistemology. In him may be 

found the definitive stater ant of the following modernist 

attitudes: (1) the source and truth of figures of speech in 

scripture are to be found in their primordial etymon alone 

(2) the meaning of the text is to be considered without 

regard to the context of faith or theology; if the literal 

^"Hazard, p. 167, cites Simon, Histoire critique. 
Ill, Chapter XV, liv: "Ceux qui font profession de 
critiques ne doivent s'arreter qu'a expliquer le sens 
litteral de leurs auters, et eviter tout ce qui est inutile 
a leur dessein." 
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meaning contradicts faith, then faith must yield(3) truth 

of scriptural language is to be found in the etymon alone, 

2 
the form of the Bible is that of a fable; (4) when we seek 

the etymon, the difficulty of finding it makes it apparent 

that much of scripture was written by scribes, secretaries, 

annalists, and "hacks," but that of course these latter were 

3 
every bit as inspired, as were the nominal authors; (5) 

since the Bible was written by scribes and hacks, its form 

is often in epitomes, inevitably disarranged, re-moulded 

and digressionary(6) the sense of the Bible is quite 

opposed to the sense of mystery in the sacramental sense of 

the term; and finally (7) the same critical methods are to 

be applied to all texts, Biblical and other, for criticism 

has come into its own; it cuts across disciplinary 

boundaries and is an end in itself.^ 

Simon believed that the discipline of criticism was 

something new in the learned world. And he was quite right. 

As Hazard remarks, he polarized the meaning of scholarship 

by his insistence that all figures were to be interpreted 

^"Hazard, p. 168. 

2Ibid. 

3Ibid., p. 173. 

^Ibid., p. 172. 

^Ibid., p. 178. 

^Ibid., p. 167. 
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in a strictly literal manner. He defined the terms and 

methods of the critic. From this time forward, "on doit 

attribuer a la critique le role qu'on assignait jad.is a la 

theologie," remarks Hazard."'' One must not search for 

mystery in the word. Inner meaning is simply the etymon, 

the original meaning. Philology was the key to the letter, 

and the source of all meaning in scripture was for him 

2 
Hebrew. "Ni la philosophie, ni le dogme, ne pesaient sur 

ses decisions; importaient seulement le manuscrit," says 

Hazard of the new criticism; . .La science profane 

o * * 3 
refusait de reconnaitre l'autorite sacree." 

Aside from his importance in applying the methode 

to hermeneutics both scriptural and literary, part of the 

significance of Richard Simon to our study of the 

epistemological mode of Swift's Tale is in his theory 

about the authorship and organization of the Bible. 

Simon says that it is quite obvious that the Bible 

is made up of epitomes and digressions. The reason for 

this, he says, is that the prophets were scribes and. public 

^"Ibid. In the words of the French rhetorician 
Bossuet, "En effet, selon ses [Simon's] maximes, il ne faut 
plus de theologie, tout sera reduit a la critique; c'est 
elle seule qui donne le sens litteral; parce que sans rien 
adjouter aux terms de l'Jicriture pour en faire connaitre 
1*esprit, elle s'attache seulement a peser les mots: tout le 
reste est theologique, c'est-a-dire peu litteral et peu 
recevable"—cited by Jean Steinmann, p. 404. 

2 
Hazard, pp. 168-178. 

3Ibid., pp. 168, 169. 
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writers. Many such scribes had a hand in even that part of 

the Bible nominally attributed to Moses. Interpolations, 

digressions, epitomes, and careless copying all have an 

influence on the final form. But far from denying the 

inspiration of the scriptures, Simon extends it to all the 

scribes and copyists. Everyone that had. a hand in it was 

the recipient of the same inspiration conferred on Moses. 

Simon believed that through such an argument he was 

protecting scripture from those who claimed for the Bible a 

status no more exalted than other oriental tales. Like his 

fellow-Oratorian and colleague Nicolas Malebranche, Simon 

thought he was reconciling religion to the rationality of 

the new philosophy. If the Bible seems like just another 

oriental tale, then one must literalize the figures accord

ing to Hebrew etymology, and fix on the primordial, clear, 

and. distinct idea-image, to which could be applied the 

method, of reason. Simon was convinced, that nothing could, 

stand, up against "sound reasoning. " In this he agreed, with 

Malebranche who introduced "universal reason into the inner 

sanctums of Christian mystery. He not only wants to uphold 

doctrines of the centrality of grace, the necessity of the 

Blessed Trinity . . ., he wants to explain them.nl Accord

ing to Hazard, Malebranche, a fellow pupil with Simon and 

subject to the same inspiration in Descartes1 mechanical 

^"Gilson and Langan, p. 94. 
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method, proceeded by the same annihilation of analogy; 

"Quand on perce l'affreux galimatias dont il s'entoure, on 

trouve dans sa philosophie une explication du monde qui 

bannit le surnaturel. 

The emerging naturalistic, or materialistic, 

tendency in the Renaissance had. accustomed itself to masking 

its new dogma under the guise of the old. Nowhere was this 

more true than in the stripping away of the aspect of 

mystery in the Bible. The God of Malebranche "etait celui 

de la raison pure," as Steinmann remarks in his recent work 

2 
on the origins of Biblical exegesis. "II restera 

sincerement et profondement Chretien, mais malqre la 

Bible" [italics added], says Steinmann of Malebranche. His 

whole vocation was to reduce mystery to the clear and 

distinct ideas of cartesianism. That his "translation" 

into materialism could win as much acceptance as it did 

among deists and others, was facilitated by the fact that, 

as Vedrine remarks, "11apparence classique des formules 

dissimule de veritables nouveautes"; and this is because 

"l'usage du temps impose de justifier toute affirmation par 

\ 3 
un recours a ces autorites." For the modernist propa

gandists such as Malebranche and Simon, reason was the last 

^La crise. p. 212. 

2 
Richard Simon. p. 44. 

3 
La conception de la nature. p. 79. 
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arbiter, and that reason was cartesian. When Swift, in his 

sermon "On the Trinity," 1744, warns his flock against 

relying upon one's reason in attempting to understand the 

Trinity and other Christian mysteries, he is, I feel, 

warning against that same species of reason by which 

Malebranche reduces all to mechanics.^ In assessing Swift's 

intention in the sermon on the Trinity, it is necessary to 

consider the context of that sermon: first, the term reason 

had already gained a common acceptation as a faculty con

ceived in generally cartesian terms; second., "the immediate 

background" of the sermon, as Landa says, is the disturbance 

over the Socinian proposition that Christianity is not 

2 
mysterious; and, third, the sermon is clearly an oratorical 

construct with a pastoral objective. To overlook any part 

of the foregoing facts indicating a specifically structured 

context, would be likely to expose us to the temptation of 

supposing that Swift adhered to the doctrine of the so-called 

"double truth" more characteristic of the scholastic tradi

tion than of the Augustinian tradition. What Swift is 

telling his flock is that the unassisted common reason, in 

which the deist and modernist places all his faith, is "weak 

and wavering, perpetually swayed and turned by his 

^""On the Trinity," in Works of Jonathan Swift. ed. 
Herbert Davis (Oxford, 1968), Vol. IX, Sermons. ed. Louis 
Landa, 165. 

2 
Landa, "Introduction to the Sermons," Ibid., 107. 
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Interests, his Passions, and his vices.""1' The Christian 

can, however, through faith in Revelation, see mystery 

2 
through a. glass darkly. In this celebrated sermon, then, 

Swift makes what he believes is the most appropriate attack 

on such as John Toland., for whom "the 'incomprehensible' 

Trinity or any other doctrine is not to be assented, to 

until reason makes it comprehensible.""* 

Simon, although strictly speaking not ranked among 

the deists, proclaimed that the Truth was accessible to his 

common-sense method. For his part, he claimed, that "au 

reste, n'ayant point du d'autre dessein dans mes notes que 

d.'y expliquer le sens litteral des Evangiles et d.es 

Apostres, on n'y doit point chercher cette mystiguerie qui 

peut etre goutee que de personnes peu j u dicieuses.His 

ideal was the literal text according to the original Hebrew 

etymons, shorn of all traditional interpretations. 

The relation between Simon's scheme of scriptural 

meaning and organization is virtually identical to that of 

the Hack. Clearly in such a system the digression becomes 

revelation and the literalism of etymological myth becomes 

the "clear and distinct" image-idea. This image-idea, the 

1Works. IX, 166. 

2Ibid., p. 165. 

3 
Landa, citing Toland, in "Introduction," ibid., 

109. 

4 
Cited by Hazard., p. 178. 
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product of cartesian imagination, serves in Swift's 

construct as the analogue of the logos principle according 

to which the meaning of genuine scripture is found in the 

Incarnation. As has been noted above, Simon dismisses 

Augustine because the latter did not know Hebrew. Further

more, "II etait de plus rempli de certains prejuges de 

philosophie et de theologie qu'il mele dans tous se 

ouvrages."1 No matter that these prejudices were the bases 

of Christian humanismI Simon conceded that unless one sought 

the literal sense in the original Hebrew, and recognized 

that it was after all written by scribes, scripture was apt 

to appear rather fabulous. And otherwise the Bible was as 

men were claiming: but some "romantic hypotheses," and. 

"altogether mysterious, allegorical, and enigmatical," the 

opinion expressed in a work published in 1695 in London and 

2 
cited by Hazard. True, it had its "histoires de chevaliers 

errants, geants, dragons, chateaux enchantes, et toute 

3 
chevalerie," but another order of meaning, mathematical and 

clear could be extracted by virtue of the etymon of the 

language. It was a dedication to mathematical method that 

also motivated Richard Bentley in his textual scholarship; 

^"Histoire critique. Ill, Chapter IX, cited by 
Hazard, p. 177. 

2 
Hazard, p. 165. 

^Ibid. 
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this and his opinion that God "always acts geometrically""'" 

must have stigmatized him to Swift and fellow members of the 

humanist remnant, quite apart from his partisanship in 

Wotton's battle with Temple. 

Several ideas from this constellation of thought 

comprising the new criticism left their marks on the Tale. 

Quite relevant is the opening of the Allegory in Section II, 

"Once upon a Time," etc. after which the young Brothers 

"travelled thro' several Countries, encountered a reasonable 

Quantity of Gyants, and slew certain Dragons" (p. 74). But 

far more profound is the mode of the entire Tale. a veritable 

tale of a tub, a cock and bull story so far as the homme 

moyen sensuel can see, that is rendered myth by the 

cartesian figurism that conforms to the modernist model of 

epistemology and vision of reality. Thus it follows Simon's 

critical method and bodies forth the cartesian world. 

I have suggested that the presiding genre of the 

Tale is scripture, that it is the "new testament" in the 

only way the Hack is capable of discovering and expressing 

Truth. God, the demiurge is a parody of the logos in the 

subjective optical imagination; the incarnation is the 

fabrication of image-ideas; the holy spirit is wind and 

animal spirits; eschatology is replaced by an endless 

proliferation of machines, projects, and tracts, leading to 

"'"Baker, The Wars of Truth, p. 321. 
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materiality and nothing, rather than to human fulfillment in 

the Parousia. 

The Relation of Mock-Romance to Quest and of 
Mock-Scripture to Bible 

This new "bible"—built around the revelation of 

Cartesius,—is superficially a romance. What then is the 

relation between scripture and romance in this modernist 

mode? 

At the fountainhead of Christian non-scriptural 

literature lies The City of God. on the basis of which 

Fulgentius re-interpreted Virgil as the quest for God. The 

quest follows the great shape of the Bible, Old and New 

Testament combined, from Genesis to Apocalypse. The quest 

itself becomes the sovereign genre of imaginative literature 

in Christendom, the search for the epiphany, the trans

parency of the word, the eschatological vision present now 

in a world already saved. As Kermode has recently pointed 

out, a proper eschatology gives proper meaning to all images 

leading up to it. This is not only the theoretical basis of 

exemplaristic etymology; its absence in the Tale is manifest 

in every image, none of which has an inside, all on 

pilgrimage towards a conclusion in nothing, the declared 

subject matter of the final part of the Tale. The degraded 

form of the quest genre is the romance genre. 

The romance has a real functional relation to both 

the authentic humanist genre of the quest and to the 
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degenerate genre of the mock-scripture of the Tale. Of the 

former relationship, we can say that the romance is a 

"literalization" of the quest, according a mythologization 

of symbol. Of the latter we can say that both romance and 

Tale have degenerated into episodic preoccupation with 

matter. 

The form of the quest is generally that of the 

progression of revelation within scripture, both Old 

Testament and New Testament. This correspondence complies 

with the general law of analogy between artistically 

adequate representations of truth. There is a movement from 

uttered, statement—in Genesis and the giving of the Law, to 

exile and wandering search, extensive proleptic statement, 

epiphany, reign of spirit, and eschatological conclusion. 

This is not only the form of the Bible, but of the quest, of 

the guidelines of exegesis, of individual salvation, as well 

as the path of temporal knowledge, and of the very nature of 

man himself. 

All of this is to say that reality is presumed to 

follow the substantial pattern of the revealed word of God. 

When the imaginative rendering of this model degenerates 

into mere preoccupation with surface, we have manichaeanism 

in religion, romance in literature, pragmatism in philosophy, 

naturalism, or materialism, in art tending to sheer 

ornament, and finally literalism in exegesis. 
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errors are contained in the cartesian re-creation of the 

world, and all of them are integrated targets of Swift's 

satire. The Tale is both degraded scripture and obviously 

romance aimed at pragmatism, manichaeanism, literal 

exegesis, and materialistic ornamentation. In regards to 

the last, misinterpretation of the ornamentation of the 

Brothers' cloaths shows the Hack's ignorance of the vital 

element in human institutions and the fecundity of the 

Deity's on-going creative principle. It not only manifests 

his ignorance of what is creative in human institutions, but 

of what is creative in art. It is his final statement on 

esthetics. The Tale can be a parody on scripture without 

thereby ceasing to be a romance. Just as the Tale is 

degraded scripture, it is degraded quest, for the authentic 

quest has the same symbolic dynamics as scripture, more 

particularly of Old Testament imagery. It is necessary to 

recall that the symbolic form of medieval fiction is a 

"back formation" from the New Testament, i.e., it retraces 

the path from the ultimate sententia in the epiphany in the 

New Testament to the "surface" or cortex of the Old 

Testament and back again. Quest, Old Testament, and created 

world, all have the same status of symbolism. This status 

of symbolism is lacking in the Hack's world: the result is 

romance, new revelation as a cock and bull story, and world 

as surface fabric. 
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There is yet another relation between the episodic 

character of the romance and the fictive model I seek to 

establish as basic to Swift's Tale. It is a bit more subtle, 

in that it operates not in explicit references, but in the 

interior landscape of Swift's rhetoric, beyond the looking 

glass that, so to speak, marks the limit of the Hack's 

vision. 

I suggest a parallel between the nature of the 

discourse and organization in, first, the Tale. second, the 

two works of Descartes that were most influential, third, 

the new critics' concept of the Bible, and fourth, the 

episodic structure of the degenerate romance that Swift 

clearly uses in the cortex, the ironic fabric, of his 

satire. 

I believe that Swift was consciously aware of the 

parallels that I am about to point out and that he 

deliberately and systematically used them to satirize the 

subjective representationalism of Descartes' manifesto of 

modernism. However, even if one has reservations as to 

whether Swift consciously made the parallels, they are 

present nonetheless and serve as a gloss on the epistemo-

logical model of which they all are exemplifications, and 

therefore they add to our understanding of the satire. 

Manifestly Swift employs romance motifs in the Tale. 

I have referred to the dragon, gyants, wanderings, status as 

heroes, and the formulaic "once upon a time." One purpose 
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such motifs serve is to indicate the mode that scripture 

would have according to modernist dismantling of symbolism 

and according to the status of the letter in the new 

critics' etymological myth. But more important, I feel, we 

should note that the figures of knowledge within the 

degenerate romance are such that they have no end. either 

in the sense of termination or in the sense of man's proper 

end. 

Erich Auerbach notes that this genre progresses by 

a series of adventures in unexplored regions, but that the 

goal, so far as there is one, is merely surmounting such 

perils:^" this episodic series of surmountings is, according 

to Auerbach the true mission of the hero and the rationale 

of the romance which is so articulated that the series of 

victories "crop up without any rational connection one after 

the other, in a long series ... as if from the end of an 

2 
assembly line." The pattern Auerbach sketches has a 

striking parallel in the method, of discourse and the life 

style of Descartes, not to mention the Rosicrucian scenario 

of his dream. 

Descartes' life and his works, all of which are 

essentially portraits of his mind, are without program and 

episodic. He saw himself as launched on a long hazardous 

^"Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western 
Literature. trans. Willard Trask (Princeton, 1953T, p. 135. 

2Ibid. 
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journey marked by a series of signal victories. Of his 

life, Henri Gouhier says, "La vie de Descartes est faite 

d'evenements imprevisibles.Descartes himself says: 

For myself if I have succeeded in discovering 
several truths in the sciences . . . they have, 
I can certify, depended on, and followed, upon, 
my surmounting some five or six principal 
difficulties, which I reckon as battles in each 
of which fortune has favored me. Indeed I will 
not hesitate to declare my conviction that for 
the completion of my designs I have need of no 
more than two or three other such victories, and 
that my age is not so advanced but that I may 
still, in the ordinary course of nature, have 
sufficient time for this task. 

The frame of recital in the Discours "est un ordre introduit 

apres coup et non un plan de travail con^u par Descartes." 

* 3 
His life is "toujours creation d'un ordre sans programme." 

^Essais sur Descartes (Paris, 1937), p. 285. 

2 
A.-T., VI, 67; cited by Smith, New Studies, p. 9. 

3 
Gouhier, Essais sur Descartes. p. 286. Another 

passage from Descartes is illuminative of his picaresque 
method and since it finds its parallel in the Hack's method, 
it is worth citing: "If you have found it strange that I 
should, while in Paris, have begun several other treatises 
which I have not continued, I will tell you the reason: it 
is that while I laboured on them, I acquired somewhat more 
knowledge than I had when starting them, and seeking there
fore to make the necessary readjustments I was constrained 
to plan a new project, somewhat more ambitious than the 
first—just as in starting to build a house, should we mean
time come to have riches beyond our hopes, and which so 
change our condition that the building begun is too small 
for us, we are not to blame if we are observed to be 
starting another more suitable to our fortune" (A.-T., I, 
137-138, cited by Smith, New Studies, p. 10). In such a 
passage one recognizes the Hack-Projector. 
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This organization "sans programme," which Gouhier sees as 

informing both Descartes* life and his prose, is appropriate 

to the Hack's method of wandering and patching together, the 

quality Paulson refers to as "opportunism.1,1 It also 

corresponds to Simon's new-critic attitude towards the 

Bible which he says offers, "la trace d'alterations, de 

changements . . . d'etranges transpositions, qui peuvent 

2 
porter sur des chapitres entiers." 

The series of "victories" without an end characteris

tic of Descartes' life and of the Discours is even more 

profoundly reflected in his method of reason, which he has 

described; 

Ces longues chaines de raisons, toutes simples et 
faciles, dont les geometres ont coutume de se 
servir, pour parvenir a leurs plus difficiles 
demonstrations, m'avaient donne occasion de 
m'imaginer que toutes les choses, qui peuvent 
tomber sous la connaissance des hommes, s'entre-
suivent en meme fagon, et que, pourvu seulement 
qu'on s'abstienne d'en recevoir aucune pour vraie 
qui ne le soit, et qu'on garde toujours l'ordre 
qu'il faut pour les deduire les unes des autres, 
il n'y en peut avoir de si eloignees auxquelles 
enfin on ne parvienne, ni de si cachees qu'on ne 
decouvre.3 

A second parallel to the typical romance structure 

sketched by Auerbach is in the structure of the Tale. In a 

previous chapter I have spoken of two controlling metaphors 

^Theme and Structure. p. 31. 

2 
Hazard, p. 171. 

3 
Discours. p. 19. 
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used incessantly by Descartes with ritualistic obsession. 

One was that of the fondement. already considered in its 

relation to the Tale. The other controlling metaphor is 

that of the philosopher-traveller, moving one step at a 

time, seeking but another clear and distinct spot on his 

path. This method is a succession of isolated episodes, as 

Georges Poulet has pointed out in his study of Descartes' 

conception of time as d.urationless and episodic.^" 

Earlier I discussed rather fully Descartes1 metaphor 

of the philosopher-traveller and will therefore not trouble 

the reader with a repetition of details here. But it should 

be noted how well Descartes' quest as philosopher-traveller 

can be represented in terms of the structure of the 

decadent romance. I would like to suggest as an hypothesis 

that Descartes' metaphor of the philosopher-traveller, a 

metaphor that he used with ritual obsession, and which I 

have attempted to indicate corresponds to his method of 

reason and which Edelman has remarked has been taken over, 

probably by unconscious contagion, by an immense number of 

2 
his followers and commentators, was deliberately taken by 

^tude sur le temps humain. p. 46. 

2 
"Mixed Metaphor in Descartes," p. 168. "Small wonder," 

says Edelman, "that . . . scholars of successive genera
tions, unconsciously no doubt, have made it a practice 
forever to reconstruct the Cartesian edifice, as they put 
it, and to retrace, each in turn, the journey—the road— 
the itinerary of Descartes." 
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Swift and mythologized in the ultimate myth of the Tale. 

i.e., its rhetoric. 

The form of this metaphor-become-myth is that of a 

pereqrinatio which, because it has lost its eschatological 

vision, is no longer pilgrimage but wandering. Its most 

frequent use in the Tale is as reduced to schema or form, 

as in the mechanical series of gross synonyms, such as 

Soups, Ollio's, fricassees, Ragousts, in which are found the 

Head, and Brains of a Goose, a Widgeon, or a Woodcock, 

flowing imperceptibly into the modernist's method, afloat 

with Systems and Abstracts (pp. 144-145); or a series of 

those "inspired" penitents, Eves-droppers, Physicians, 

Midwives, small Politicians, Friends fallen out, Repeating 

Poets, Lovers Happy or in Despair, Bawds, Privy-Counsellours 

Pages, Parasites, and Buffoons (p. 108). It is hardly too 

much to say that the series of concrete effigies linked 

mechanically has the same effect upon us as seeing Descartes 

in a series of discontinuous and self-created instants, 

picking his way across a shadowy plain in the belief that 

any truth could be found by simply proceeding in a straight 

line long enough and with sufficiently dogged perseverance. 

The Hack's rhetorical seriation produces in ourselves the 

gestalt of the traveller looking for the droit chemin. now 

and. again doing battle with the malin Genie of signs not 

mathematically clear and distinct. 
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The third parallel to the typical romance structure 

sketched by Auerbach is in the interpretation of the Bible 

produced by the cartesian-inspired new critics such as 

Richard Simon whose interpretation I have already charac

terized as digressive, lacking unity, put together by 

virtual hacks, whose only meaning would needs be stitched 

together out of univocal etymons in a forgotten Hebrew, 

yielding a myth the meaning of which must be sought in some 

adamic language older than Egypt. 

All four constructs—Bible as myth, romance as 

debased quest, Descartes' new revelation in which the De 

trinitate is displaced, by the Traite de 1 'homme. and 

Swift's Tale—, all four constructs share an episodic form. 

As in Malory's Morte Darthur there is even doubt as to the 

unity of the works. But most important, all four constructs 

proceed, by clear and distinct representations of subjective 

imagination projecting an univocal fiction which is presumed 

to be objective reality. Like a figured tapestry, the ground 

of reality is hidden and the man hanging on its field is 

thoroughly dis-incarnate. 

In a word, then, the several mock-genres that show 

themselves in the Tale are used to represent diagramatically 

the cartesian model of modernist epistemology; and in the 

last analysis the Tale remains the modernist's new testament, 

conceived in the only terms, and expressed in the only mode, 

that to him are "rational." 
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Ronald Paulson has suggested that the theme of the 

Tale is Gnostic error and that its structure is that of an 

encyclopedia of second-century errors and second-century 

fools principally Gnostic, such as were compiled by the 

Fathers of the Church, and that it is as a parody of such 

traditional compendiums of the Church Fathers that the Tale 

receives its unity.As a more likely explanation I suggest 

that the overt references to Gnosticism in the Tale are 

contrived to serve as an emblem for univocalization of 

metaphor, and the rejection of a genuinely rhetorical 

sacramental symbolism of analogy which is the central 

epistemological maneuver of the New Philosophy. "Gnosticism" 

is certainly present in the mock-scripture, but it serves 

the same purpose in the Tale as does Rosicrucianism: they 

are Hack parables, so to speak, the sort of "solid truth" he 

needs into which he can translate the castoff forms of 

humanism. 

Swift's use of Calvinist emblemism is of a somewhat 

different order than the use of Gnosticism, for Calvinism 

was very nearly as committed to an anti-humanist, anti-

rhetorical, anti-symbolist model of epistemology as was 

cartesianism, although the former was not as consistent nor 

as "philosophical" in its program as was the latter. John 

Calvin had his own imaginary world that was quite as 

^Theme and Structure in Swift' s "Tale of a^ Tub. " 
p. 234. 
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utilitarian as that of Descartes; and hence Calvinist 

emblems in the Tale have an historical urgency that never 

really inheres in those of Gnosticism or even of Rosicru-

cianism. Even with this qualification, however, I feel 

that the Calvinist emblems in the Tale are but ensigns for 

the cartesian maneuvers of the Hack. One recognizes that 

Jack is not quite the real Calvinist: he is the Calvinist 

as the Compleat Cartesian would see him. 

Although both Jack and the Hack find the rhetorical 

model of sacramental symbolism quite incomprehensible, it is 

also clear that the Hack's attitude toward. Jack is not 

entirely sympathetic; and the latter is clearly presented 

as violating the basic tenet of the cloaths philosophy in 

his disarrayment of the fabric of "reality" to a point 

beyond that considered prudent by a right-minded, dweller 

within a subjective inner world of representational ideas. 

Even where the Hack seems to approve of Martin who, 

in a rather wooden manner, stands for Anglicanism, it is 

for superficial and. irrelevant reasons. This ambiguous 

treatment of Martin in the Allegory has led some critics 

to suppose that Swift is criticizing the Church of England. 

But to understand the meaning of the portraits of the 

Brothers, one must appreciate the fact that the Allegory is 

a very thin and sorry version of "Salvation History," that 

the "inspired" writer is more alien to the true feelings of 

Swift than is even Jack himself, and that the "time" covered 
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by the events of the myth spans only the adventures of the 

Hack's mind and on the calendar is at best the thirty-odd 

years since the Restoration and since, as the fable says, a 

new Idol had become fashionable in the Grande Monde (p. 76). 

The Hack's New Testament 

While there are, then, simulacra of several mock 

genres in the Tale. the over-riding one is that of mock-

scripture. Scripture can be characterized as the historical 

process through which the ultimate truth of signs becomes 

manifest to man. Therefore the way signs signify will have 

an all-pervasive influence on not only the rhetorical mode 

and organization of the Tale. which I have already touched 

on, but upon the identity and status of the subjects of 

genesis, incarnation, revelation, salvation, mystery, and 

the last things. If all these events are not only defined 

in cartesian terms, but even conceived according to 

cartesian ontology, then their rhetorical representation in 

the Tale becomes a profound comment on cartesianism, 

precisely because the matters dealt with are of the most 

profound moment. 

Inevitably it has been observed by critics that 

there is an exegetical bias to the Tale. For example Jay 

Levine would have us see the Hack as a critic who "exhibits 

the folly and vanity of modern biblical criticism, revealing 

in his digressions a version of those very corruptions in 
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religion that are being comically charted in the historical 

allegory."1 The Allegory, he says, '^gradually disappears 

under the weight of the commentary, as the true subject of 

2 
the discourse emerges—the Critic himself, or Nothing." 

Levine even identifies part of the Tale. the Allegory part, 

as a "home-made Bible," while the Digressions are a running 

commentary on it.^ 

My own thesis is more radical, for it is based upon 

a construct that reveals the entire Tale in all its parts 

as mock-scripture: this is its genre, and it proceeds 

throughout according to the conventions of imitation and. 

parody, as a self-contained., unitary, and internally con

sistent mock-scripture. 

Most briefly, in the Tale "Genesis" is the myth of 

the demiurgic Taylor, the New Idol of the Grand Monde 

(Section II), who creates according to Descartes' subjective 

idea-images, representative objectives that are mental and 

yet surface and all that man can know (pp. 76-79). Its 

metaphor is the stitching together of the fabric of visual 

appearance by the Taylor, and all the myriad allusions to 

cloaths. 

^"The Design of A Tale of a^ Tub," 206. 

2Ibid. 

3Ibid., p. 208. 



285 

"Incarnation" is of course not by the logos working 

analogically so that the Word becomes Flesh, but by the 

"intussuception" of wind, the literal entry of a phantasy 

into the flesh of the brain (Section VIII and Mechanical 

Operation); it is accomplished through the "imagination-

passion" which alone can communicate between soul and body, 

God and the world; this Tubbian incarnation works at 

Descartes* "seat of the soul," where imagination steers the 

pineal gland like a spirited mount. The master metaphor of 

the Tubbian incarnation is that of the horseman, Fancy 

astride Reason (p. 171), or when "Imagination hath usurped 

the seat" (p. 273), or sometimes Reason borne off by 

Imagination (p. 180), depending on whether the incarnate 

imagination is active or passive, i.e., whether we are 

presented with the analogue of "discovery" or "statement." 

"Revelation" in the Tubbian mock-scripture is, 

naturally enough, found throughout the fable but is 

specifically identified as the Method and Nostrum altogether 

Mechanical, a "universal System," proclaimed in one volume 

by the great Philosopher of O. Brazile the system "of all 

Things that are to be Known, or Believed, or Imagined, or 

Practiced, in Life" (p. 125). It is relevant that Descartes 

was possessed by the life-long conviction that he had a new 

revelation to give the world, a fact that I have earlier 

referred to. It is relevant too, that the basis of 

Descartes' revelation is a radical dualism linked only by a 
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mechanical and visual imagination, and has a close analogy 

in the Hack's "Digression in the Modern Kind," his most 

systematic presentation of his universal system, the motif 

of which is proclaimed at once: the dissection of the 

Carcass of Humane Nature. a new dispensation the universal 

Rule of Reason of which is that Every Man is his own Carver 

(p. 130). The consequences of this revelation, mostly 

verbal ones, are presented in a mode consistent with the 

faculties of the Hack. 

The process of "inspiration," presented with much 

gust by the writer, himself inspired as he tells us is 

habitual in hacks, is extensible, substantial, and 

mechanical. Inspiration operates with immediate effect 

according to Method in sermons (p. 265), as Calvin pro

claimed. and as I have pointed out. Its agent is very much 

that of Descartes' animal spirits, extended, somewhat 

according to Henry More's doctrine of "spissitude" and 

Cudworth's universalization of cartesian imagination into 

the Spirit of Plastic Nature. Its mode might be best 

described as a sort of "ejaculating" of a literalized logos 

spermaticos (p. 267). That this "inspiration," which is 

in reality a species of "sentiment," is a product of 

imagination-passion as I have described this cartesian 

faculty is indicated by a passage in the Mechanical 

Operation to the effect that between the flesh and spirit 

there is a perpetual Game at Leap-Froq and that "sometimes 
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the Flesh is uppermost and sometimes the Spirit: adding, 

that the former, while it is in the State of a Rider. wears 

huge Rippon Spurs" (pp. 280-281). 

"Salvation" in the Tale comes in the wisdom of being 

well-deceived, if it is to be deceived to accept the surface 

that is clear and distinct (p. 174). Salvation is to turn a 

deaf ear to the malin Genie who suggests that there is a 

truth beyond the univocal simplicity of the representational 

fabric of ideas which Descartes has said is immediately 

apparent to even the most simple-minded. Salvation is to 

become dis-incarnate to the extent that all beneath the 

cloaths (p. 78) is nothing. 

"Mystery" is the impenetrable darkness at the 

barrier of paradox, presenting itself simply as darkness, 

as one would expect, or a secret rite—which not only ful

fills the etymology, but fulfills the requirements of a 

system in which method is everything. 

The "last things" in the Tale appear in two aspects. 

The first, appearing at the very beginning, is the 

chiliastic prophecy of "the great work coming," the 

millinarian fulfillment, when all the elect (Wits in this 

sorry case) will be collected into the New Jerusalem of 

several choirs "to which their Genius most inclines them" 

(p. 41). We should recall that chiliasm, or millinarianism, 

was exceedingly common among the sectarians of Swift's age, 

although it was always reckoned heresy by the Church of 
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England. For Descartes, it meant overcoming human mortality 

through science. Chiliasm is the literal interpretation of 

the eschatological imagery in the Old Testament associated, 

with the expectation of a messiah. It is invariably 

associated with the anti-sacramental rhetoric of the more 

enthusiastic of the Calvinists. Christian humanists were 

little tempted to chiliasm, for they followed, the ancient 

tradition of interpreting eschatological passages 

anagogically. Hence the Golden Age was in the past. The 

chiliasts however looked to the future when some craft-

aproned Jesus would usher in the last Golden age. In this 

prophecy uttered, under the figure of a proposed Academy, 

at the beginning of the Preface by the Hack, recognition is 

given to a period, of tribulation, following which, after a 

short "Interim of some Months, . . . the Undertaker himself 

will publish his Proposals," and the elect will come into 

their own (p. 41). The second aspect of the "last things" 

in the Tale is in the last thing considered, in the 

Conclusion devoted to a consideration of nothing. This is, 

as I have noted above, an appropriate Apocalypse for a re

casting of the Bible according to the cartesian model. But 

we know too from what the Hack tells us that this fulfill

ment of his revelation though conceived, as so much else 

after the French Mode, will have a season hardly longer than 

a "Mackarel a Week after the Season" (p. 206). 
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The "epiphany" in the mock-scripture, such as it is, 

comes in Section IX, where we find the anti-types of Christ 

in the Hack's world-makers (p. 170). 
* 

Examples of the Systematic Reduction of Metaphor to 
Myth in the Mock-Scripture 

The Taylor is the mythic analogue of the Deity. He 

is presented to us as a demiurge. It is also manifest that 

he is but the "Idol" of a Frenchified society that has come 

into vogue with the Restoration. As I have suggested, it 

seems apparent that the created, world entertained by the 

Hack does not predate the Restoration world and the order of 

thought that has come with it. I have already suggested. 

that the Taylor bears a resemblance to Descartes himself, 

even to the details of description given us, and that he 

particularly recalls the explicit portrayal of Descartes as 

the maker of his own world in Gabriel Daniel's Voyage to 

the World of Cartesius. which I have cited authority to 

indicate was probably the most popular satire of the 1690's. 

The Taylor's type in Section V, which I have suggested, is a 

Tubbian rendition of the methode. the "great Philosopher of 

0. Brazile" seems, in the details of his presentation and 

his "method," to be clearly modeled after Descartes. 

I have already demonstrated that the model of 

creation in the Tale is in terms of rhetoric and anti-

rhetoric. In its mythic mode the Hack's model of creation 

is Tayloring. As the Word is God for St John, the Taylor 
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is God for the Hack. St John is concerned not only with 

the creation by the Word, but also with the Incarnation of 

the Word. The latter has far-reaching significance to the 

model of rhetoric, for the Incarnation of the Word is 

explicitly the joining and communication of natural signs of 

discourse with supernatural meaning in discourse. As Grant 

has pointed out, "Creation provides the indispensible 

preface to revelation and redemption, but it is only the 

preface."^ The climax of the prologue of John's gospel is 

. . and the Word became flesh." Now through faith, one 

can see in this corporeal sign "the manifestation of God's 

2 
eternal purpose." 

Within the Tale as mock-scripture, Taylor. tailoring. 

and cloaths are related to each other in a way mechanically 

analogous to God. the activity of the logos. and world, and, 

man made in the image of the logos. While this part of the 

mechanical analogy to scripture may be quite obvious, it is 

necessary to see the Tale as consistent mock-scripture in 

order to grasp the relevance of the cloaths formula to 

everything else in the Tale and particularly the intel

lectual model that Swift is bodying forth with the most 

unrelenting consistency. If the incarnation takes place in 

the Tale it is in only the most mechanical fashion: the 

^"Robert M. Grant, The Early Christian Doctrine of 
God (Charlottesville, Va., 1966), p. 57. 

2 
Ibid. , p. 58. 
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image of man (and of the world) is all surface. Within the 

labyrinthine construct Swift builds, the error is a 

rhetorical error, just as virtually all the principal 

metaphors of the Tale. when reduced to mode of myth, have 

to do with the operation of the word and rhetoric. 

For example let us examine the mythic mode of the 

images of the Mountebank and the Stage-Itinerant (p. 59). 

The Mountebank is, as the handbooks tell us, the hack of 

Grub Street. Within the mock-scripture he is however a 

great deal more. After some deliberate parody on the 

Trinity rendered in terms of debased rhetoric (pp. 53-58), 

the Hack tells us that the Seminary of abuses in the 

rhetorical substance of reality is to be found under this 

figure. We should bear in mind, that, as we are in the 

"Introduction," we are probably still in the "old testament" 

portion of the new scripture and that what we have here are 

anti-types of types revealed in the subsequent "new law" 

which will be most explicitly stated, in Section V, "A 

Digression of the Modern Kind," a Hackian methode. and most 

fully demonstrated in Section IX. According to the 

principle of exemplarism, the meaning of the images of 

Mountebank and Stage-Itinerant become manifest only after 

the "incarnation" or its surrogate. 

The type of the Mountebank is the great Philosopher 

of 0. Brazile who had proposed "a certain curious Receipt. 

a Nostrum" which is in fact a universal Method. I have 
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pointed out above that the system of this Philosopher of the 

New World is the flaying of figurative language and is 

Descartes' "representative theory of knowledge." We see 

then that the Mountebank is the "precursor" of the Hackian 

saviour. 

It will be recalled from Section V that the mode in 

which the methode is presented is a language from which all 

that is volatile has been systematically evaporated (p. 126). 

What remains is "truth," reducible to precise order upon 

paper. This is the new arcanum. It is an arcanum not only 

because it is a sort of rite but because it presumes to 

answer all mystery. When this type is applied to the 

Mountebank, we find that his imagery becomes more meaningful 

in terms of Swift's primary satiric target. 

The Mountebank is, first of all, a peddler of 

nostrums. He is an empirick, in the sense that was 

paramount to Swift. Already we can see his "old-testament" 

relation to 0. Brazile. the Taylor, et a_l. But to under

stand him fully his machine is indispensible. 

The Stage-Itinerant was a degenerate form of 

theatrical presentation, a masking and a miming. It was 

still a form of representationalism but its jesting and 

drollery were now presented as substitutes for the old 

cosmic theatre. 

There is about the Stage-Itinerant the odor of 

mummers plays. It was the rag end of the medieval 
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travelling troop whose mystery plays had degenerated into 

vulgar and unknowing mumbo-jumbo. The recollection of the 

mystery plays as origin of the Stage-Itinerant could still 

have been known to Swift, and the previous status of a 

showing forth of sacramental mystery would be highly 

relevant in the mock genre of the Tale to the degenerate 

form that now presents only cant. 

It may be objected that the "mystery" of the players, 

the "mystery" of the Hack, and the "mystery" of Swift's norm 

are connected only fortuitously; and this might be a valid 

point, were it not for the etymological myth resorted to by 

the new critics of scripture and the ironic and figurative 

use made of it in building the Tale as a mock-scripture. 

We are constrained to read the Tale in a mock-

exegesis and I treat it as prophetic book, which looks 

forward to a revelation that has meaning only in the mode 

of incarnation presented. But also to accept the Tale as 

mock-scripture suggests that we approach the text as it 

would be approached, by a modernist critic such as Simon, 

who seeks meaning in each word, through a precise etymo

logical analysis. Swift's constant puns become lures for 

the Projector's myth making. We proceed to read, the Tale 

much as Simon proceeded to read scripture. 

Let us take as an example the first sentence of The 

Mechanical Operation; "It is now a good while since I have 

had in my Head something, not only very material, but 
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absolutely necessary to my Health, that the World should be 

informed in" (p. 261). The reader would be alert to a 

double entendre in the "material something" in the Hack's 

head; but in mock-scripture one can be certain that this 

word is to be submitted to the methodology of the modernist 

hermeneutics as Swift parodies it, according to which the 

meaning is the literal. univocal. and concrete etymon. In 

the etymological dictionaries that we know Swift studied., 

"material" would have been matter, even wood. timber. stuff. 

We know too that, in accord with the preference for the 

precise and extensible characteristic of the cartesian 

ambience of modernism, this device is not merely a way to 

make the Hack appear lubberly. But by recognizing the 

existence of the rationale of the new scriptural critics, 

and Swift's parody of it in the device of etymological 

mythologizing, this one seemingly-chance word can be placed 

in the crowded mosaic that mythically bodies forth the 

cartesian epistemology of the Hack. 

In "A Digression concerning Criticks," the Hack 

announces his method of finding the truth to be that of 

"looking into the Original Pedigree of the Word" (p. 92), 

and then proceeds to analyze the various breeds of critics 

through etymological myth. Of course, as is often the case 

in the Tale. the Hack's etymologies are fraudulent. Such 

is the case certainly in the Introduction of the Tale in 

which the Hack explicitly describes his etymological method 
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for establishing the antiquity and authenticity of the three 

rhetorical machines of wood (pp. 56-57). But fraudulent 

etymology or not, it is the method that counts. 

Another example of this method is found in the 

Hack's recitation of a legend by Pausanias about foraging 

asses and asses with horns—which speaks about critics, or 

so the Hack believes. This breed of critics is the true 

one, since its "Original is the most Antient of all" 

(p. 93). In fact, the reader is presented with a collapsed 

metaphor, one in which the analogates share a predicate 

univocally and hence, as I have pointed out before, differ

ences count for nothing. Here we are dealing again with 

Swift's parody of the consequences to metaphoric expression 

entailed in the representational theory of knowledge clear 

and distinct. This legendary account of the true critics is 

but one of virtually numberless examples of the Hack's sort 

of predication, which is not merely an abuse of analogy, but 

an abandonment of it. In this passage, Swift is even more 

explicit than usual, for he tells us that the true critic 

originally discoursed without the use of figurative language, 

but adopted the "mystical" terms of rhetoric (p. 99) only to 

avoid reprisals. The fabulous nature of this particular 

vignette may disguise somewhat that the Hack's diction here 

is cant, pure and simple. 

"Cant" itself, one of the most frequent targets of 

Swift's satiric raillery, can be precisely characterized in 
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terms of my thesis as the univocal use of language, which 

the modernists sought in the exercise of a "reason" that 

dealt only with the clear and distinct idea. Cant is of 

course jargon: it has merely signal meaning: by definition 

that sort of symbolic turn essential to humanist epistemology 

is precluded. But, as W. M. Urban rightly points out, the 

multiple reference of verbal signs is a basal differentia 

of semantic meaning: "The fact that the sign can intend one 

thing without ceasing to intend another, that, indeed, the 

very condition of its being an expressive sign for the 

second is that it is also a sign for the first, is precisely 

what makes language an instrument of knowing. 

The most perfect example of cant is the "philo

sophical" language of Bishop John Wilkins. This archetypal 

2 
Projector and creator of the Royal Society had as his 

objective the stripping away from language of all but•its 

rational base—what we might call its mathematical etymon— 

so that it might conform to the clear and distinct rigor of 

mathematical logic, thus rendering it "a perfect representa-

3 
tion of material reality." In the resultant world there 

would be "neither more nor fewer words than there are things 

^"Language and Reality (London, 1939), p. 112. 

2 
Francis Christensen, "John Wilkins and the Royal 

Society's Reform of Prose Style," MLQ. VII (1946), 179-187. 

3 
Paul Cornelius, Languages in Seventeenth- and Early 

Eighteenth-Century Imaginary Voyages (Geneve, 1965), p. 2. 
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in the world [joined] just as things are connected with each 

other in nature. ,I"L In the resultant word usage ambiguity 

would be impossible and metaphors clearly stigmatized as 

mere pointers. Wilkins would unmask all "pretended 

mysterious, profound notions, expressed in a great swelling 

2 
of words." Such a mode of language as that projected by 

Wilkins is that of cant. As the Hack writes in Section VI 

where he traces his "excellent Analytical Discourse upon 

that Subject; wherein I have deduced a Historitheo-

physiloqical Account of Zeal, shewing how it first proceeded 

from a Notion into a Word. and from thence in a hot Summer, 

ripened into a tangible Substance" (p. 137). What we have 

here, among other things, is a paradigm of Tubbian incarna

tion; and the process by which this "most Significant Word 

that has ever yet been produced in any language" becomes 

flesh is the process by which meaningful language becomes 

cant. The mode of cant is emphasized in the Hack's remark 

that "Cant and [enthusiastic] Vision are to the Ear and the 

Eye, the same that Tickling is to the Touch" (p. 171). They 

are symbols construed as signals. In the passages on canting 

in the Mechanical Operation of Spirit. we find that cant is 

in fact a result of a point by point parody of the old 

sacramental rhetorical model (pp. 278-282). Cant is most 

^Ibid., p. 35. 

2 "Epistle Dedicatory" of An Essay Towards a True 
Character and Philosophical Language (London. 1668T. 
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simply the carcass of rhetorical symbolic language. As cant 

is "reason in the Word" reduced to a sense object, so after 

explicitly declaiming on cant, the next subject of the Hack 

in the Mechanical Operation. that of Snuffling (p. 280), is 

but a further degradation of the word, a further "perfection" 

of the principle of cant. The whole Christian concept of 

mystery—which never ceases to be the spirit brooding over 

the entire Tale—is reduced by this operation of the method 

behind cant to "Shadows and Emblems" of "the Shape and Size 

of the Virga genitalis with its Appurtenances" (p. 285), for 

the Word, which should be the subject of the inspired 

preacher but is reduced to cant, is explained entirely in 

terms of its supposed mechanical source. As can be seen 

within the context of the Tale as mock-scripture, Swift's 

interior conceptual model of cant is a part of perhaps the 

most elaborate blasphemy in the English language on the 

Second Person of the Trinity. 

For the Hack, then, a "philosophical" language is 

preeminently a non-symbolic, even an anti-symbolic, one. 

Within our construct of a mock-scripture, if words and 

signs are to mean exactly the same thing when applied to 

the corporeal and to mystery, then as Battista Mondin points 

out in his study of analogy, God's "transcendence is 

eliminated: God ceases to be God in order to be a creature 

or vice versa. On the other hand, if our words bear an 

altogether different meaning when applied to God, then God's 
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immanence is obscured: man is no longer in a position to 

know God. 

In both instances there is a failure—or to be more 

precise—a rejection of the idea of symbolism. Humanist 

symbolism presupposes that the natural and the surnatural 

are in fact connatural. Radical Protestantism rejects 

perception through connaturality on grounds of corruption 

of man and nature, closing communication by participation. 

Cartesianism dismisses perception through connaturality on 

the grounds of total mechanical dualism and of man's angelic 

intuition. In practice, the sectarian confers on himself 

election, after which he too like the cartesian is quite 

beside himself and privy to the domestic affairs of an 

altogether transcendent God. In practice, both tribes of 

subjectivists—Calvinist and cartesian—when speaking of God 

use a pseudo-Augustinian cant, and in matters material use 

a mechanic cant; each cant dialect is univocal and hence 

speaks in the accent of the Gnostic Pneumatics, or at least 

it does so with very little exaggeration, and this medium of 

exaggeration is Swift's device to bring the point to us with 

crushing impact. 

The discourse of the Hack in the Tale. the very 

Allegory of the Brothers, records the Fall from rhetorical 

humanism to cartesian pneumatology. But it also records 

^The Principle of Analogy in Protestant and Catholic 
Theology (The Hague, 1963), p. 174. 
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an aspect of the Fall itself, which we may interpret as a 

"Second Fall" and appropriate to a mock-scripture. 

According to Augustine's own formula, the first Fall is to 

be conceived in terms of the rejection of the word within 

an order of reason dependent on exemplarism, i.e., an 

analogical order. And sin is to accept the sign as ultimate 

reality. 

Augustine's description of the Fall has its parallel 

in the epistemological method of the Hack and, according to 

Maritain, in Descartes' Methode: 

For [the deceiving spirit] deceives only the proud, 
who arrogate to themselves what they are not and 
quickly come to believe that what belongs to the 
supreme God and to the human soul are one and the 
same ... or the curious, who savor earthly 
things and search into spiritual matters with . 
earthly eyes (spiritalia terreno ocule inquirunt). 

This can as well describe the spirit of the Hack as of 

Descartes. The one thing they have abandoned is the will to 

reason analogically and to read signs as symbols. 

Swift himself, writing elsewhere than in the Tale. 

makes clear his own insistence that the figurative use of 

language is to be preserved in a figurative mode. In his 

Thoughts on Religion he tells us, "I have often been offended 

to find St. Paul's allegories and other figures of Grecian 

^Cited by Robert J. O'Connell, St. Augustine's 
Early Theory of Man. A. D. 386-391 (Cambridge, Mass., 
1968), p. 176. 
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eloquence, converted by divines into articles of faith. 

The introductory explanation of the popular phrase "a tale 

of a tub" in terms of the custom of "Sea-men" is simply 

another example of the Hack's inveterate literalization. 

The allusion to Hobbes• whale, still on the literal level, is 

essentially a decoy to suggest that the figurative title 

has its real meaning in literal mythologizing of a figura

tive title which we should understand strictly as "a cock 

and bull story." The point is that it is to this level that 

scripture is reduced according to the Hack's comprehension, 

and the best that he can do is to trundle out some liter-

alized pseudo-profundity. In an accurate sense, it is the 

"literalization" or "mythologization" of metaphor that is 

present most grotesquely in The Mechanical Operation. 

Since the very essence of the "philosophical" mode 

in the New Philosophy was an explicit program to stop short 

at the clear and distinct sign, it is here that Swift 

marshals the full resources of the old rhetoric to blast 

the new "wisdom." 

If the new critics, inspired by Descartes' promise 

of absolute clarity sought the meaning of a word in its 

concrete Hebrew etymon, then Swift would expose the fallacy 

by pushing the same technique to its logical conclusions, 

^Works of Jonathan Swift. ed. Herbert Davis (Oxford, 
1968), Vol. IX, Sermons. ed. Louis Landa, p. 262. 
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applying to the cartesian canon a rigorous reductionist 

etymology, often fanciful, but always devastating. 

Swift's Use of French as a "Sacred Language" 

Swift's technique frequently is to create his 

etymological myth out of the French term, rather than its 

English equivalent, in the modernist canon. He is assisted 

by the fact that French is distinctly more abstract than is 

English in its use of concepts that also contain a concrete 

signification. This is at least the historic situation for 

an Englishman who has a choice between synonyms derived from 

Norman and Saxon. Practically any transliteration from 

French to native English terms tends to a "brutalization" in 

tone or to a "thingification." Another way of putting this 

is that Swift has available in English both a French-derived 

term and a Germanic-derived term for any concept he wishes 

to render from the cartesian "scripture." 

For example, for the Frenchman, esprit may mean 

anything from Holy Ghost, to mind, even brain, to wind. The 

English lexicon permits the supposed mechanistic etymon to 

be completely rendered by the term wind. 

This characteristic of language is manifestly useful 

to Swift's purpose and permits a fantastic parody without 

any literal dishonesty. Of course every language uses terms 

in both a figurative and a concrete sense. Hebrew, the new 

critics' "canonical language" is particularly noteworthy in 
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this regard,* to such a marked extent that it must have 

encouraged the mythologizing tendency of those new critics 

such as Simon who sought clear and distinct truth in it. 

The Hack's error here is in assuming that one can sever the 

two—into "a Layer of Utile and a Layer of Dulce" (p. 124), 

and assuming that the concrete is more ancient and more real 

than the figurative. And the Hack is quite explicit in 

stating that in confronting "the Mirrors of Learning ... I 

understand in a Literal Sense" (p. 102). Coming as this 

latter does, in "A Digression Concerning Criticks," we have 

another statement of the modernist epistemological criteria 

(and some negative indication of the normative ones). 

At any rate, Swift's use of French as a basis for 

myth can be observed in his manipulation of such terms as 

fabrique. esprit. esprits animaux. and Taylor from tailler. 

much closer in French than in English to the meaning "to 

cut," "to hew out." According to univocal predication, a 

Taylor is a tailleur is tailler. Swift's use of French as 

a "liturgical language," is consonant with cartesian 

hegemony in modernist thought and with the general hegemony 

of French culture. Hazard suggests the reason that French 

would be the "liturgical language" of the Hack's mock-

scripture : 

*See George Fohrer, "The Twofold Aspect of Hebrew 
Words," in Words and Meanings: Essays Presented to David 
Winton Thomas (Cambridge. 1968), pp. 95-104. 
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La science, qui cherche a expliquer le monde 
autrement que par les causes efficientes, veut 
une autre expression que celle a contente le 
Moyen Age. . . . [There was] la demande meme 
d'une Europe en voie de renouvellement. . . . 
Non seulement a l'italien, a l'espagnol, mais 
au latin,^qui formait un des liens de la ^ 
communaute europeene, le franqais se substitue. 

In Swift's parody of critical "translation" the rationale is 

that translation is made of the sacred term, but according 

to the rule that the etymon must always refer to something 

in the world of extension. This would be another example of 

the "inverse symbolism" fostered by cartesianism. The 

English term into which the "sacred" French term is 

translated is able to filter out figurative, and therefore 

fallacious, signification. 

We know that one of Swift's lifelong fascinations 

was with etymology, but when he toyed with the supposed 

concrete etymon it was usually as a game. As a humanist, 

his search in philology would have been for the meaning 

given to the word by authority, i.e., by commentaries on it 

during its long eschatological pilgrimage. In the process 

of accretion to the word he would have considered not only 

the etymon, but covenant words, prophetic words, creation 

words, wisdom words, and finally incarnate words, all of 

2 
which expanded the basal concept beyond its etymon. 

^La crise, p. 55. 

2 
D. M. Crosson, "Word of God," New Catholic 

Encyclopedia. Vol. XIV, 1014. 
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In rhetoric, in language, as well as in theology, 

according to the humanist model of epistemology, "the event 

of the Death-Resurrection of Jesus was the word, the last 

divine word-event of God, which left behind it a living 

echo. 

In understanding the linguistic norm that I 

predicate of the Tale. we should recall what was discussed 

in the first chapter. According to Origen, "the first 

coming of Christ still retains its prophetic character; it 

brought about an eschatological accomplishment that is as 

yet only incompletely possessed, 'as in a mirror or an 

enigma,1 but the desire to possess it completely is felt by 

the Christian. The 'gospel in time1 is identical in 

substance (hypostasis) with the 'eternal gospel' of 

beatitude; it only differs by reason of epinoia. or the 

imperfect manner in which men contemplate and possess it. 

It is thus that Origen expresses the essential fact of 

2 
Christian sacramentalism." The spiritual sense of the 

word, then, foreshadows future blessings, but it also 

determines for the faithful the meaning of the language. 

It is interesting that for the cartesian-inspired 

critic Simon, "aujourd'hui, on doit attribuer a la critique 

^Ibid. 

2 
H. Crouzel, "Origen and Ongenism," New Catholic 

Encyclopedia. Vol. X, 769. 
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le role qu'on assignait jadis a la theologie.For the 

humanist Swift, philology and "theology" (the latter a more 

spacious mansion in the old tradition) intercommunicated 

through common corridors according to a humanism in which 

the "classics" included the work of Christian ancients as 

well as pagan. Indeed it was the testimony to the 

eschatological unfolding of meaning given by the "ancients" 

that accounts for the reverence paid to them. To interpret 

the Quarrel between the Ancients and the Moderns in terms of 

which exemplar of meaning is adhered to—the primal etymon 

or the fulfilled ideal—is to fix on an issue at the heart 

of the difference between the two parties. 

The Etymological Mytholoqizinq of Sacramentum 

One of the most enlightening examples of what I call 

the modernist exegetical method of etymological mythologiza-

tion is to be found in what happens to the concept of 

sacramentum. It stands for one of the key concepts in the 

Tale although—through the analytical reductionism of the 

Hack—it is not found in the text. 

To examine the concept of sacramentum and the 

evidence of its signification in the text is to understand 

the sort of verbal stripping that is one of Swift's prime 

targets in modernism and one of his major devices of irony. 

^"Hazard, p. 178. 
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It also casts in sharp relief the contest between 

the methods and goals of humanist philology and the 

cartesian-inspired philology inaugurated by Richard Simon 

in the new criticism, as well as demonstrating the dangers 

to meaning in the latter method. Finally, it is of impor

tance in the explication of the Tale. because in the 

permutations of the sign and signification of sacramentum 

can be isolated errors of method and meaning satirized by 

Swift throughout the Tale in various guises, as well as the 

status of the "new testament. 

When in the early history of Christian humanism, the 

system of the Greek Patristic writers, particularly Origen, 

came to require translation into discourse by Latin 

Patristic writers, coming somewhat later, it was found that 

no word existed in Latin to express the meaning of the Greek 

mysterium. This latter term, as will be recalled from 

earlier chapters in this essay, signified Christian mystery. 

i.e., the reconciliation of aenigma in the person of the 

logos. This concept was indispensible to the humanist 

synthesis of pagan letters and Christian revelation. As we 

know from earlier discussion, it was the basis of the 

rhetorical model of epistemology, the rationale of symbolic 

representation in true analogy, and the very key to reason 

*The background for the analysis of this concept 
presented here is derived from J. de Ghellinck, S.J., Pour 
l'histoire du mot "sacramentum" (Louvain. 1924). 
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itself—all of which "mystery" would continue to signify, 

as long as the tradition of Christian humanism survived as 

the life force of society. 

At all events, the linguistic expediency resorted 

to by the earliest Latin fathers, Cyprian, Lactanius, and 

especially Tertullian, was to invest the whole signification 

of the Alexandrian mysterium in the Latin word sacramentum 

the original meaning of which was "oath" and consequently 

something holy. Very rapidly sacramentum came to have as 

its primary meaning that which Origen and other Greek 

fathers had given to mysterium. Primarily this was the 

accomplishment of Tertullian who deserves the largest credit 

for working out the Latin theology of analogical figurative 

symbolism. At the same time, the original meaning of "oath" 

remained as a strictly secondary meaning until well into the 

Middle Ages. Also the secondary meaning of mysterium as 

arcanum became an inextricable secondary meaning of 

sacramentum. 

Tertullian, who established the full plasticity of 

the term, still used it to signify "oath," but more often 

"sacrifice," and most significantly "symbol," "figure," and 

"prophetic allegory." Finally, it designated, as its 

ultimate referent, the figure and person of Christ. 

Although in the West sacrament and mystery became 

interchangeable and synonymous, generally speaking we can 

say that where any nuanced distinction was made the term 
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sacrament came to signify more the form of the figure, the 

objective symbol; while the Greek-derived, term signified 

the unfolding of that figure in its full eschatological 

flowering. Both however stood for a thing mysterious, a 

mystery, a secret, an aenigma, a thing occult—for example, 

by extension, the significance of a dream or the dream 

itself. 

The term "sacrament" (and "mystery") was repre

sentative, then, of a rich conceptual field uniting in true 

analogy a number of analogates all informed by an analogon 

that is most closely defined as "the signum translatum 

through which aenigma, in the symbol of world or text, is 

•solved' in a participation (the mystery, specifically) in 

the logos principle in which all things have their rational 

end." Or more simply, "sacrament" signifies the full 

epistemological consequence of the Incarnation, as Cyprian 

declared. 

In the late Renaissance, with the denial of reason 

according to true analogy, the conceptual field of 

"sacrament" began to break up. The analogates that shared 

the one analogon, in going their separate ways, became 

mutually contradictory and engendered linguistic confusion 

(not to mention theological confusion). 

By the late seventeenth-century, cartesian-inspired 

analysts sought to find the "real" meaning of the primitive 
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term, but in so doing, made the larger meaning of the 

analogon an absurdity harboring destructive paradox.^" 

In the Tale we have a recapitulation of this 

stripping of traditional accretions from words. The 

cloaths, construed in the context of the norm of the satire, 

are the ultimate symbol or fi crura of sacramentum as defined 

by Cyprian and Tertullian: the consequences of the 

Incarnation expressed according to a rhetorical model of 

epistemology. If we consider the cloaths in this tradi

tional symbolism, we can understand how far from true wisdom 

the Hack really strayed. 

The Hack, proceeding according to the exegetical 

technique of etymological mythologization, uses the suits 

according to the Latin etymon of sacramentum. for the first 

part played by the suits in the fable is as an earnest in 

It should be noted that Simon's method claimed to 
be historical; that is, he maintained that the meaning of a 
word could not be taken invariably as it was found in the 
present. The word had a history; and in an ancient document 
it could not be understood without taking cognizance of that 
history and even of the context it originally occupied. We 
can see the promise offered in such an approach. It is in 
fact the basis of our own textual criticism and it is what 
gave such devastating efficiency to critics such as Lewis 
Theobald. The error in Simon's application of his principle 
lay in his epistemology: in scriptural exegesis he was 
looking for a clear and distinct, univocal, unambiguous 
etymon; and it was in this latter that he sought to find the 
meaning of figurative language and hence to explain the 
highly symbolic language of scripture without recourse to 
the traditions of meaning that had become a part of the 
"salvation history" of a word. 
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the Brothers' oath (p. 73). It should be recalled that we 

are dealing with a "new covenant." 

The use of "sacrament" for "oath" or as the matter 

of an oath was in fact a common device of sectarians who 

were attempting to strip the traditional symbols back to 

their "original" purity. For example the Protestant bias to 

strip the inner from the outer when applied to "sacrament" 

is expressed by Zwingli thus: "The sacraments are but 

ceremonies in which a man proves himself the candidate and 

soldier of Christ.It should be noted of course that this 

sectarian position was partially in response to the 

Tridentine position that tended to reserve the concept of 

"sacrament" for seven ceremonies; whereas for the Patristic 

writers, man, the world, and all in it were capable of 

acting as true sacramental symbols. 

In the Allegory (which is not a true allegory), the 

story of the suits (shadowing forth sacramental symbol) 

recapitulates the usages of sacramentum forward from its 

origin, but each usage taken separately and treated in 

accordance with anti-humanist modes. The sign-as-suit 

becomes successively figure. ornament. and arcanum; finally 

when taken in its literalized form as the sole object 

^"See essay on "Eucharistic Controversies," by 
N. M. Haring, New Catholic Encyclopedia. Vol. V., 620. 
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suitable to man's reason, it becomes paradox and at last 

absurdity. 

The Hack ridicules the "Sign-Post that belonged to 

his Father" (p. 74), the Crust of Bread that obviously is 

not mutton (p. 73), the "Universal Pickle" (p. 67), and the 

"Large Continent, lately said to have been discovered in 

Terra Australis incognita" (p. 66), as well as a large 

number of other sacramentals treated, in their literal 

guise. 

How are we to interpret such thoroughgoing 

literalism? Swift is of course making sport of Rome. He 

did not believe in the doctrine of "transubstantiation" as 

defined at the Council of Trent which had proclaimed the 

ancient belief in the sacramental presence of Christ in 

terms of a strictly Thomist theology. But are we to assume 

that Swift's own views are represented in the Hack's mythic 

interpretation cf a wide spectrum of basic Christian 

mysteries? It is far more likely that what we have here 

is a demonstration of the Hack's total failure in symbolic 

understanding. The cross, which is the central mystery of 

Christianity, is not a symbol but a sign (literally a sign-

as-signal). The Hackian sequence on the bread is an offhand 

denial of the whole concept of symbolic Incarnation cast in 

any terms, whether those of Luther's formula of "consub-

stantiation" or even of the more broadly conceived, concept 

of "inpanation." Anything that preserves in any mode 
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whatever is necessarily a Pickle. And any plane of life 

other than that familiar to the Hack must subsist in the 

only terms he is capable of comprehending as a Projector. 

In fact we have arrived at the position of John 

Toland in his Christianity Not Mysterious. published the 

year Swift began writing his mock-scripture. In the mean

time, superficies of the suit-sacrament drift off to serve 

as arcane ritual robes of theosophists such as the Cambridge 

Platonists.1 In brief, the history of the Brothers' 

attitudes toward their suits is a history (as the Hack would 

be able to interpret it) of the evolution of "oath," to 

"figura," to "mystery," to "paradox," to "absurdity." 

Mytholoqization of "Spirit" 

One of the most spectacular of the Hack's etymo

logical myths is his engine of "spirit," which takes on a 

fantastic mechanical reality. This quality of material 

reality, supposedly dictated by the pure meaning of the 

etymon, is common to cartesian and Tubbian "spirit." 

By itself, this term as caricatured, in Swift's 

parody might not be able to prove anything about the Hack's 

model of epistemology, simply because "spirit" has in all 

"'"For a conclusive presentation of the evidence of 
the theosophical nature of the system of Henry More, see 
Serge Hutin, Henry More: Essai sur les doctrines 
theosophiques chez les platoniciens de Cambridge. Band 2, 
Studien und Materialien zur Geschichte der Philosophie 
(Hildesheim, 1966). 
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ages been subject to rather elaborate mythologizing. There 

are however two factors that recommend it to us as a useful 

example of the particular ironic device examined in this 

section: first, the Hack carries the reduction of spirit to 

a level of corporeality seldom or never attempted anywhere 

else in literature (spirit as Hawking, Spitting, Belching, 

etc., p. 279); and, second, its mythic operation is such 

that it corresponds precisely to the other major metaphors 

around which the Hack organizes his discourse; that is to 

say, each of the myth metaphors, not excluding that of 

"spirit," can be traced back from a single analogon that 

informs the central mystery of the norm of the Tale and 

emerges as the fable's annihilating paradox. 

To suppose that Swift is simply heaping scorn on 

non-conformists or indulging a kink in his character is to 

miss his larger and sustained intention in literalizing 

"spirit." 

It was common in pre-Christian systems to consider 

the spirit as corporeal. Even in the Old Testament, which 

disengages spirit from matter more consistently than other 

systems coeval with it, the spirit, the Hebrew ruakh, is 

"something proceeding from Jehovah and operating in men, 

something like a wind from a world that men could not see. 

Hence to a Jew the statement in Mark that Jesus saw, the 

^"Edwyn Bevan, Symbolism and Belief (Port Washington, 
New York, 1968 [first published, 1938]), p. 165. 
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spirit descending as a dove, would mean simply that "Jesus 

saw the wind descending, or saw some daemonic being.""'' It 

is this sort of inspiration the Hack reports in his version 

of the event recorded in Mark (p. 169). 

The point that should not be forgotten however is 

that Christians had for a long time ceased to see ,ne spirit 

as material. This is true even of the despised sectaries. 

Hence for a parallel to the view of spirit presented in the 

Tale and in The Mechanical Operation. one must look else

where. One finds it in the works of scientists such as 

Giordano Bruno and of philosophers such as Descartes. 

If Swift abuses the sectaries, we can be certain 

that he enjoys it, just as he enjoys, perhaps to a lesser 

degree, ridiculing popery. But pope and sectaries alike 

serve in the Tale as emblems in a fable in which the genuine 

action and the real meaning is philosophical and situated in 

the epistemological transactions of rhetoric. 

Something very close to a material spirit was 

believed in by the Cambridge Platonists. They insisted that 

spirit be granted the same dignity of extension that 

Descartes gives matter. But of course the real parallel 

to the Hack's system of the spirit is in Descartes. We have 

had several occasions to examine the machinery by which 

spirit operates for Descartes, and it is so close to that 

1Ibid., p. 171. 
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of the Hack that one would suppose if Swift had not 

borrowed from Descartes, Descartes must have borrowed 

from Swift, were that possible. 

The ambiguity of the term spirit is exploited for 

mechanical purposes by Descartes. A genuinely transparent 

concept which "a pour role de manifester sensiblement la 

liaison ontologique entre les degres de l'etre," in the 

cartesian world becomes the corporeal intermediary between 

mind and body. Descartes' handling of spirit is the 

archetypal example of how a modernist turns an operation 

of rhetoric into a thing. For Giordano Bruno spirit "tisse 

les liens merveilleux qui permettent a un etre d'agir sur 

un autre. 

In Descartes the spirit functions in precisely the 

same manner as that defined by Bruno: "l'ame n'est pas 

liee au corps par elle-meme et immediatement, mais par 

1'intermediaire du spiritus. c'est-a-dire d'une certaine 

substance corporelle tres subtile qui est en quelque sort 

intermediaire entre la substance vivante et la substance des 

elements; mais sa definition est d'etre un lien qui n'est 

* ^ A 2 
pas tout a fait la substance immaterielle elle-meme." Such 

a system is inherently self-contradictory but it permits 

Bruno and Descartes—and the Hack—to keep the whole 

^Vedrine, p. 320. 

2 
From De Magia. cited ibid. 
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explanation quite scientific. What we witness here is a 

term of the most profound rhetorical potential collapsed 

into a literal integer. 

Descartes calls spirit "un souffle ou une flamme 

enfermee dans 1"enceinte de la boite cranienne."^" Descartes' 

"spiritualism" is a thoroughgoing materialism and Swift had 

the wit to see it and portray it according to the conceptual 

2 
model invented by Descartes himself. 

When we examined the origins of Descartes1 anti-

rhetoric figurism, we noted that esprit-vent was one of the 

sacramental symbols that Descartes reduced to literal terms. 

Hence it is no misrepresentation to say that Descartes him

self dealt with this term very much like the Hack's 

etymological mythologizing. In examining the result of this 

technique in Swift's handling of "spirit," the locus 

classicus of which is in the opening of Section VIII on 

"the Learned Aeolists [who] maintain the Original Cause of 

"'"Cited Lalande, p. 1022. 

2 
Concerning the mechanical and material nature of 

Descartes' "spirit" see the comment by J. Lachelier in 
Lalande, p. 1020: "On ne peut parler trop severement du mal 
que Descartes a fait a la philosophie en substituant sa 
doctrine a celle d'Aristote. II est certain que la sienne 
est, en tant qu'explication generale de la nature, et 
reserve faite en faveur des consciences humaines, un 
veritable et pur materialisme. II est vrai que c'est un 
materialisme abstrait, et idealiste a sa maniere, tres 
different de celui d'Epicure et de Gassendi. Mais ce n'en 
est pas moins un materialismek en ce sens cjue c'est un 
mecanisme; et Descartes peut etre considere comme en tres 
grande partie responsable du triomphe du materialisme sans 
epithete au XVIIIe siecle." 
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all Things to be Wind" (p. 150), the principal point to bear 

in mind is that none of the species of spirit rise above the 

mechanical level. As a satire primarily directed against 

sectaries, Section VIII is hardly more than buffoonery; 

while as a satire on modernist epistemology it is devastat-

ingly to the point. 

The Metaphor Myth of Cloaths 

To judge from the foregoing examples of the Hack's 

process of etymological mythologization, the myths 

elaborated from the major thematic metaphors are analogous 

to one another. The Hack may not believe in the validity 

of analogical reason and analogical discourse, but the 

"anti-persona" of the norm does. And the very mode of 

reason, i.e., analogy, rejected by the modernist in his 

cartesian epistemology is the means Swift uses most deftly 

for exposing the modernist's fundamental error. 

Several recurring metaphors—flaying, riding, 

inflating—each in its way bodies forth one and the same 

mode of epistemology described at some length heretofore as 

cartesian. This mode of knowing is the analogon which the 

tetms of the several implied metaphors share. Of all its 

figurative representations, the analogon of central concern 

possesses one figurative mode of unique appropriateness and 

that is the figure of the Suit of Cloaths. 
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Before discussing this figure and the reasons it is 

uniquely expressive, we might simply review the analogon 

that informs it. By its very definition, we will recall, 

the "meaning" of an analogon is not a "clear idea" as the 

latter has been understood in the technical history of 

philosophy.'1' The analogon, as Lynch specifies, permits an 

"interpenetration of unity and multiplicity, sameness and 

difference, a kind of interpenetration in terms of which the 

two contraries become one and the same thing—but 'become' 

2 
this only because existentially they have always been it." 

The analogon is possessed of its analogates, at 

least to the extent that it cannot be separated from the 

premises that produce it. The meaning of the analogon 

that I am concerned with here is distributed throughout my 

earlier discussion of Descartes' "representative theory of 

knowledge," his idea of what an idea is, the "optical" or, 

rather, visual and schematic nature of idea, the criterion 

of clear-and-distinct, the insistence upon univocal 

predication, the indispensability in his epistemology and 

ontology of the "imagination-passion," the utter subjec

tivity of truth, the criterion that truth is immediately 

perceived and hence is, as the Hack wauld say, all 

^"William F. Lynch, S.J. , Christ and Apo 1 lo: The 
Dimensions of the Literary Imagination (New York, 1963) , 
p. 142. 

2Ibid., p. 143. 
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"superficies," and the instantaneousness of existence and 

the consequent need for repeated self-recreation. All these 

points, which I have discussed where appropriate in the 

preceding chapters, participate in the one analogon that 

informs the demonstrative explanations that can be made of 

the modernist's epistemological model and in the cloaths 

metaphor particularly. The informing analogon is nonethe

less all of a piece, and even if it cannot be expressed in 

an idea cartesianly clear and distinct (especially since it 

cannot be so expressed) it is unitary and it is the real 

meaning of the metaphor of the Suit of Cloaths which Swift 

reduces to myth, while he preserves with unrivaled genius 

those echoes and shadows, per speculum in aeniqmate. of the 

traditional world, that it seeks to deny and which are closed 

to the Hack because he accepts that very myth according to 

its terms interpreted literally. 

Swift in one signum translatum shows forth modernist 

error. reveals the rationale of that error. shows forth the 

traditional truth from which the modernist deviates. and, 

reveals the rationale by which that truth operates. which 

is. also. at the same time the method and the design of his 

satire. 

The rational structure of this work of art is 

clearly of the highest sophistication and most profound 

penetration. When understood, its effectiveness is total. 

Only a genius of the highest order could have executed it. 
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But further than that, only a humanist working within a 

tradition that provided him with such equipment could have 

conceived it. Just as something in addition to genius was 

required of Swift, so too something in addition to calcu

lated analysis is required of the auditor to comprehend it. 

We cannot approach the Tale uninitiated, to its philosophical 

"action," i.e., to the juxtaposition of the manifoldly 

subtle rhetorical tradition and. the peculiarly reductionist 

modernist tradition. Once we are in possession of the terms 

of the action, Swift himself demonstrates how the two 

philosophies relate to each other. 

All that has gone before in this essay bears on our 

explication now when we turn to examine one more of Swift's 

satiric metaphors, but the one uniquely eloquent. The 

metaphor of the Suits of Cloaths is, when interpreted 

univocally and in the final analysis, the cartesian 

"representative theory of knowledge." When interpreted 

analogically according to sacramental symbolism and within a 

total scriptural context, the same metaphor is the logos 

principle. 

To say that the metaphor of the cloaths is the logos 

principle in the norm is to imply of it all that I have 

predicated earlier of the logos principle, and a bit more 

besides. It is reason: symbol; it is the rhetorical fiqura 

that bodies forth mystery; it is sacramentum: it is the 

church in the sense of the mystical body of Christ. 
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There is in the Tale. at even the most literal 

level, a real connection between the Brothers1 suits and the 

Taylor's cloaths. Let us grant that the latter is a perver

sion of the former; but it is not enough to say that the 

Brothers1 suits are the Gospel or that they are the Church 

or that they are the Doctrine, as the footnotes declare. It 

is not enough to simply suppose that the Taylor is the 

addition of superstitious rites, or of perverse interpreta

tion of doctrine, or of byzantinization of the institutional 

church. 

In this regard, one should bear in mind that the 

footnotes Swift provides are within the gravitational system 

of the Hackian world. If Swift tells us in a footnote that 

the Coat is "strictly the Gospel" (p. 73), he is still 

speaking at the level of univocal discourse; as the medieval 

exegete would say, we are still at the level of sens or 

cortex of the letter; we have not entered into the field 

beyond the rhetorical "turn" making comprehension accessible 

in the aenigmatic figure. The cloaths are analogically the 

Gospel, but not "strictly the Gospel"—and hence they are 

something prevenient to the Gospel. While no doubt Swift 

felt that the Roman church had added superstitious rites, 

perverted doctrine, and byzantinized the institutional 

church, the cloaths philosophy represents a radical 

epistemological error, so that, quite aside from the 

reality of such local abuses as Rome were guilty of, the 
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Hack as adherent to the cartesian epistemological model 

cannot see in symbolic ritual—Romanist or otherwise— 

anything but superstition; cannot see in the analogical 

exegesis of doctrine anything but perversion of the letter; 

and. cannot comprehend, in the sacramental hierarchy of the 

church anything but oriental despotism. 

If the Suit of Cloaths interpreted, analogically 

shows forth the logos principle, it can also be emptied, by 

a denial of the logos principle. The result of such a 

denial in the case of the Hack's cartesianism is a 

mechanical "reason," a reduction of symbol to signal, fiqura 

to effigy, of church as mystical body to church as mere 

costume, of sacrament to an oath (its etymon). And. it is 

here really, in Tubbian etymological myth, that we approach 

the heart of the matter, so far as concerns the true 

significance shadowed, by the Hack's myth and. the degraded, 

meaning brazenly announced by that myth. The Suit of 

Cloaths is a univocalization and. optical representation of 

what we may call the rhetoric of God; this rhetoric of God 

manifests itself as Son, as world, in signs, as scripture in 

symbols, as reason in man. It should be recalled that God 

created the world, by a "rhetorical act," sustains it by a 

"rhetorical act," saves it by a "rhetorical act," and 

communicates with it in the same mode. In a sense, the 

world is a figure of speech: it is to be interpreted in 

this way; and. so long as one proceeds analogically, no 

violence is done to man, nature, or to God. 
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It will be recalled that Augustine's entire 

spiritual adventure—in its mode, method, and goal—is con

ceived. in terms of rhetoric. Augustine not only sees the 

perversion of language, its brutalization, as sin, but—what 

is more striking—sees sin as the perversion of the language 

in which man and. God. communicate."'' Thus, as Augustine 

describes the Manichees, their "doctrine abuses both the 

form and. content of language. ... In their mouths the 

names of the Persons of the Trinity are flatus vocis. since 

they use these names to designate myths and materialistic 

2 
falsehoods." Frequently Augustine censures the heterodox 

use of words about God as flatus vocis. On the other hand, 

"rightly ordered, speech ... is a consequence of the 

Incarnation. The key to the linguistic epistemology which 

he posits is Christ," says Colish, "Whom he sees as the 

3 
verbal and actual reconciliation of God and man." 

That reconciliation postulated by Augustine of God 

and man through the means of a linguistic epistemology is, 

in the Tale. lacking the key which is Christ, who is lacking 

simply because the requisite rhetorical epistemology and 

ontology are lacking for his communication. Such 

^Colish, p. 25. 

2 
Conf. II,vi,10; IX,iv,8; cited by Colish, p. 30. 

^Colish, p. 33. 
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reconciliation as there is, is not verbal and actual, but 

by cant and thoroughly superficial. 

From the text of the Tale we see that the Hack 

equates the suit of cloaths with the stuff of rhetoric; or, 

rather, rhetoric is but cloaths. As he spells it out for 

us, "Embroidery. was Sheer Wit . . . and a Coat full of 

Powder was very good. Raillery" (p. 80). We find the 

truncated vestiges of the old rhetorical order are present 

in the Tale. but in a mythic mode which renders them 

mechanical claptrap. 

The Hack's allusion to the cloaths that are our 

outer suit is a particularly interesting collocation. It 

will be recalled that the Hack proclaims that we are 

composed of two suits (p. 79); the outer is the soul and the 

inner is the body. The outer- or soul-suit is "of daily 

creation and Circumfusion." This metaphysical statement is 

supported by the allusion that "in them we Live. and Move, 

and have our Being." In the pointed use of this passage is 

clear indication that in the Hack's Tale cloaths are 

confounded with the logos principle (p. 79). In its 

context this passage is a scriptural reference to the 

incarnate logos and specifically "to the unknown God" 

(Acts, 17:23) that Paul preached about to the Greeks with 

the statement: "What therefore you worship, without knowing 

it, that I preach to you." The God, says Paul, who made 

all things, in him we live, "For we are also his offspring" 
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(Acts, 17:28). The relevance of this chapter in scripture 

to the Tubbian sequence on the Taylor Idol manufacturing 

creatures which are suits of cloaths, is exceedingly close. 

And it is difficult to suppose that Swift was not aware of 

the epistemological connotations of his truncated version. 

To say that the relevance is accidental and. that Swift made 

such allusions unconsciously is simply to give Swift's 

"unconscious mind" (whatever that may be) the inventive 

initiative that must be conceded, to some part of Swift. If 

the modern critical temper is such that the subconscious is 

given pride of place, it does not alter either the author or 

the logic. 

The modernists may worship the Taylor, who I believe 

is designed, to represent the "imagination-passion" of 

Descartes, but the God hidden behind the works of men's 

hands and the myth must remain the logos, for while the Hack 

may be mad, there is nothing to compel us to include Swift. 

And with this we are returned to the norm and to a sharp 

awareness of where the modernist epistemology is deficient. 

The whole business about adding and subtracting 

"ornaments" on the cloaths is primarily a mythic reduction 

of the fact of the misuse and. decline of rhetoric as 

sovereign model of a symbolic epistemology. As such it 

records violence to its analogate with which it has genuine 

ontological participation. Violence to the mystical body of 

Christ in the Hack's system is very close to that figured 
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as violence to the mystical body of Christ by the three 

fools in Chaucer's Pardoner's Tale, in which the misuse of 

words and things is described as cutting, flaying, and 

dividing the body of Christ which is the community of all 

believers. 

In this sense—but approached through the rhetorical 

model of the logos principle—the cloaths are an anti-type 

of the church described by Cyprian as "the seamless robe 

which none dare to tear apart." Augustine uses the same 

figure in defending his orthodoxy against the Pelagian 

charge of doctrinal novelty."1' What is specifically being 

maintained by both Cyprian and Augustine in using this 

figure is that it is more faithful to the community which is 

the mystical body of Christ for the Christians to maintain 

the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace than for the 

2 
heretics to insist upon rebaptism at the expense of unity. 

The body of Christ is perhaps the most ancient Patristic 

symbol of the church. That "body" became quick with the 

infusion of the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete, at the instant 

of the birth of that body at Pentecost. If the Hack had. 

wit enough to descry it, the passage in which the Brothers 

receive the cloaths is the shadow of Pentecost at which the 

"'"Geoffrey Grimshaw Willis, Saint Augustine and the 
Donatist Controversy (London, 1950), pp. 120-127. 

2 
Jaroslav Pelikan, Development of Christian Doctrine 

(New Haven, 1969), p. 79. 
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mystical body of Christ took its form. This is also the 

mythic presentation of Paul's admonition to "Put on the new 

man, clothe yourself with Christ." 

The cloaths then are subject to interpretation as 

both Christ and the Church, although for the Hack they are 

but external show and spirit naturalized. 

At this point in the normative type of the Hack's 

seemingly superficial metaphors, we can identify the 

confluence of the objects of Christ and the spirit. 

In the De maqistro Augustine is so concerned with 

emphasizing the links between verbal epistemology and. the 

Incarnation that he assigns to Christ in this work a role 

that some Christian theologians accord to the Holy Spirit. 

The link is in speech. In his discussion of Christ as the 

"inner word" or Interior Teacher, Augustine "presents a 

theory of words as signs in the knowledge of God, which, 

specifies their status as true, though partial, representa

tions of their objects";"'' but their mode of representation 

is analogical and the participating logos—one aspect of 

which is the Christ—activates truth: it is in this sense 

that Christ works, according to Augustine, like the Holy 

Ghost. And it is here I suggest that we have the key to 

the link between the ever-present pneuma/wind. in the Tale 

and the Suits of Cloaths: what they share univocally is that 

^Colish, p. 57. 
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they show forth "truth" while they are the truth that they 

represent. Wind has in the Tale. taken over the function of 

Augustine's interior word. In other words the mechanical 

operation of the spirit and the Suits of Cloaths are 

analogates of what in the norm underlying the Tale is a 

single concept. The Tale is a close mythic portrayal of the 

cartesian system that had sought to displace the humanist 

one: substantial schemata (which have displaced, the 

incarnate word) moving in the animal spirits (which is the 

reduction of that participation in being that was the very 

activity of the Spirit in the humanist system). We have 

here the basis on which the suits relate to the Aeolist's 

eructations, ejaculations, etc. 

I have already noted that for Descartes there is no 

real operational distinction between the grace that one 

generates in his own spirit and the grace from the Holy 

Spirit. There is considerable historic precedent for 

confounding the two spirits. According to Friedrich Heer, 

one of the most important changes brought about by the 

devotio moderna (the legacy of Ockhamite nominalism), was 

that there was now no difference between Holy Ghost and 

man's spirit of life.1 The Hack's metaphor of the cloaths 

^According to Heer, "The Reformation as a liberation 
of man from the administration of the Spirit by earthly 
power necessarily led to the severance of the Spirit from 
the Trinity. . . . There was no difference between the Holy 
Spirit of the Trinity and the concept Spirit of the mystics 
and the philosopher"—The Intellectual History of Europe. 
p. 296. 



330 

is therefore also a parody of the Spirit which for Paul and. 

Augustine is Christ, the Church, and Grace, in which the 

believer is clothed. 

The principal Christian doctrine is that man, 

properly ordered., is clothed, in God himself. This is not 

"the spirit of life," least of all is it "animal spirits"; 

yet by the Gnostics, enthusiasts, Illuminati, spiritus was 

dissevered from the Trinity, equated with natural light, and 

finally in Descartes made, in effect, body-spirit or spirit-

body, the "imagination-passion," a tissue of idea-images 

mechanically moved. 

All of which is to say that the analogates of the 

humanist concept of the logos appear in the Tale as the 

separate major metaphor-myths of the Hack. That these 

metaphor-myths are so different, while emerging out of one 

concept buried, in the norm, is to be explained by the fact 

that analogates in true analogy preserve their differences 
* 

even while fully participating according to their several 

natures in the analogon; whereas analogates in univocal 

predication are freed from the moorings of their premises 

and. proceed to lead independent existences according to the 

level of abstraction permitted, them in the field of 

discourse. 

As a concrete example from the text of the Tale. 

illustrating the manner in which the Hick's metaphor myths 

lead their separate existences, even while ultimately 
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derived from the submerged analogon of the logos principle 

and even while each severally portrays an aspect of the New 

Philosophy, we may use the Taylor. 

In a mode of discourse using metaphor as myth, a 

demiurgic faculty that acts in the univocal mode of a 

Taylor tends to become a Taylor who performs demiurgic acts. 

We can be prepared for this Taylor to do anything that might 

be expected of an absolutely abstract Taylor lacking 

personality; and his least act becomes divine in this mythic 

ambience. The possibilities for the ludicrous are immense, 

but Swift does not abuse them; it is only the modernist 

epistemological model that he abuses. We can depend, on the 

Taylor to sit like an idea-image on his idea-image of an 

oven, much as Descartes in his creative enthusiasm in his 

poele dreamed the fabrication of the modern world out of 

other idea-images in the representative theory of knowledge. 

In the terms of the Tale. the Hack's error is a 

rhetorical error as is Descartes' error. To penetrate 

beyond the letter that kills (2 Cor. 3:4-9), a sacramental 

symbolic approach is necessary. As Augustine says, "Woe to 

him who takes the mantle for the law." In one important 

sense, the Hack's error is just this, taking the mantle for 

the law, the letter that killeth. In terms of the Taylor 

and the cloaths, we can say that the Incarnation never takes 

place (although, in cartesian terms both Taylor and cloaths 

are modes of the "imagination-passion"). Hence the entire 
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Tale. the "cloaths" of the letter and of the world, remain 

opaque. 

The final irony of Swift's rhetorical tactics, is 

that the "cloaths" of the cloaths philosophy is both the 

surface we predicate of matter and the spiritus that in any 

truly rational system would be the invisible vesture of the 

mind. That the Taylor is unable to discriminate meaning

fully between the two is Swift's ultimate comment. 

Section IX as Mock-Scripture 

The humanist structure is shadowed forth quite 

literally in the Tale. and once we have its formula Swift 

makes its application sufficiently clear to us. Inevitably 

there is an analogical relation between the Taylor and the 

cloaths, although this relation is the empty husk of the 

genuinely analogical relation that Origen describes as the 

modes of existence of the Word.: "le Verbe-Dieu, le Verbe-

fait-chair, les verbes participant au Verbe, les verbes 

heretiques. 

La Verbe-Dieu corresponds to the Hack's Taylor and. 

hence also to the "imagination-passion"; la Verbe-fait-chair 

is manifest in the madman of Section IX, particularly the 

three world-makers; les verbes participant au Verbe is the 

cloaths in its ontological mode; les verbes heretiques is 

"'"Harl, p. 196. 
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the mode in which the entire discourse and all its metaphors 

subsist. 

An example of the exquisite subtlety of the 

correlation of allusion to the dual constructs of humanist 

epistemology and. cartesian epistemology in the Tale is found 

in Section IX, the first part of which follows the symbolic 

action of Luke 1-3, but as a parody so thoroughly distorted, 

by the Hack's epistemology that one can descry it only as it 

is refracted through the glass of his modernist criteria. 

In both Luke 1-3 and Section IX the inspired prophet 

appears in his full stature as a public or social figure. 

In this Tubbian sequence, the modernist-as-madman comes as 

close as he can to the status of incarnate god-man. 

As the inspired prophet is about to make his 

appearance in the Tale. the Hack gives his explanation that 

the true prophet is the madman who picks the right time and 

place to appear. At some length he illustrates the diffi

culty of distinguishing madness from supposed sanity. In 

its general outline, tone, and subject, this crucial sequence 

of the Tale is strongly suggested by Descartes' "First 

Meditation" (the theme of which is taken up again to close 

his "Last Meditation"). Here Descartes is pondering over 

the imagination on which he had. built his world and expresses 

again the possibility that a malin Genie has abandoned him 

in endless dream or bottomless madness. Part of the 

passage reads, 
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Ie fois icy, assis aupres du feu, vestu d'une 
robe de chambre, ayant d.e papier entre les 
mains, & autres choses de cette nature. Et 
comment est-ce que ie pourrois nier Que ces 
mains & ce corps-cy soient a moy? si ce n'est 
peut-estre que ie me compare a ces insensez, 
de qui le cerueau est tenement trouble & 
offusque par les moires vapeurs de la biles, 
qu'ils assurent constamment qu'ils sont des 
roys, lorsqu'ils sont tres-pauures; qu'ils 
sont vestus d'or & depourpre, lorsqu'il sont 
tout nuds; ou s'imaginent estre des cruches, 
ou auoir vn corps de verre. Mais quoy? ce sont 
des fous, & ie ne serois pas moins estrauagant, 
si ie me reglois sur leurs exemples.l 

Yet Descartes takes pause, recognizes his vulnerability and 

proceeds, 

Toutesfois i'ay icy a considerer que ie suis 
homme, & par consequent que i'ay coutume de 
dormir & de me representer en mes songes les 
mesmes choses, ou quelquefois de moins vray-
semblables, que ces insensez, lors qu'ils 
veillent. 

Descartes goes on to consider at length the dilemma into 

which he is wedged by his subjectivism. Descartes dreaming, 

and madmen reigning, and simple men thinking—there is no 

test but the empirical one. 

The similarities between these and. other related 

passages of Descartes to the "Digression on Madness" are 

not merely a matter of the suggestion of species of madness 

indistinguishable from sanity or a matter of men who 

imagine themselves kings; such parallels as these would be 

intriguing, but they would not compel us to find, a 

^Meditations touchant la premiere philosophie. 
A.-T., IX, 14. 
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relationship to Swift's satire. -What makes them of one 

piece is the thesis of madness as an epistemological mode. 

kingship as subjective reality: both the cartesian rumina

tion and. the Hackian digression pivot precisely on 

Descartes' epistemology, and both are essential "escape 

clauses" to the system in which they figure. Both are the 

product of a representative theory of knowledge generated 

out of a species of imagination-passion, to use Roy's 

convenient term, and both are driven ultimately to the same 

failure. The problem is the first thing Descartes turns to 

in his Meditations and the last he turns from. It haunts 

the Tale throughout and provides the terms of its final 

stigmatization. 

After the Hack has traced the rationale and genera

tion of his world-maker, he recommends the revelation as a 

testimony to the validity of the event, in language from 

Luke 2:51—the Hack desires that modernists "lay up in their 

Hearts as a very seasonable Innuendo" (p. 169) his equation 

of madness and the matter of timing with greatness. 

This is, as I have indicated, a clear echo of the 

phrase by Luke concerning Jesus and the divine basis of his 

public career. "His mother kept all these things in her 

heart. And Jesus increased, in wisdom and stature, and in 

favor with God and Man." 

The next episode in Luke is the appearance of John 

the Baptist, the Precursor; while in the Tale the next 
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episode is the appearance of Wotton, who, says the Hack, 

could have founded a new religion of his own devising in 

Dreams and. Visions (p. 169) had he but avoided "vain 

philosophy" which latter however prepared the way for the 

archetypal madman. Immediately thereafter appears the 

anti-type of Christ. 

In the waters of the Jordan the spirit entered 

Christ on the occasion of God's enunciating the Word; in the 

Tale we have the appearance of the archetypal madman in the 

"fatning Streams" of the "Fountains of Enthusiasm," which 

operate the spirits by that quaint wind. and. plumbing 

machinery of Descartes, as a parody of baptism as initiation 

into subjectivism. 

The Hack prepares to confide to the reader the root 

principle of this god-possessed condition, or Phrenzy: but 

at this point the text breaks off in mute rows of asterisks. 

If the break in the text is a result of the fact that in the 

Hack's "new testament" the logos principle is missing, the 

author does at least give us an explanation of the Phrenzy 

in the myth image of "a Man's Fancy . . . astride on his 

reason," etc. (p. 171). And when the utterance of the 

prophet is enunciated, it is, as the Hack boasts, cant. 

The parallels in the baptism of Jesus as recorded, 

by Luke and the "circumfusion" of the archetypal modernist 

recorded by the Hack are similar to such a striking degree 

as to make conscious parody by Swift almost a certainty. 
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However, the evidence we have must be recognized in a state 

transformed by Swift's highly artificed myth. In fact, 

what we have, specifically, in Section IX is the basis of 

the modernist's doctrine of Wisdom and its immediate 

preamble. 

"Wisdom" is central to Section IX. This fact can be 

determined from a cursory reading. The word itself figures 

at the crucial turn in meaning (p. 173, line 5) that has 

heretofore lured most critics from the straight path of the 

Hack's logic. And of course "madness" (with the etymon of 

"foolish") is the antonym of wisdom (with the etymon of 

"wise" obviously); particularly "folly" is the antonym of 

"wisdom" which will advance us yet one step closer to the 

central mystery of the Tale. 

Simply to identify "wisdom" as crucial to the 

"Digression on Madness" tells us little, for in the Hack's 

mouth wisdom is a cant word.. It is in fact the goddess of 

all cant words in the Hack's world. To compound the dif

ficulty, the term is used within less than a dozen lines in 

quite contradictory senses (line 27, p. 172 and line 5, 

p. 173). 

It is possible, however, on the critical basis of 

the preceding chapters, to unfold the Hack's paper hat and 

reveal the ultimate paradox—in the face of the ultimate 

mystery—that lays him bare once and for all. 
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A few preliminary considerations are in order, I 

believe. First, it should be noted that there are 

traditionally two species of wisdom: true wisdom in the 

humanist tradition, and the worldly or pragmatic wisdom of 

the modernist. In the former tradition the word is wisdom 

expressed, while for the latter tradition words and things 

are severed by the dismantling of rhetoric and the separa

tion of things from the ground of being, dichotomies ably 

discussed by Aubrey L. Williams in Pope1s Dunciad.^ The 

first note we may make, then, is that there is a relation 

between true wisdom and. the rhetorical model of epistemology, 

and. a relation between pragmatic wisdom and. the mathematico-

mechanic model of rhetoric given magisterial definition by 

Descartes. 

To return a moment to Luke, which I suggest provided. 

Swift a model for the Hack's revelation of the embodiment of 

the new wisdom, it will be noted, that the two wisdoms are 

mentioned by the Evangelist. In a passage I have already 

cited., he writes, "And Jesus increased in wisdom and 

stature, and in favor with God and man" (Luke 2:52). Ronald. 

A. Knox in a commentary on this passage says, "The mention 

of 'wisdom' in verse 52 is doubtless a reference to that 

advance in experimental knowledge without which the Humanity 

* (London, 1955), Chapter V, especially pp. 112-115. 
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of our Lord would not have been perfect at every point. 

Almost immediately we are presented with the second sort of 

wisdom, bestowed by a rhetorical act of God. At the 

baptism of Jesus, a sign of the capacity for the new 

wisdom, "the Holy Ghost descended, in a bodily shape like a 

dove upon him, and a voice came from heaven, which said., 

Thou art my beloved. Son; and. in thee I am well pleased" 

(Luke 3:22). 

In the Tale the spirit, as vapour from the collected 

part of the Semen acts on the brain as on an Engine (p. 164). 

As the Hack declares, speaking of Cartesius. "I would gladly 

be informed, how it is possible to account for such 

Imaginations as these in particular men, without Recourse to 

my Phaenomenon of Vapours. ascending from the lower Faculties 

to over-shadow the Brain, and thence distilling into Concep

tions, for which the Narrowness of our Mother-Tongue has not 

yet assigned, any other name, besides that of Madness or 

Phrenzy" (p. 167). Here we have a fair report of Descartes1 

representative theory of knowledge, but more to the point, 

we have it revealed, to us that the Hack's "madness" is 

analogous to the Christian humanist's "wisdom," or at least 

it serves a comparable function in his imaginary world.. 

Within the humanist tradition "Christ is the 

Wisdom of God" (1 Cor. 1:24), and is not to be confused with 

^"A Commentary on the Gospels (New York, 1954) , 
p. 129. 
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fleshly wisdom (2 Cor. 1:12). In fact, the wisdom of 

Christ is folly to the gentiles. This gives us the neces

sary key. 

For Descartes "wisdom is grounded in the natural use 

of 'reason' without seeking reliance upon or guidance from, 

revelation and theology.M. Blondel gives a good defini

tion of wisdom: 

Dans le langue traditionnel, le terme sagesse a 
un sens fort et technique qui en reserve l'emploi 
a une forme de connaissance contemplative et 
infuse, concrete et synthetique, amoureuse et 
savoureuse (sapit), dont 11entendement abstrait 
ou la pensee discursive ne peuvent jamais atteindre 
la plenitude ni egaler la lumiere, 1'unite, 
1'efficacite. Elle possede les principes; elle 
n'a pas a les recevoir d.'une autre science. Et, 
des causes les plus hautes, elle va, d'une vue, 
aux fins dernieres.2 

Descartes on the other hand declares that by wisdom one 

intends prudence in affairs but also a perfect knowledge of 

the world for the conservation of his health and. the inven-

3 
tion of all the arts. As Jean Lacroix points out, the 

cartesian idea of wisdom is that of sapientia humana. an 

earthbound wisdom that resides entirely outside the domain 

4 
of theology. 

"'"James Collins, A History of Modern European 
Philosophy (Milwaukee, 1954), p.140. 

2 
Lalande, pp. 941-942. 

3Ibid., p. 941. 

^Maurice Blondel (Paris, 1963), trans. John C. 
Guiness (New York*] 1968) , p. 82. 
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According to Blondel, always when "wisdom" tries 

"to enclose itself and to find fulfillment in a definitive 

system, it becomes folly. ""L 

This is precisely the situation with regards to 

wisdom in the Tale. For example, the modernists* work on 

wisdom is the History of Reynard the Fox (p. 67). In the 

relevant passage, the Hack is claiming texts of Arcane 

wisdom but the "inner meaning" is still all surface; his 

method, is "to lay open by Untwisting or Unwinding, and 

either to draw up by Exlantlation, or display by Incision" 

(p. 67). Even the process of "grubbing" is that of pulling 

up the surface by the roots (p. 66). 

True wisdom, knowledge by means of a connaturality 

2 
with the ground, of being, presupposes a divine end that is 

figured, in the Tale by a form of possession; but one lacking 

any eschatological vision. Vision has become illusion. 

Prophecy has become cant (p. 171). 

In the Renaissance we find the insistence on a 

divine end in many places, for example, in Pico della 

Mirandola. A study of the De sapiente reveals according to 

Romualdez three fundamental considerations about human 

nature: (1) man is a microcosm; (2) man has a proper place 

"'"Ibid. , p. 85. 

2 A Antonio V. Romualdez, "Towards a History of 
Renaissance Wisdom," Studies in the Renaissance. XI (1964), 
136. 
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(proprio loco) and a proper dignity (suo fastiqio) in the 

hierarchy of being; and (3) "that for man to exist merely 

like a rock, or to live like a plant, or to live according 

to his senses like a beast is to fall from his proper place, 

is to be cast down from his proper rank, is to be un

finished.."^ All these are "medieval commonplaces" as 

Romualdez points out. Wisdom specifically is to understand 

and act according to a supernatural end; folly is to fail in 

this regard. The Hack's Tale exemplifies this species of 

folly in a world, that, by the very terms of cartesian 

subjectivism, offers no distinction between genius and 

madness other than pragmatism. The wisdom of the humanists, 

for Erasmus as for St Paul, is radically Chris to centric and. 

hence as I have noted, to the gentiles foolishness 

(1 Cor. 1:23). 

Wisdom in the New Testament is first of all the 

divine logos, Christ, and. second, man's taking on the "mind, 

of Christ." Thus the spiritual man is able to judge all 

things because his union with Christ in the Spirit gives him 

the very thought of Christ. Such thought is what I have 

earlier described as proceeding by sacramental symbol. Now 

in Section IX, all this equipment is emblematically present, 

but as it subsists in the mode defined by cartesian 

epistemology, it is dumb and collapses under its own weight. 

1Ibid., pp. 137-138. 
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It will be recalled that Descartes believed 

specifically that he had discovered the secret to wisdom, 

given him in his dream, in his schematic univocal repre-

sentationalism. It is the Hack's recourse precisely to this 

species of wisdom that provides the philosophical action, 

rhetorically bodied forth in Section IX, pp. 170-174. 

1 have noted above that cloaths in the analogical 

system would figure both surface and the invisible vesture 

of spiritus. but that the Hack is unable to make any dis

tinction. The same failure is manifest in his use of the 

term "wisdom" which is so seemingly contradictory that at 

least one critic assumes that Swift drops the mask at this 

point and speaks in his own voice."'" 

The Hack uses "wisdom" according to his own defini

tion—a purified rationalistic ethics for the conquest of 

2 
science —and as such it would, at least in Swift's 

judgment, deal with the superficial. Such usage appears in 

the passage: 

In the Proportion that Credulity is a more 
peaceful Possession of the Mind, than 
Curiosity, so far preferable is that Wisdom 
[italics added], which converses about the 
Surface, to that pretended Philosophy which 
enters into the Depth of Things, and then 
comes gravely back with Informations and 

^"Ricardo Quintana, Swift: An Introduction (London, 
1955), p. 65. 

2 
J. Segond, La saqesse cartesienne et la doctrine 

de la science (Paris, 1932), p. 321. 
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Discoveries, that in the inside they are good, 
for nothing (p. 173). 

But he has just before used the term in a sense closer to 

its traditional one: 

If this [the high virtue of the imagination] 
were seriously considered by the World, as I 
have a certain Reason to suspect it hardly will; 
Men would no longer reckon among their high 
Points of Wisdom [italics added], the Art of 
exposing weak Sides, and publishing Infirmities; 
an Employment in my Opinion, neither better nor 
worse than that of Unmasking, which I think, 
has never been allowed, fair Usage, either in 
the World or in the Play-House (pp. 172-173). 

The Hack's initial problem—and. one insoluble for 

him—is the necessity to use the same word for significa

tions within his own language world, and. also for significa

tions within the humanist language world. But the second, 

difficulty arises in the fact that the supposed usage in the 

humanist world, is conceived, not according to humanist lights 

but according to Tubbian lights. Hence, although in Section 

IX the signification of certain key terms is stretched., the 

humanist signification towards which they are extended, is in 

itself something of a misrepresentation. For example, 

humanist "wisdom" is "the Art of exposing weak Sides, and. 

publishing Infirmities" (p. 172). This Hackian conception 

of humanist wisdom derives from such of his own activities 

as flaying the person or finding man's interior in his 

Spleen or Heart or Brain (p. 173). Yet even in such an 

attenuated signification the humanist usage presents 
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problems to the modernist sufficiently large as to be 

insuperable. 

"Wisdom" then is concerned with the selection of 

ends. And for this reason Section IX is most crucial and 

revealing. "Wisdom" however not only selects the "right" 

ends, but by its implicit world view it determines the 

alternatives. Hence the product of the imagination is the 

most desirable, even though the nomenclature for that 

product labels it Delusion (p. 172). It is for reasons 

derived from this lexical dilemma that the Hack proclaims 

himself in favor of the doctrine of Epicurus (p. 174). He 

is simply constrained to it, whatever the resulting diction 

or labels, by the cartesian epistemology that informs his 

world. 

This double system of references to which the Hack 

is forced, can provide some unexpected revelations of 

the "philosophical action" underlying the fictive material. 

In this regard, let us note the permutations of "reason" in 

the passage of pages 171-175. 

First we should, note that "reason" is not incom

patible with "delusion"; and this is in precise accord with 

the cartesian theory that truth is a function simply of the 

clarity and distinctness of our representational ideas 

subjectively entertained in the interior theatre of the 

mind. "The method," as Gilson and Langan point out, 

"forbids us to conclude the actual existence of the 
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external world from any other thing than the content of our 

own thought. 

It must be conceded that Descartes manfully avoids 

making explicit this very conclusion made here by the Hack, 

although it is logically implicit in his epistemology. 

Indeed most of his philosophizing is consumed in a vain 

effort to avoid the overt statement made here by the Hack, 

that Felicity is the Possession of being well decieved. 

(p. 174). 

Yet, remarkably Descartes does come to the very 

threshold of this proclamation, and in exactly the terms 

employed by the Hack at the beginning of the same paragraph 

on page 173, in a passage I have already cited, commencing 

with the clause, "In the Proportion that Credulity is the 

more peaceful Possession of the Mind . . ." (p. 173). 

Descartes severed, the reasonable from the rational. 

a rather desperate maneuver. That is, he held it rational 

to doubt the world, to doubt that one is not dreami.ig, to 

doubt that one is not incessantly mad. But is is reasonable. 

anyway, to assume the contrary: to assume that there is a 

world, that one is not always dreaming, not always mad. 

First, however, it is necessary to sever the reasonable from 

the rational. As Gouhier has remarked: 

Imposer la credultas. Telle semble etre la 
fonction du malin genie. Pour continuer le jeu 

^Modern Philosophy. p. 68. 
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en echappant a la tentation du probable, sa 
volonte d'assimiler le douteux au faux 
s'affirme comme arbitraire, par dela le plus 
ou moins probable coupant le rationnel du 
raisonnable: le malin genie personnifie cette 
volonte de ne pas se laisser entrainer dans 
une discussion sur les chances de verite que 
conserve chaque opinion douteuse, discussion 
qui se terminerait par le retour des prejuges, 
praejudicia. ̂ 

Certainly such a severance is immediately relevant to the 

Hack's "stoic quandry" in Section IX. 

Like cartesians generally the Hack has thrown out 

the model of rhetorical reason, the very soul of which is 

acceptance of the criterion of the probable. The task is 

to impose credulitas without appealing to rhetorical norms. 

This is precisely the way in which Descartes sees the 

problem. And the Hack performs in accordance with it. He 

attains the necessary conviction of reality and arrives at 

credulity. not belief as conviction through persuasive 

argument, but credulity through a "reasonable" assumption 

dissevered deliberately from the rational. This reasonable 

mode is to accept the clear-and-distinct idea-image 

presented, in the mind by the "imagination-passion" and. 

accept it as objective reality, the only objective reality. 

This is the Hack's operation and. it is Curiosity to 

pursue the matter farther. He justifies his condemnation 

of such curiosity by the very criteria he arbitrarily 

^""Sans rhetorique," p. 95. 
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bestows on wisdom: the "inside" by this criteria is still 

only "outside," although a good deal more unsightly. The 

most useful science is "to Sodder and. patch up" the 

undisturbed "outside" of Nature to save us from the 

"officious Reason" which might disturb a Nature that is 

essentially "outside" throughout. If "Reason" would, call 

this disturbance of such a fabric "undeception," then 

certainly "This is the sublime and. refined. Point of Felicity, 

called, the Possession of Being well deceived: the serene and. 

Peaceful State of being a Fool among Knaves11 (p. 174). The 

Hack has done the best he can with the diction at his 

disposal, but more important he has remained loyal to an 

epistemological model that is subjective, univocal, and 

fabricated by the imagination-passion. His conclusion may 

nominally resemble Christian stoicism. But the model of 

reality we have glimpsed gives the lie to such a pretention. 

His fool is not the practitioner of Christian or Erasmian 

folly; he is the literal and etymological fool (from the 

Latin follis. "a bag, bellows, a ball filled with air"). 

And. the Knaves he commits himself to, are men at large, for 

man like nature is a dissimulation and a mask, a suit of 

cloaths. In the Encomium moriae. Erasmus in his irony 

begins with sheer paradox and progresses gradually to the 

folly which js Christian wisdom. In the Tale. the Hack 

begins with modernist wisdom and progresses to sheer paradox 



349 

and thoroughgoing folly. Swift and Erasmus work in the same 

tradition and the point of their irony is much the same. 

The Central Paradox of the Tale and the 
Ultimate Mystery of the Norm 

In the "Digression on Madness" the Hack's absolute 

denial of any figurative symbolism in his metaphoric dis

course provides the satirist his semantic breach. The 

modernist, bound to construe his metaphors univocally and. 

literally, must therefore interpret all terms that he 

associates in the one conceptual field at the same level 

of abstraction. And in so doing he consigns himself to a 

hopeless and "terminal" paradox. 

In general, according to W. V. Quine in an excellent 

study on the subject, "a paradox is any conclusion that at 

first sounds absurd, but that has an argument to sustain it. nl 

However, the argument that sustains a paradox "may expose 

the absurdity of a buried premise or of some preconception 

previously reckoned as central to physical theory, to 

2 
mathematics, or to the thinking process." This description 

fits precisely the conceptual and linguistic situation in 

the "Digression on Madness." 

It is not Swift speaking when the persona declares 

that felicity is being well-deceived; it is the paradox that 

^"Paradox," Scientific American. April, 1962, p. 84. 

^Ibid. 
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the projector is led. to. What the paradox proves is neither 

that reality is best presented on the surface nor that it is 

best to be well-deceived. This is where critics usually get 

caught on the horns of a phantom dilemma.^" 

What the passage (pp. 171-174) proves in fact is 

that such a hollow world, as the Hack posits is an absurd, 

concept of reality: that is to say, it can not exist. 

Quine identifies this sort of paradox as a "falsidical" 

paradox, one whose proposition not only seems at first 

absurd, but is also false, there being a fallacy in the 

purported truth. Some of the paradoxes of Zeno, such as the 

one about Achilles and. the Tortoise, belong under the head, 

of falsidical paradoxes. 

In the world, according to cartesian criteria, only 

that which appears on the surface is clear, distinct, and. 

real. Wisdom, on the other hand., consists for the humanist 

in being able to see beneath the surface of appearances and. 

to understand what lies behind the mask. Hence folly alone 

perceives the Hack's "reality" and. thereby produces the 

happiness of being in harmony with the state of things. 

"'"For example Ricardo Quintana can reconcile the 
meaning of the passage in no other way than to assume that 
at this point the mask of the persona breaks down (Swift: 
An Introduction, p. 65); and. Miriam Starkman's "solution" 
is that the text is corrupt: "'Reason is certainly in the 
Right,' is obviously an error," she protests (Swift's Satire 
on Learning, p. 42). 
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The Hack's statement is based on assumptions, of 

course. We are asked to swallow a story about a world in 

which all truth is "surface" according to the mode of the 

representational theory of knowledge. But grant this and 

we end up by saying that folly is preferable to wisdom and 

that it is better to be deceived about what lies behind the 

surface and mere show. We can see now that we are here 

confronted, with nothing more mysterious than a reductio ad 

absurdum. The paradox so earnestly pronounced by the Hack 

is simply proof that no such world, can exist. 

This sweeping denial at first sounds absurd.. Why 

should there not be such a world? But the Hack's very 

argument shows why not. Swift's proof then is rhetorical. 

The paradoxical situation of the Hack revealed in 

this passage is, in fact no paradox to him, but little more 

than the seeming opacity and obdurateness of signs, since 

the figurative reach of the conceptual field, is quite 

severely limited by his reductionist and. univocal predica

tion. For the humanist of course, who possesses the full 

rhetorical and cognitive resources of the traditional model 

of epistemology, the modernist myth tableaux do show forth 

transparently and reveal their radical error. 

In this crucial passage we also witness the opera

tion of modernist ethics. Every act of judging presupposes 

(1) ideas in the mind, and (2) a will that affirms or denies 

them. For Descartes, "when the will affirms only that which 
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understanding evidently sees to be true, there can be no 

error; on the contrary, there always is error when the will 

affirms or denies that which understanding does not perceive 

clearly and distinctly," according to an analysis by Gilson 

and Langan."'" 

In Section IX, the Hack is judging precisely 

according to this criterion. Just as the Hack is inexorably 

led to his amoral position, so too, according to Descartes, 

man has true liberty of choice, in just about the same 

terms. "True liberty," comment Gilson and Langan, "consists 

in using free choice only to affirm as true that which is 

true and to choose as good that which is good.. Ethics is 

here at one with the first rule of the methode; The perfec

tion of liberty consists in never assenting to that which 

understanding does not clearly and. distinctly perceive to be 

2 
true." The Hack who is "free" to be "reasonable" according 

to the same criteria, must come to the conclusion he does 

come to. It is in fact an infallible conclusion. As Gilson 

and Langan point out, "We are fallible because we are 

3 
creatures, but it lies in our power never to be mistaken." 

All we need, to do is follow the method. One must accept the 

clear and distinct object presented to us which in Section IX 

^Modern Philosophy. p. 66. 

2Ibid. 

3Ibid. 
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the Hack somewhat desperately concedes is "mere" appearance, 

in order to grasp truth. But in fact, moral choices, like 

epistemological transactions, are really beyond the 

competence of cartesian criteria. At all events such an 

ethics is hardly Christian. The Hack recognizes neither 

man's fallen nature nor the need for supernatural love. 

Linked inseparably to both these latter voids is the most 

glaring debasement of rhetorical figura in the Tale; the 

total devaluation of the concept of mystery and its figura

tive representation in aenigma. 

Wisdom, within the humanist context, is the capacity 

to comprehend sensible signs within an analogical hierarchy 

made transparent by the logos principle. A good, deal of my 

exposition in the first chapter concerned, the transformation 

effected by the Patristic founders of humanism in the 

figurative language of antiquity wherein aenigma became the 

sensible correlate of mystery comprehended, according to the 

faculty of wisdom. Mystery itself is essentially God's act 

whereby ultimate meaning enters into the world., and. the 

revelation of the act."'" 

A rhetorical device, so to speak, became the model 

of a total cosmic order in which the Word was made Flesh 

and. man a figure of speech participating analogically in the 

"'"Rahner, Greek Myths and Christian Mystery (New 
York, 1963), p. 29. 
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rational principle of creation. "Reason" in this mode is 

"wisdom." 

To the auditor who took the symbolic aenigma out of 

the context of the Incarnation, the sensible manifestation 

of the divine rhetoric remained, impenetrable aenigma or 

paradox or folly. The common rationale of the anti-humanist 

revolution was the denial of the analogical hierarchy of the 

rhetorical model of epistemology. Much of the second. 

portion of this essay is devoted, to the eroding of the 

concept of the sacramental symbol and its displacement by 

the sign-as-signal. The New Philosophy was the elevation of 

this rationale into a total world view. 

In our discussion of the shipwreck of "wisdom" in 

Section IX of the Tale we have come full circle in con

sidering the rhetorical model of epistemology. That is to 

say, we are witnessing the undoing of the synthesis that 

marked, the Christian humanist civilization. By virtue of 

the Incarnation, the Patristic founders of humanism had. 

converted, pagan mystery into the transparent aenigma of 

Christian analogical symbolism. By virtue of a radical 

dualism linked by a mechanical "imagination-passion," 

cartesianism had rejected the epistemological basis of such 

symbolism. In the beginning the Christian Greeks had. 
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changed myth into a transparent mystery. At the end of the 

age that transparent mystery fell back into opaque myth.^" 

In Section IX of the Tale. for the Hack "wisdom" is 

concerned, with "truth" in sign-as-signal, and "mystery" is 

the dark illogic of paradox. In fact, "mystery" has come to 

resemble, more than anything else, the attitude of pre-

Christian mystery religions that retained, a certain repute 

in the hermetic tradition. For the anti-persona of the 

norm, wisdom is concerned, with truth in symbol, and. mystery 

is the revelation of eschatological meaning in aenigma. 

Finally, in the Tale we have, as the "ideal" of man a condi

tion marked by an imagination astride the soul and. 

indistinguishable from madness. On the other hand, in the 

norm, the ideal condition of man is that species of Folly 

that Erasmus praised, in More. Just as in the Tale. Tubbian 

madness and. the paradox to which the Hack is driven, are 

concomitant consequences of the epistemological model that 

informs Swift's imaginary world; so too in the norm, that 

Folly spoken of by St Paul and the central mystery at the 

heart of the Tale that Swift preserves through protective 

layers of analogy, are alike concomitant consequences of 

the epistemological model that serves as the basis of 

reality in the larger world, of hacks and all men, whether 

they perceive it and give their assent or not. 

^Rahner, p. 4. 
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In maintaining that the Tale is mock-scripture I 

have said that it is the rendition the modernist would, give 

of events revaluing the central problems of the New Testa

ment. Philosophically the Tale is a close analogue of the 

New Testament, but the material and the mode of the Tale are 

often quite unlike its archetype. 

Not only is the Hack's style new—following Wilkins' 

dicta—but the realities he conceives are contingent on his 

epistemological equipment. Hence some characters and events 

of the New Testament do not "come through," or rather when 

they do, they are often stillborn or unable to make the 

transition from the real world. Thus it is relatively simple 

to identify in the Tale the analogue to the baptism of 

Christ, as I have attempted, to do. It is also relatively 

simple to identify the chiliastic prophecy in Swift's 

Introduction, and. also the escha to logical farce of an 

apocalypse in his Conclusion. 

But more often the Hack's epistemological equipment 

leads him to a severe misrepresentation of the recognizable 

emblems. Thus, I have suggested that the history of 

Christianity in the Allegory is in reality a history of 

cartesian anti-symbolic thought since the Restoration. 

The identification of "Christ" in the Tale—a 

presence that exercises a tremendous negative influence 

over the whole work—is most complex, particularly because 

the basic epistemological premise of the cartesian model of 
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reality informing modernism is the rigorous denial of the 

basis for the Incarnation and the logos principle. Indeed, 

it is not inaccurate to say that from the viewpoint of 

Swift's construct proposed in this study, the good, news of 

the cartesian new testament is dis-incarnation. bestowing 

anqelism on man and freeing him from the obscurity of 

symbolic thought. Inevitably any Christ figure in the Tale 

is going to be stunted, to say the least. To be perfectly 

accurate he will not be present at all. Nonetheless shadows 

of his type we do find, and they are identifiable if we bear 

in mind the criteria of modernist epistemology presented in 

this study. The logos principle is present in vestiges, but 

in a mode univocal and mute, throughout the text. The 

clearest anti-types of Christ as a person in the Tale are 

the demiurgic Taylor in Section IX, Alexander the Great, 

Jack of Leyden, and. Monsieur Des Cartes; and. perhaps the 

great philosopher from 0. Brazile. The "heroes" of Bedlam, 

particularly the solemn Taylor run mad with Pride, bear some 

resemblance to the Christ in their god-possessed, hypostasis 

of enthusiasm; yet in truth they are the images of everyman 

who, in even the Tubbian system, bear the image of the 

universal rational principle of the system, such as it is. 

Insofar as it is useful to our understanding of the Tale as 

a cartesian new testament, the above identifications of a 

Christ analogue seem to be within the limits of a moderate 

interpretation and Swift's intent. 
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When we come to the climactic act of the Christ 

drama and attempt to identify an analogue of the Atonement 

in the Tale. we are brought, to paraphrase Eliot, to the 

still point of the Hack's turning world. It is my feeling 

that the analogue of the Atonement in the Tale. subsisting 

in its modernist mode, is none other than the central 

paradox of the work, the paradox that I have already 

identified, while still preserving the status of mystery 

that puts it also at the center of the unenunciated norm. 

The symbol of the Atonement—the ultimate in the enterprise 

of gulf-bridging that remains the unsolvable problem of 

Descartes and the Hack—is traditionally the cross. 

According to the orthodox interpretation, the cross 

is symbol of the opposition of worldly wisdom to divine 

wisdom. It shows forth the contradiction between body and 

soul, matter and. spirit, God and. man, and that contradiction 

is presented as aenigma. Reconciliation of the aenigma 

according to the rhetorical model elaborated, in an earlier 

chapter of this essay, is mystery—in this case the central 

mystery of Christendom.^ Hugo Rahner interprets the mystery 

of the cross in this manner: 

In the cross the radical contrast is made 
manifest between the wisdom of God., concealed 

"'"The prime authority is 1 Cor. 1:23 and 25: "But 
we preach Christ crucified, unto the Jews a stumbling-block, 
and unto the Greeks foolishness"; and "Because the foolish
ness of God is wiser than men; and the weakness of God is 
stronger than men." 
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until now and the wisdom of the worldly powers, 
bringing disaster for the latter, but for those 
who believe the kerygma, salvation.^ 

As the analogue of the cross, the emblem of the 

Hack's basic operation for organizing contradictories is 

that of dissevering. The very name borne by this oracle of 

the latter-day testament is not without meaning. The emblem 

of dissevering is at work in such enterprises as Jack's 

reformation, the investigation of the human personality and 

even in reconciling a Layer of Utile and a Layer of Dulce 

(p. 124). On the cosmic level too the same emblem serves to 

represent the attempted organizing of contradictories. The 

demiurge creates by cutting, hewing, severing. And salva

tion is attained by dissevering appearance from being 

(p. 172), just as Gouhier has testified that Descartes' 

soteriology is predicated of a radical dis-incarnation. To 

be saved, everyman must take up his carver and follow the 

Taylor. 

For Irenaeus the cross is the "recapitulation" of 

the work of creation, "the ground-plan, the easily read 

sign," that becomes the cosmic mystery that establishes the 

2 
dimensions of reality. Christ, says Irenaeus, who 

^Greek Myths and Christian Mystery. p. 47. 

2 
See Hugo Rahner, Greek Myths and. Christian Mystery. 

p. 51. The author proceeds to remark that "this cosmic 
mystery of the cross in itself provides the key to the whole 
early Christian attitude on the subject of mystery. The 
cross is a mystery because it gives expression to the 
fundamental laws that govern all that happens in the world, 
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permeates us all, has also "stamped on all things the form 

of the cross.Precisely the same claim can be made of the 

emblem of dissevering in the Tale. a principle which, when 

it reconciles at all, does so by patching the superficies of 

the representative theory of knowledge. Certainly dis

severing "recapitulates" the work of creation; it is the 

ground plan, the sign, the "mystery" that establishes the 

dimensions of reality. And. in the Tale the emblematic sign 

of cutting is ubiquitous. 

For the traditional Christian, the cross is found 

everywhere, it is found in the tools and. instruments of 

daily toil, in the human form, the flight of birds, the mast 

of the ship. Leo the Great pronounced., rn te universa 

perficis mysteria—In thyself thou dost accomplish all 

2 
mysteries. And very much to our purpose is De laudibus 

sanctae crucis by Raban Maur, a ninth century disciple of 

Alcuin, who created, an imaginary world the cognitive 

principle and. sovereign iconographic model of which was the 

cross. As Lubac remarks: 

yet does so in so simple a manner, with such well-nigh 
contemptuous brevity and on so contemptuously petty a scale, 
that a huge paradox is created, a gigantic and. incredible 
contrast between word and meaning, between the thing seen 
and. what remains unseen. It is in the scale of that 
incredible paradox that the mystery resides" (p. 59). 

"*"Epideixis. cited, by Rahner, pp. 50-57. 

2 
Cited by Rahner, p. 53. 
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II plante la Croix du Christ au centre de toutes 
choses, comme Virgile pla<;ait Orphee au milieu 
de la coupe cosmique. L'espace et le temps, la 
terre et le ciel, les anges et les hommes, 
l'Ancien Testament et le Nouveau, l'univers 
physique et l'univers moral, la nature et la 
grace: tout est emprasse, lie, noue, 'structure', 
unifie par cette Croix, comme tout est domine 
par elle. 

In very much the same way Swift creates an imaginary world, 

in which the cognitive principle, etc., are in the dis

severing of the actual from being. The Hack's act and. the 

symbolic severance is everywhere in the Tale. It is pre

cisely in the severance of surface from being that his 

"wisdom" issues in his definitive madness. The process is 

quite analogous to the "recapitulation" of the cross that 

Irenaeus speaks of. While acceptance of the aenigma of the 

cross leads to that wisdom which makes mystery accessible to 

us in a life that is holy folly, the acceptance of the 

paradox of the Hack's emblem of reality leads to that 

"wisdom" which makes mystery a shallow unlit well bottomed 

with dirt, and enforces a life that is indistinguishable 

from madness, or to be less pretentious, simply imbecility. 

The stripping of the Beau and the flaying of the 

person is the Hackian anti-type of the Cricifixion, the 

central mystery of the Christian tradition. "Whereas in the 

Christian testament it is the fullness of the Incarnation 

that permits our participation—through the Atonement—in 

^Exeqese medievale. I.l, 163-164. 
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the cartesian-hackian system, the "crucifixion" is the 

emblem of a dis-incarnation that annihilates the Christian 

humanist mode of reason and. the rhetorical model that makes 

communication, at all levels, a possibility. The ritual 

carving by the Hack is, literally, the crucifixion of the 

word. 

If I have succeeded in demonstrating that the Tale 

is a mock-scripture, it is such only in terms of a 

rhetorical norm in conflict with a revelation thoroughly 

cartesian; it is that latter, the philosophy, and not the 

former, scripture, that is the satirist's target. For 

although Swift deals with religious material, the real 

subject of the Tale remains philosophical. The severest 

stricture that Swift can contrive against the philosophical 

system he attacks is that it reduces Scripture to a mere 

tale of a tub. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

In Chapter I, the Introduction to this study, I 

distinguished three quite separate traditions of "reason," 

each of which implied, a world hypothesis. I have argued 

that the action of Swift's Tale is properly found, in the 

conjunction of the epistemological models of two of these 

worlds, mutually contradictory but contending in a single 

language, and. that in the Tale one world, is finally 

annihilated by the verbal paradox resulting when its 

"rational" consequences are submitted, to the rational 

criteria of the other. 

To state the conclusion in this fashion is to assume 

a more than Olympian non-partisanship. But Swift has made 

it impossible not to take sides and disinterestedness is 

inappropriate to the issue involved., for, although we may 

live in the modernist's world., the Hack is still the 

humanist's antagonist. 

The Radical Subjectivism of Modernism 

When the dust has settled from the verbal rubble 

left of the Hack's epistemology collapsed in paradox, the 

one foundation of cartesian "reason" can be descried 

363 
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plainly in the ruins: that is his radical subjectivism and 

the phantom world it creates there. 

One suspects that Swift is almost unique in 1697, 

and in 1704, in recognizing the consequences of the new 

subjectivism. And yet his suspicion and alarm over the 

consequences of cartesian subjectivism, that are clearly 

bodied forth in the Tale and emerge as its promised 

Apocalypse, were not based on a prophetic vision or some 

remote religious and literary Romanticism, but the present 

perception of a fait accompli. 

If Swift's understanding was not shared widely by 

the contemporaries of his youth, and if we are more 

accustomed to give the subjectivism that is its concern a 

fuller treatment in studies of the next age, nonetheless 

it is a brooding presence in the Tale. pregnant with meaning 

we can hardly close our eyes to. It is an integral part of 

the error Swift attacks, even if estheticians claim the 

topic for the generations of Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, 

Diderot, and. the company of the "Enlightenment." 

To begin, even, to understand the full impact of 

cartesian subjectivism and its relation to the modernist's 

concept of reason and to the new epistemology we conven

tionally associate with the age of sentiment and the 

esthetics of the Sublime, it is necessary to recognize that 

the concept as we know it, as it is known in the eighteenth 

century, and as it characterizes the sensibility of the 
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Hack, was a product of the cartesian revolution, as was so 

much else that Swift exposes to us of the post-Renaissance. 

Historical Triumph of Subjectivism 

Subjectivism by definition is "that which is thrown 

under (subiactum)," the foundation of every being. In the 

Middle Ages, God is understood, as the foundation of every 

being, and until Descartes subjectivity stood for this 

principle. Descartes shifted the underlayer (sub-iectum) 

from God to man's private "reason." As Vincent Vycinas 

remarks, "This shift upsets the medieval pyramid, of 

realities, and. surrounds man with chaos.""'' 

Two consequences should, be noted. First, this 

shift from a theocentric subjectivity to an anthropocentric 

one, involves in its very nature a precondition of godless-

ness (the collapse, in other words, of the medieval pyramid, 

dependent on God). Descartes1 very maneuver of positing a 

God depends on a godless attitude. "This aspect," Vycinas 

points out, "however, loses its strangeness as soon as we 

realize that the Cartesian God ... is not the supernatural 

God. of the Christian faith, but the philosophical idea of 

God." In fact it is "not a real God. 

^Greatness and Philosophy; An Enquiry into Western 
Thought (The Hague, 1967), p. 176. 

2Ibid., p. 178. 
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A second consequence of this shift from a theo-

centric subjectivity to one anthropocentric, is that the 

private human subject "determines the reality of the 

objects by founding them in himself. The subject founds 

himself by himself; he fixes his own being. 1,1 This is 

precisely the mode of mechanical self-creation possessed 

by the Hack. But it is also descriptive of a world view 

that, when it has become over-ripe, we call "Romanticism." 

"Whatever is thought of as clear and distinct, that 

is." proceeds Vycinas in explaining cartesian subjectivism; 

"to think of something as clear and distinct is to pose it 

as true and real—is to set it, to establish it, to found 

2 
it." This is precisely the basis for the Hack's definition 

of reality in Section IX. But it is also descriptive of 

Hume's philoso phy. 

The common element is a radical subjectivity. 

Modern subjectivity is born with the consideration of human 

consciousness as the founding subject, and "its founder is 

3 
Descartes." 

In the history of the lexical meaning of "subjective" 

can be traced the shift of the revolution in thought 

portrayed, in the Tale. Before the cartesian revolution, 

^Ibid., p. 170. 

^Ibid., p. 171. 

^Ibid., p. 165. 
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according to the Oxford English Dictionary. the term meant 

"pertaining to the essence or reality of a thing; real, 

essential." Within a generation it had shifted radically to 

mean, "having its source in the mind." Later, in the 

eighteenth century, it was "pertaining or peculiar to an 

individual subject or his mental operations . . . personal, 

individual." An adjective whose lexical meaning was "real, 

essential," thus finally became "existing in the mind only, 

without anything real to correspond with it; illusory, 

fanciful." 

Closely allied to this transvaluation of the mode 

of thought, is the fact that "words expressing awareness of 

self and self-awareness first emerge in the English and. 

German languages during the seventeenth century," according 

to Lancelot Law Whyte. "Consciousness" or "the state of 

being conscious" or "consciousness of one's own thoughts," 

appear in 1690, according to that author.* Clearly, in the 

Tale Swift was bodying forth operations hardly emerged from 

the matrix of the new sensibility. 

It is also significant that "con-scious" whose 

Latin source had meant "to know with," in the sense of "to 

share knowledge with another," now meant "to know in oneself 

alone." Here we have the same about-face in meaning that is 

*The Unconscious Before Freud (New York, 1960), 
pp. 42-43. 
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taking place simultaneously in the signification of 

"subjective." 

The Cult of Sentiment in the Tale 

In the Hack's modernism can also be identified 

another doctrine derived from cartesianism and immensely 

influential in the next age, a taste for the murky profound, 

generated, out of one's own sentiment. ̂ ideas formed, of, or 

rather representative of, feelings arising in one's own 

sensorium, that become objects of esthetic contemplation; 

for the esthetic sense, like the moral sense, is a faculty 

2 
recognizably of the closed and. inner world, of Descartes. 

It is not my purpose to add a codicil on the 

esthetics of the eighteenth century, but to point out that 

as a consequence of the cartesian revolution parodied in 

the Tale. "reason" had. become at once the operation of 

calculus and the esthetic operation. The esthetics of the 

next age is the spawn of cartesian "reason." Both these 

emergent facts, an esthetic reason and. its consequence to 

the "fine arts," are distinctly discovered and stated, in the 

^"For the cartesian doctrine of connaissance par 
sentiment. see Henri Gouhier, La philosophie de Malebranche 
et son experience reliqieuse (Paris, 1926), pp. 266-271. 

2 
For a discussion of the representational value of 

sentiment, having its origins in Descartes' thought and 
transmitted in the doctrines of Malebranche to Hutcheson, 
see Olivier Brunet, Philosophie et esthetique chez David 
Hume (Paris, 1965), p. 292. 
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myth scenario of the Tale: and it is this that I am 

concerned, to emphasize as part of the latter«s meaning. 

The sovereign faculty of reason that at. the beginning 

of this essay I traced, out of the humanist tradition of 

the Patristic foundation, has become the capacity for an 

inborn feeling. As Descartes himself defines raison in the 

Discours. it is the "faculte de bien juger," and as Lalande 

explains, "c•est-a-dire de decerner le bien et le mal, le 

vrai et le faux ou meme le beau et le laid, par un sentiment 

interieur, spontane et immediat" (p. 879). 

That there is a cartesian esthetic there can be no 

doubt. Beauty as an esthetic concept was a cartesian 

invention.1 The species of pleasure this new entity is 

qualified, to provide, that of fantasy, can be understood. 

2 
only in Descartes* terms, those that we have seen 

dramatically parodied, in the Tale. As George Boas has 

pointed, out, the system of esthetics as it was concocted by 

Baumgarten is out of Descartes' rationalism and. is a result 

3 
of "reasoning more qeometrico." Yet in cartesian man the 

clear and distinct world of mathematics and. subjective 

representationalism are concomitants. As has been argued 

^Arsene Soreil, Introduction a 1'historie de 
l'esthetique frangaise (Bruxelles, 1955T] p~. 17. 

2Ibid., p. 35. 

^"In Search of the Age of Reason," in Aspects of 
the Eighteenth Century, ed. Earl R. Wasserman (Baltimore, 
1965), p. 9. 
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by Victor Basch, "la part qui y est fait a la sensation et 

a 1'association est au moins egale a celle revendiquee pour 

la raison."Descartes," says Basch, "is the precursor of 

the great theoreticians in esthetics of the end. of the 

eighteenth century and of the nineteenth century and opened. 

2 
the road for them." Basch concludes that "the world of 

esthetics is neither that of the body or the soul but of 

3 
that 'third world' generated between them," i.e., the 

tertium quid of the imagination-passion. It is here, says 

Basch citing Charles Adam, that we find the "world of light 

and shape, of sounds and all sensible qualities, the world 

of the sentiments, of the passion, and, let us add, the 

4 world, of the beautiful and of art. " Lanson has declared 

that the modernist literary ideal "correspond a la method.e 

5 
Descartes." And. I have no doubt that Boileau invented for 

literature a new rhetoric, a subjectivist methode ironically 

fabricated out of Longinus, a system the Hack cartoons with 

devastating accuracy; at all events, as Beardsley points 

"^"Y a-t-il une esthetique cartesienne?" Conqres 
Descartes. Travaux du IXe Congres International de 
Philosophie (Paris, 1937), Vol. II, 67. 

^Ibid., p. 76. 

^Ibid. 

^Ibid. 

^Gustave Lanson, "L•influence de la philosophie 
cartesienne sur la litterature franqaise," Revue de 
Metaphysique et de morale (1896) ; reprinted, in Etudes 
d'histoire litteraire (Paris. 1930), p. 8. 
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out, there is no doubt of the thoroughgoing cartesianism of 

Boileau.^" Maurocordato traces with some care the definitive 

influence of the methode of Descartes in Dennis, Addison, 

2 
and. a long roster of English critics. £mile Krantz finds 

the fascination with psychology characteristic of "classical" 

literature "un application mondaine de la methode 

3 
psychologique et du subjectivisme de Descartes." And 

Ian Watt has more recently defined, cartesian subjectivism 

as a major preparation and. influence in the rise of the 

4 
English novel. 

1 propose that the esthetics of the age of sentiment 

("reason" as the operation of "innate ideas" of the moral 

and the beautiful) is the Hack's imaginary world, no longer 

considered, ironically or conceived as fantasy, but made real 

in the mythic mode of reality conferred, on it by the Hack 

himself. 

This is not to say that there was no "esthetics" 

before cartesianism. But in the humanist tradition "esthetic 

symbolism" conformed to the world-ranging faculty of reason 

"'"Monroe C. Beardsley, Aesthetics from Classical 
Greece to the Present (New York^ 1966),p. 141. 

2 
Alexandre Maurocordato, La critique classique en 

Angleterre de la Restauration a^ la_ mort de Joseph Addison 
(Paris, 1964), p. 30 ff. 

3 Essai sur 1'esthetique de Descartes. 2nd ed. 
(Paris, 1898), p. 191. 

4 The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe. 
Richardson, and Fielding (Berkeley, 1957). 
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according to exemplarism. As Edgar De Bruyne says, "the 

history of esthetic symbolism is one with the history of 

Christian thought. The Fathers were its first authentic 

representatives.""^ In the last analysis "beauty" is 

appropriateness. As Marie Spargo points out in her work on 

The Category of the Aesthetic in the Philosophy of Saint 

Bonaventure. beauty as "appropriateness leads to a sense of 

2 
the footprints of God." Augustine is most succinct: 

"Delight consists in the conjunction of the appropriate with 

the appropriate," hence the sense of beauty is an appre-

3 
hension of consonance with the analogical order. By 

contrast, beauty for the new cartesian-inspired esthetics 

is the apprehension of a feeling (for the round, the small, 

and. the smooth), occasioned by that which reinforces the 

sense of self. Such "beauty" is sorely straitened to escape 

the "pretty" (it is generally recognized, that for Edmund. 

Burke "the beautiful" is the abstract model of a conven

tional mid-eighteenth century nubile female of the upper 

middle class); and even when it does, it fails to escape the 

closed, circle of subjective world as sentiment and soliloquy. 

In estimating the esthetic model in the Tale we 

should glance back with particular attention to the fate of 

*The Esthetics of the Middle Ages. trans. Eileen 
B. Hennessy (New York, 1969), p. 68. 

2 
(Paderborn, Germany, 1953), p. 141. 

3Ibid., p. 142. 
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the Brothers' "ornaments" of cloaths as symbolic of the fate 

of rhetoric as made synonymous with ornament alone. I 

pointed out earlier that rhetoric, as finally left dis

mantled by Descartes, could, claim nothing but ornamentation, 

and. that even this latter was considered, superfluous in an 

epistemological model conforming to the methode. Ornament 

is all that remains to the Hack of that rhetorical figurism 

that for Augustine was the siqnum translatum. the key to 

humanist reason and esthetics. In its place, the Hack, and 

his Seven Tribes, set up the subjective idea-image fabricated 

by a sovereign imagination into subjective heterocosm. 

The Hack has demonstrated to us how we are to 

"reason" and how to feel according to the new model of 

epistemology. But for us to reason and. feel as Swift 

shadows forth the ideal in the norm, we must be willing to 

accept a norm in which, as McKeon postulates of medieval 

epistemology, rhetoric is completely oriented towards 

sacramental analogy, and. in which all inconsistencies are 

removed, by adopting the sovereign method, of analogical 

interpretation.^ 

In this system statement becomes mimesis. 

Discovery becomes exegesis. 

In the Tubbian system, "statement" and "discovery" 

become indistinguishable. 

^""Rhetoric in the Middle Ages," p. 265. 



374 

This last analysis, for all its brevity, is a 

precise characterization of the Hack's literary theory. It 

also characterizes the ontological relation between sign and 

reality, between metaphor and myth. The sign is a fiction 

that we cannot penetrate. In fact, we have fallen back into 

elemental manichaeanism. 

Discordia Concors in the Tale 

In the epilogue to their literary history, William 

K. Wimsatt and Cleanth Brooks point out the tendency in 

esthetics to what they call "the Manicnaean heresy" that is 

always with us in art but which particularly characterizes 

the school of sentiment of the early eighteenth century and 

makes of beauty and good unmixed modes of being. In its 

place they propose that the theatre of poetic conflict is 

human substance itself, and that the true theory of art 

treats the symbolism of art as a discordia concors. They 

pose the enduring conflict between esthetics in terms of one 

school totally mimetic and completely non-symbolic, and 

another school totally symbolic and. completely non-mimetic. 

After stating that they would avoid, implicating literary 

thought and theory with any kind of religious doctrine, 

they declare that nonetheless the lessons of history point 

to a theory of literature as properly oriented, "precisely 

within the vision of suffering, the optimism, the mystery 

which are embraced in the religious dogma of the 
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Incarnation.1,1 The desired reconciliation cannot be 

attained, they say, through mechanical conjunction such as 

the neoclassic theory of tragi-comedy or, as the Hack 

proposes, by interlarding a Layer of Utile and. a Layer of 

Dulce. The reconciliation that Wimsatt and. Brooks find, in 

the dogma of the Incarnation, the ultimate discordia concors. 

is the mystery at the heart of Swift's norm in the Tale. and. 

its failure is the sundering paradox in the fable. 

If Swift's most urgent message in the Tale is an 

apocalyptic vision of the collapse of the humanist synthesis 

into the new manichaeism of subjectivism, he has also made 

transparent the imbecile fabric of the Hack's subjective 

world, and, with all the archaic grandeur of medieval 

symbolism, he has led us back through the disused cloisters 

of rhetoric into the cool quiet world, of that classic 

Christian order that was humanism's supreme and probably 

unique artistic achievement: a real world that was at once 

human, reasonable, and open to the ground of being: the New 

Jerusalem of theologian, philosopher, poet—and. scholar— 

where is sought again the epiphany of the word. 

"''Literary Criticism. A Short History (New York. 
1966), p. 746. 
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